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Navigating Emotional Labor: Strategies for Balancing Stress and Relationships

Occupations within animal welfare often involve emotional labor—the delicate balance of regulating
emotions while tending to the needs of both pets and owners. This entails not only demonstrating
compassion and empathy but also navigating emotionally challenging situations such as witnessing
suffering animals, working with challenging stakeholders, or making difficult decisions regarding
euthanasia.

However, the nature of emotional labor in animal organizations extends beyond simple empathy—it
involves the intricate management of one's own emotions to maintain professionalism and preserve
harmonious relationships with clients and colleagues. This can manifest in various ways, from the
suppression of negative emotions like frustration or anger to the presentation of outward emotions that
may not genuinely align with internal feelings. This dichotomy is called ‘surface acting,' where
individuals exhibit certain emotions or facial expressions merely for show, leading to a sense of
disconnect and inauthenticity. Alternatively, 'deep level acting' involves the taxing endeavor of altering
internal emotions to match external expectations, blurring the lines between personal and professional

identity. For further information on the different ways emotional labor can manifest refer to the table

below:
Compassion Fatigue Emoticnal Depletion Depersonalization Eeduction in Empathy
A feeling of physical and A feeling of emotional A sense of detachment from | Refers to diminishing
emotional tiredness brought | exhavstion. Employees may one’s work. It can manifest | capacity to understand or

on by the ongoing urge to
assist thoze who are in need,
which leaves one less able
to sympathize, provide for,
or meet their requirements.
Shelter employees may
develop compassion fatigue
exposure to the pain and
trauma endured by animals.

feel persistently tired and lack
energy even after rest. It can
lead to lower focus and
efficiency. It can also spread
through the workplace
affecting the team morale.

as a coping mechanism in
high-stress situations. It can
make employees feel
cynical towards work and
males it difficult to form
meaningfil relationships,
leading to isclation.

share the feelings of others.
It can lead to difficulty
forming emotional
connections. A reduction in
empathy can lead to a loss
of fulfillment and
zatisfaction in the
caregiving role, further
contributing to burnout and
tumover.




To establish a healthy work environment in animal shelters, it is critical to develop techniques that keep

emotional labor from becoming overwhelming. By effectively utilizing methods for preventing and

mitigating emotional labor, animal welfare organizations can enhance worker well-being while also

maintaining excellent animal care standards by proactively addressing the sources of emotional strain.

Preventative strategies to reduce the negative effects of emotional labor:

l.

Communication Skills Training:

Active listening is an excellent way to encourage open communication, build empathy, and
enhance working relationships. Active listening training involves providing staff with techniques
to concentrate, eliminate distractions, and create a focused and engaging environment. Through
exercises where staff practice listening without interrupting, they can build patience and improve
their ability to understand and absorb information. Reflective listening is another crucial skill,
where staff paraphrase or summarize what the speaker has said to ensure complete understanding.
By responding with empathy and using appropriate non-verbal cues, staff can foster more
effective and compassionate communication.

Conlflict resolution techniques can greatly reduce occupational stress and improve workplace
harmony. Training sessions can focus on identifying the root causes of conflicts—whether they
stem from differing opinions on animal care, workload distribution, or interpersonal issues. Staff
can learn to approach conflicts with a calm and open mindset, actively listen to all parties
involved, and seek common ground. Role-playing scenarios can help employees practice these
skills in a controlled environment, building their confidence in their abilities to navigate conflict.
Encouraging open dialogue and creating a culture where conflicts can be addressed respectfully
and constructively will not only help in resolving issues promptly but also support the emotional

well-being of the staff.



2. Regular Check ins and Debriefing Session:
Regular one-on-one check-ins between supervisors and team members is a great way to discuss
staft’s concerns and support their emotional well-being. Use open-ended questions such as “How
did this particular event make you feel?” or “Are there any challenges that you face and would
like to talk about?” to encourage employees to share their experiences. This will foster open
communication channels and provide recognition and appreciation.
Planning debriefing sessions after particularly challenging events and on a regular basis to help
the employees process and reflect. It provides a safe space to share to have an open and honest
conversation. It can also be done in a group setting leading a conversation in the group about the
common experiences, encouraging empathy and support from those involved.

3. Celebrate positive moments:
Recognition of achievements: Planning recurring gatherings or events where achievements are
discussed showcasing the outcomes of their efforts, such as adopted pets, animals that have been
rehabilitated, or significant community involvement. This buffers against negative experiences of
burnout and compassion fatigue by reaffirming their sense of fulfillment and purpose.. This could
take the shape of monthly staff meetings where the focus is on discussing successful results or a
bulletin board where staff members can share adopter thank-you letters and success stories.

Mitigation strategies to deal with the negative consequences of emotional labor:

1. Mentorship Programs:
Pairing mentors who hold a thorough awareness of the particular difficulties and duties faced by
staff members such as animal care, behavior control, and adoption procedures with newer staff.
Providing hands-on training for mentees by shadowing mentors and learning practical skills.
Mentors can also educate the mentees the coping strategies and stress management techniques

that have helped them maintain and protect their emotional well-being.



2. Workload Assessments:
Conduct workload assessments based on the specific role and challenges faced by the employees
by taking account the emotional and physical requirements of their work. Involve shelter
employees in the process to gain insight through anonymous surveys, interviews, and transparent
communication. The cadence of these assessments should ideally be 1-2 times per year. Based on
the information gathered via the workload assessments, areas that need improvement can be
identified, and adjustments and accommodations can be made as necessary.

3. Utilization of Time-offs:
Regular Breaks: Trying to design a schedule that requires employees to take regular short breaks
during their shifts. This helps to avoid burnout and minimizes stress. Employees can decompress
during breaks by establishing designated relaxing places within the shelter.
Post-leave reintegration: Holding brief meetings with workers returning from leave will smooth
their reintegration into the workplace, inform them on any significant changes, and address any
assistance they may want. To avoid initial overburden, gradually return employees to their full
workload following a lengthy vacation.

Conclusion and Additional Resources:

Workplaces can be made healthier and more sustainable by individuals and organizations putting these

concepts into practice. This helps the workers themselves as well as making the services they provide for

the people they look after more effective and compassionate. In the end, workers may preserve their

enthusiasm and dedication when emotional labor is handled skillfully, which has a good influence on

both their work and the community they serve. For more information, look into the following resources:
- 3 Steps to Active Listening:

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/humanity-hr-compliance/3-steps-to-active-listening

- Managing Workplace Conflict:


https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/humanity-hr-compliance/3-steps-to-active-listening

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/tools/toolkits/managing-workplace-conflict



https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/tools/toolkits/managing-workplace-conflict

