
 
“Why do we cry at work?” 

!
One of our lead consultants, Kate Pearlman Shaw, was recently invited to give a 
talk entitled, “Why do we cry at work?” to a women’s network audience at 
United Utilities (UU), a leading utilities company based in the North West of 
England. 

It’s an important, provocative and somewhat divisive issue.  Work can certainly 
arouse our emotions, be that through passion for the job, the enjoyment or 
frustration of delivering products, projects or services, or through the associated 
stresses and pressures that inevitably arise for us in so doing.  Women are 
sometimes perceived to be more emotional in the workplace than men.  The 
same perception exists culturally and sociologically.  Whether this is true or not, 
in the corporate world such a perception can act as one of a number of barriers 
to progression for women into senior management and top board level 
positions. 

Is there any truth in the perception?  What can women in modern organisations, 
and their employers, learn from this?  And, individually or collectively, are there 
ways that we can learn to regulate and manage workplace emotions better? 

These were some of the key questions tackled this month by Kate, one of our 
most senior psychologists, along with a predominantly female audience of nearly 
ninety people at UU’s Warrington headquarters.   

Kate is hugely experienced in this field, and has given a series of similar talks to 
large corporations in the recent past.  In this short interview, we ask her a little 
more about her presentation and some of the conclusions both she and UU 
reached. 
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Q: Can you tell us why you were asked to do this talk, Kate? 
KPS: Yes, of course.  It might be helpful to put it in a little context. In 2011, the 
Davies Report highlighted the pressing need for a better gender balance in UK 
boardrooms.  Women are still really significantly under-represented.  In 2010, 
females made up only about 12.5% of the corporate boards of FTSE 100 
companies.  Although in the few years since the report this gender gap has 
narrowed – with non-exec appointments for example – female executive 
appointments are still behind the curve. 

I’ve been interested for a while in some of the psychology behind this, and this 
led to a conversation with UU.  They are a great business to work with – modern, 
progressive, and really keen to build a healthy corporate culture, as well as 
making sure they do what they can to ensure women have the same 
opportunities as men. 
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Q: Is this ‘gender gap’ a problem? 

KPS: Yes, a significant one! The Davies report explores the research on it in 
detail, and I was able to draw on a few of my own experiences in the talk.  There 
is a really strong business case for more women in top management or exec 
positions in organisations.  The research shows that those companies with a 
stronger female representation at board or senior levels tend to perform better 
than those without.  That's been my experience too – management teams with a 
better gender balance will more often perform better, in particular taking safer, 
more balanced and less risky decisions with less conflict. 

The female brain is a huge and proven asset in the boardroom – there is really 
strong evidence to back up the Davies report.  So there are some real challenges 
for organisations to think about how best to utilise such assets. 

!
Q: That’s fascinating.  We’re interested in the title of your talk, and how that 
then relates to the gender imbalance you’ve highlighted. 

KPS: The title of the talk was deliberately provocative.  There is a perception 
that being overly emotional can be one of the factors that acts as a barrier to 
female progress in organisations.  I’ve heard this many times in my career.  
Sometime an individual client will mention it, or sometimes a business will talk to 
me about it.  When that emotion leads to tears, it can often be viewed as a 
problem by both business and individual! 

!
Q: Is crying at work always problematic then? 

KPS: Not necessarily, but it very much depends on the person and the situation.  
There are some well-known examples of people crying, well being emotional, at 
work and it becoming career enhancing!  
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So overall, my view is that yes, it can be OK, it depends on the context.  
Understandably many people do see it negatively, and I also think it can play a 
role in the corporate gender imbalance I mentioned earlier. 

As far as I’m concerned it's a case of the genders experiencing and expressing 
emotion differently. Women are more likely to use emotional language to 
express their emotions and are better observers of other people’s emotional 
state. Men react quicker when they are angry. There is some very interesting 
neuro-anatomical and neuro-psychological evidence to back this up.  So its not 
just tears that can cause problems, it’s any overt display of emotion, including 
outbursts of anger. But it’s certainly true that women are more likely to cry in 
response to anger or frustration than men. 

However, culturally it’s also true that emotional displays in men and women are 
viewed in different ways.  

The real thrust of my talk was about emotion at work, how much of a barrier this 
can be, and to think about how emotion can be better regulated or managed. 
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Q: Are there physical differences between women and men that drive this? 

KPS:  I read some really interesting research while pulling this talk together.  Yes, 
there are some small neuro-anatomical differences between men and women.  
However, research shows that gender differences in structures and systems 
actually have little impact, and much of the problem is down to historical and 
cultural misperceptions. Women have not been represented that well through 
the ages!  

However, one thing worth mentioning is the fundamental role of oestrogen. 
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Q: Tell us more… 

KPS: Well, when oestrogen levels drop, the female brain functions in a different 
way.  The research shows that there are multiple effects on brain function 
because of changes in oestrogen levels. Oestrogen usually dips at key points, for 
example a couple of times a month in connection with the monthly menstrual 
cycle, as well as significant changes around pregnancy, childbirth, and the 
menopause. 

I still think the role of oestrogen is poorly understood, and possibly even 
underestimated. It is crucial for the stimulation of the pleasure and reward 
systems in female brains and effects how well we read emotions in others. It was 
suggested to me by an audience member at the UU presentation that the 
menopause, its huge impact on oestrogen levels, and its role on female career 
progression, might be one of the last great taboos in corporate world.  It’s 
something that people simply don’t talk about, and yet it could play a really 
significant role in how senior females in organisations handle themselves, and 
are handled. 
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This has really resonated with me, and it’s something that I’m going to be 
directing time and future research to understanding better, and talking about 
more! 

!
Q: We look forward to hearing more about this Kate.  Finally, what tips do 
you have for individuals, or organisations, to help with regulating emotions? 

KPS: There are many different ways to manage emotion.  My experience has 
been that no set method works for one person ahead of another.  For some, it 
may be about how they think and manage their ‘self-talk’ differently, whereas for 
others a more practical approach works better. 

When thinking about how to make sure the female brain is an asset in the 
workplace I’m a fan of David Rock’s ‘Healthy Mind Platter’, which advocates a set 
of activities that keep the brain functioning well, despite oestrogen dips. So a 
mixture of rest and sleep, activities and physical exercise, alongside making time 
for connecting with people, down time and focus time.  In combination, these 
things can give people more of a sense of control over their emotions.  

Certainly talking about emotion also helps. It’s better to do that than to bottle it 
up, but I also think that sometimes an unwillingness to do this, perhaps through 
a fear that it might make someone look weak or vulnerable, could compound 
problems more. 

For organisations, I would simply suggest that they have the conversation! It 
helps hugely to acknowledge and talk about these issues, and bring them out 
into the open rather than leave them as taboos.  Sometimes, as well as raising 
awareness, all it takes is giving people the space to talk. 
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Contact Kate direct on kate.pearlman-shaw@orconsulting.uk.com if you would like to 
comment or to find out more.  Kate does regular speaking engagements, on this and other 
related topics.  She can also be contacted at our Head Office on 01934 712120. 
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