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Crying is not a dirty word by Paul Clifford 

 

Last week an article was published in THE AGE that made me chuckle. It asked the question 

- Is it ok to cry at work? I love these articles. For once I just wish the entire article consisted 

of a one word answer - No. It would kind of give us certainty wouldn't it?  Right so I'm not 

allowed to ever cry at work. Excellent. Sorted. 

 

Really, aren't we a bit beyond such a question?  Luckily the article supports the notion that 

crying at work can be ok.  Well, of course it's ok to cry at work under certain circumstances. 

What about emergency workers - police, fire, ambulance - who've just returned from a 

horrific car crash? Or any worker who has just heard about the death of a family member or 

friend?  I could go on to describe plenty of other situations that might also justify office tears.   

 

The point I'd like to make is that the same 'rules' should apply in and out of the office.  The 

work, non-work distinction is irrelevant. It's what is appropriate for situation x regardless of 

whether it’s a work or non work setting that is the critical factor in my mind.  Yes there are 

plenty of circumstances where crying is inappropriate - perhaps because its being used as a 

weapon of manipulation or because the time and place is not right - but those circumstances 

apply just as much to  non work settings as they do to work environments.   

 

Articles like this one on expected work behaviour always spark my interest because I have 

always been fascinated when people tell me they have a different personality at work than 

outside of work.  I find that unfortunate. To me that kind of restriction sounds uncomfortable.  

I have always made a point of not discriminating between work and non work with regard to 

how I act. I want work to be an extension of home.  I want to be me everywhere. If others 

don't like that, that is their problem. This includes being exuberant, silly, frustrated, 

opinionated and maybe even shedding a few tears when they are warranted.  For me this is 

about taking control of my destiny, my legacy, good and bad.  

 

To those people who tell me they are different at work than outside work, I'd say why? What 

is preventing you from being you at work?  Are you unnecessarily concerned about what 

people will think about you or does it say something about the suitability of the work 

environment for you.  Maybe it is not wise in your environment to show all sides of yourself 

because such behaviour is used against you. Can you simply not trust the people you work 

with?  
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The old adage that life is short becomes more front of mind as we get older. Life is too short 

and we spend too long at work to be inhibited.  There is an art to knowing how to best be 

yourself wherever you are in life - at work and outside work.  If you are preventing yourself 

from being you at work, then I ask why? Are you inhibiting yourself unnecessarily? And if the 

work environment is truly the cause and legitimately warrants cautious behaviour, maybe it's 

not the place for you. We always have options; sometimes it just takes hard work to find 

them.    

 

Here is the full article from THE AGE on 3rd September 2013.  

Personally I have never been a fan of crying publicly at work, for no other reason than the 

blatant refusal to let those who sparked the waterworks have the satisfaction of seeing the 

effect of their words or actions towards me. And, secretly, I never wanted to be "that girl"; the 

one who cried whenever her emotions got the better of her. 

That's not to say there weren't times I didn't disappear into the bathroom and howl into a 

bunch of paper towels or find a secluded corner while I momentarily transformed into a 

shuddering human snot cannon. 

Like it or not, Western corporate culture in many industries still remains male-dominated and 

many women feel they are required to conduct themselves as a man would in order to 

succeed. 

Which includes remaining reserved when it comes to any signs of 'feminine' emotions, 

displays of weakness and any other behaviour that may make others feel uncomfortable or 

awkward; the act of crying can be perceived as all three. 

Should crying at work be something we embrace as a sign of our mere mortal existence or 

something that should be avoided like the plague if we're attempting to hike the corporate 

ladder? 

Facebook chief operating officer Sheryl Sandberg has publicly admitted to having cried on 

Mark Zuckerberg's shoulder at work and believes that sharing emotions can build deeper 

relationships. 

Sandberg attracted attention, empathy and criticism globally when she released her best-

selling book Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead, which openly discusses women's 

http://www.amazon.com/Lean-In-Women-Work-Will/dp/0385349947
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struggles in the male-dominated workplace and advises women to "lean in" to reach their 

true potential. 

The 43-year-old, who has a personal fortune of $US500 million frankly confessed, “I cry at 

work! Women are not 'one type' of person Monday through Friday and then a different 

person in the nights and weekend. 

“We are all emotional beings and it's OK for us to share that emotion at work. Emotions, 

after all, were developed as survival mechanisms; they're hardwired into our biology,” says 

Sandberg. 

She advocates that, rather than spending time beating ourselves up for crying, we should 

accept the act as a part of what it means to be a human, an emotional being who doesn't 

shut off at 9am. 

“When the clock starts. I agree: People tend to think that work life is different from real life 

when, in fact, life is life. What's more, we are working more and longer hours than ever 

before and the lines between the professional and the personal are increasingly blurred,” 

says Sandberg. 

Research conducted by Anne Kreamer for her book It's Always Personal: Emotion in the 

New Workplace found that both men and women at all levels of management admitted to 

crying on the job. Around 40 per cent of women and 9 per cent of men confessed they had 

cried at work and it had no impact in terms of overall career success. 

Perception also played an interesting part in Kreamer's findings - when we talk about crying 

at work, we mostly refer to women, but who is doing the perceiving? 

In keeping with the notion that women are harsher on other women, both at work and in their 

personal lives, Kreamer discovered that male managers reported being OK with female 

employees crying, while female managers were far less empathetic. 

Kreamer also highlights in her study the biological differences between the sexes, explaining 

that women have six times more prolactin - a hormone directly related to crying - than men. 

As oestrogen is a key regulator of prolactin, levels of this hormone obviously increase in 

women during stages of their reproductive cycle when oestrogen levels are at their highest. 

http://www.annekreamer.com/its-always-personal
http://www.annekreamer.com/its-always-personal
http://www.yourhormones.info/hormones/prolactin.aspx
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Peggy Drexler, author and psychologist, addresses the question: Can crying at work be a 

powerful tool, even for women, if employees learn to recognise that most emotion at work 

stems from frustration rather than pettiness or sadness? 

Drexler believes that crying in an intimate setting can indeed be a positive tool to reinforce 

the bond and camaraderie between employees in an attempt to address a situation that's 

upsetting, as people tend to connect with what they view as an authentic display of emotion. 

“Often crying invokes in co-workers and employees a natural empathy and a desire to help. 

Tears can also be persuasive, they show that we're deeply moved, which in turn moves our 

audience,” says Drexler. 

Drexler also says that revealing a certain amount of emotion can lead to re-evaluation of a 

situation and initiate a productive conversation which, in turn, may help everyone work more 

efficiently and successfully. 

There are however times when crying in the workplace isn't acceptable. “Tears are less 

effective and possibly damaging when they occur in large group settings or during 

interactions with, say, clients,” says Drexler. 

Drexler also believes that crying shouldn't be used to get what you want or to purposefully 

manipulate because it's the only way you can handle criticism. “In such a situation, excuse 

yourself to use the bathroom or get a drink of water,” says Drexler. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/experts/peggy-drexler-phd

