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he work of an academic teacher is com-

monly recognized as highly demand-

ing and embedded in a complex set of

professional expectations. It demands a
broad range of competencies, understood as a con-
figuration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Krdl
2006:86). These competencies cover subject-specif-
ic and general knowledge; behavioral competen-
cies concern effective conduct and communication;
leadership competencies relate to managing staff or
students. Emotional competencies are particularly
wide-ranging, encompassing empathy, enthusiasm,
forgiveness, optimism, self-confidence, educational
authority, the ability to build interpersonal relation-
ships, a sense of social justice, trust, and familiari-
ty with student culture (Madalinska-Michalak and
Goralska 2012:124-135). Together, these define de-
scribes as the full competency profile of the academ-
ic role. Academic work additionally requires cre-
ativity, the ability to make swift decisions, manage

stress, withstand criticism, and effectively organize

time, set goals, and pursue them.

Academic teachers in Poland, who are most often
employed in combined research and teaching posi-
tions, are therefore expected to meet highly diverse
and often competing criteria to function effectively.
On the one hand, they act as educators who work
with young adults and impart up-to-date knowl-
edge. On the other hand, they function as research-
ers who pursue their own research agendas, engage
in analytical work, publish research results and re-
flections, and contribute to the development of new
theoretical and methodological concepts. All of this
is undertaken in a context of relatively low societal
recognition, frequently accompanied by remunera-

tion that does not exceed the national average.

Academic work is also subject to continuous,

multi-level evaluation. Academic teachers, like
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most employees, undergo periodic performance
assessments conducted at Polish universities every
four years. In addition, both academics and the in-
stitutions in which they are employed are subject to
a research audit, in which individual scholarly ac-
tivities may directly influence the scientific category
assigned to a given organizational unit. Within this
framework, scientific and creative achievements, re-
search potential, and the practical impact of research
activities are taken into account (see Dz.U. 2018 poz.
1668 Ustawa z dnia 20 lipca 2018 r. — Prawo o szkol-
nictwie wyzszym i nauce [Journal of Laws of 2018,
item 1668, Act of 20 July 2018 — Law on Higher Edu-

cation and Science]).

Beyond formal procedures, academic teachers are
also continuously evaluated by students, colleagues,
and superiors. The products of their work—such as
articles, books, and textbooks —are assessed and mul-
tiple peer reviewed. By disseminating their research,
academics are additionally exposed to secondary
forms of evaluation, as each publication made avail-
able online may generate further commentary. Con-
ference presentations likewise involve not only the
demands of public speaking but also critical feed-
back and assessment of their work. These evaluative
pressures are further intensified during professional
advancement, where a single review can decisively
shape a career trajectory, all within a broader context

of intensified competition and rivalry.

It is, therefore, unsurprising that repeated and
multi-level evaluation can exert a strong influence
on the looking glass self and, consequently, on
self-evaluation. In order to deal with criticism, pro-
cess both minor and major failures, and adjust their
aspirations to institutional requirements, academic
teachers are required to manage their emotions ef-

fectively, engaging in emotional labor and develop-
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ing emotional competencies. Emotions experienced
and aroused in the course of their professional work
shape interactions and patterns of cooperation.
While they may foster work motivation and influ-
ence perceived job satisfaction and self-esteem, in-
cluding feelings of pride, they may also contribute
to demotivation and burnout, evoking emotions

such as shame, embarrassment, fear or anxiety’.

Numerous studies emphasize the role of employees’
emotions as a factor influencing job satisfaction, affec-
tive organizational commitment, burnout, and turn-
over intentions (Pawtowska 2013, 2020a, 2020b; Cho
et al. 2017; Edgerton et al. 2024). In recent decades, ac-
ademics in Poland and elsewhere have experienced
substantial changes in the nature of their work. These
changes include an intensification of teaching and ad-
ministrative duties, growing publication pressure, in-
creased competition for research funding, and height-
ened job insecurity, particularly among those in the
early stages of their academic careers (see Berlant
2011; Barcan 2013; Halfman and Radder 2015; Gill
2018). In the literature, these phenomena are com-
monly described as the intensification of academic
work (Kinman 2014; Edgerton et al. 2024).

Moreover, engaging in invisible work may signifi-
cantly impact an individual’s emotional well-being,
as while it is expected by university administrations,
it is absent from formal employee evaluation sys-

tems and career advancement (Gordon, Willink and

1 Fear and anxiety are often treated as synonymous, but “fear
is associated with a real, here-and-now threat, while anxiety is
associated with one whose source lies in our mind” (Krzyszto-
fowicz 2017:113). Fear is always triggered by a specific threat
here and now, while anxiety is not specific; it is formless. When
experiencing anxiety, we know we are afraid of something, but
we cannot define their essence or pinpoint its exact cause. Be-
cause this state is long-lasting and does not dissipate quickly
like fear. Anxiety can impact our daily life.
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Hunter 2024). Thus, these institutional shifts have
adverse consequences for academic well-being, with
the literature documenting rising levels of occupa-
tional stress, a deterioration of work-life balance, and
an increased risk of burnout. Burnout is understood
as a constellation of symptoms encompassing emo-
tional exhaustion, cynicism (or depersonalization),
and a reduced sense of professional accomplishment
(Demerouti, Mostert and Bakker 2010:211).

The present article seeks to describe the emotional
labor inherent in the work of academic teachers in
the context of continuous and multifaceted evalu-
ation of their professional activities. It shows how
events interpreted by individuals as success or fail-
ure shape the emergence of specific emotions, such
as pride, satisfaction, and joy, as well as embarrass-
ment, shame, anger, frustration, fear, and anxiety.
These emotions, in turn, may affect job satisfaction
and the effectiveness of their work. The analysis
also indicates that dealing with criticism is inherent
to academic work, contributes to the construction
of professional identity and self-identity, and is so-
cialized during the early stages of academic careers.
The article examines emotions elicited in response to
institutional demands, systemic requirements, and
organizational frameworks, focusing specifically
on the role of emotions when working in academia.
Emotional labor serves as the analytical backdrop
for the discussion of coping strategies, including
the circumvention of institutional requirements as a

means of maintaining congruence with the self.
Research Methodology

The analysis presented below is based on research
conducted as part of the IDUB Interdisciplinary
Research Grant implemented at the University of

Lodz, entitled Engagement and Exhaustion as (Un)

Expected Effects of the Emotional Labour of Academ-
ic Teachers (decision no. 3/IGB/2022, project code:
B2311813000200.07). The project aimed to recon-
struct the emotional experiences of academic teach-
ers, including their emotional labor in individual,
interactional, communal, and organizational con-
texts. Underlying this exploration is the premise
that emotional labor carries significant consequenc-
es for the development of academic teachers” sub-
jectivity, both positive (constructive) and negative
(destructive and degrading). Thus, while such labor
can foster self(trans)formation and (self)reflection,
it can simultaneously drive the affective marginal-
ization of the teacher’s subjectivity and the erosion

of their agency (see Goéralska 2022).

The research project was embedded within the tra-
dition of interpretative and critical research (Konec-
ki 2005; Urbaniak-Zajac 2008) and was primarily
oriented towards the exploration and reconstruc-
tion of academic teachers” emotional experiences.
The main empirical data collection technique in-
volved in-depth, semi-structured interviews, also
referred to as “in-depth ethnographic interviews”
(see Konecki 2000:169). The study was conducted
with 17 academic teachers from the social sciences,
comprising ten women and seven men employed
at eight Polish universities. The respondents’ pro-
fessional tenure varied, ranging from 10 to 37 years.
The interviews were carried out between April and
July 2025 by four researchers (project team mem-
bers) in the form of online meetings via MS Teams.
All interviews were recorded and transcribed,
which enabled the “ordering of chaotic or overlapping
statements” (Silverman 2012:187). Subsequently, ini-
tial coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding
were applied (see Charmaz 2009:60-64), which re-
vealed patterns that emerged directly from the em-

pirical material (see Glaser and Strauss 1967).
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The qualitative approach adopted in the study
made it possible to “address issues that go beyond what
is objective and measurable, thus enabling engagement
with problems related to evaluations, values, and lived
experiences” (Bauman 1997:56), which is highly rel-
evant to this article. The semi-structured interview
is characterized by a general and modifiable outline
of thematic issues around which the conversation
with the respondent is structured (cf. Przybylows-
ka 1978:63; Babbie 2004:327). The questions focused
on areas of knowledge in which respondents felt at
ease. Crucially, all interviews fell within the scope
of qualitative “active interviews” (Holstein and
Gubrium 1997), in which the participating teachers
were active contributors who co-constructed the
narrative. The interview was understood as a “social
event in which the interviewer is a participant observer”
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2000:161), creating an
open atmosphere conducive to obtaining compre-
hensive, in-depth responses and accounts of emo-
tional experiences (see Hammersley and Atkinson
2000; Konecki 2000; Pawlowska 2013). The average

interview lasted 1 hour and 26 minutes.

The analysis revealed several categories, including
job satisfaction, subordination, empowerment, en-
gagement, emotional exhaustion, emotional com-
petencies, authority, pseudo-relationships, emotion
management, and—of particular relevance to this
article—emotional labour, acquiescence to criti-
cism, the employee as an instrument, and enforced
competition. These categories were operationalized
multidimensionally. With regard to the concept of
receptivity to criticism examined in this article, four
analytical dimensions were distinguished: accep-
tance of others’” legitimate right to express criticism,
openness to receiving critical feedback, willingness
to engage in reflexive consideration of critical re-

marks, and—most importantly —emotional toler-
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ance of criticism, understood as the degree of emo-
tional discomfort experienced in response to critical
evaluation. More generally, acquiescence to crit-
icism is conceptualized as the degree to which an
individual accepts the possibility that their views,
actions, or behaviors are being evaluated and cri-
tiqued by others, while remaining willing to listen

to and reflect upon that feedback.

The second component of the research project was
evocative autoethnography (Borowska-Beszta 2009;
Bielecka-Prus 2014; Kacperczyk 2014). However,
because this analysis is ongoing, this method was

not utilized for this article.

The chosen data collection methods enabled access
to the private, intimate, and often shielded emotion-
al experiences of teachers related to their work and
interpersonal relations within academic institutions.
The semi-structured interviews proved to be the
most appropriate technique for collecting data on
emotions in the workplace. The only difficulty en-
countered lay in coordinating the interview sched-
ules to ensure participants had sufficient time to
provide detailed and in-depth accounts. These in-
terviews not only provide participants with an op-
portunity to recount their own experiences but also
enable researchers to capture the nuanced ways in
which individuals construct meaning around their
work and the emotions associated with it, integrat-
ing these experiences into their identities and every-
day lives (see Bonfanti, Cannito and Naldini 2025).

Emotions in Professional Work

The study of emotions remains an important area of
inquiry across many academic disciplines, includ-
ing sociology. Aristotle defined emotions as “those

things that bring about a change in the human con-
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dition that impairs judgment” (2001); since then,
they have been understood as states that regulate
individuals’ actions, behaviors, and decisions. Con-
temporary cognitive approaches view emotions as
processes arising from a specific interaction between
an individual and their environment (Lazarus 1991),
triggered by rewards or punishments, and their ac-
companying context (Rolls 1999). Emotions are de-
scribed as processes that “establish, maintain, change,
or interrupt the relationship between the individual and
the environment in matters of importance to the indi-
vidual” (Campos et al. 1994:285), and they serve to
create and sustain social relationships (Pawtowska
2013:14). In this article, emotions are understood
as complex narrative structures comprising a story
that includes somatic and affective events as well as
plans of action (Shweder 2002:42).

To analyze emotions in professional work, it is im-
portant to examine how these emotions are inter-
preted and expressed through membership in the
professional group of academic teachers. Conse-
quently, emotions are defined from the perspective
of the interactional paradigm, which conceptualizes
feelings as emergent experiences shaped by social
factors (see Pawtowska 2013:49). Within this para-
digm, several theoretical approaches to emotions
can be distinguished; for this analysis, the focus is

restricted to three of them.

First, exchange theories conceptualize society not
as a static structure, but as a dynamic network sus-
tained through ongoing transactions. Each individ-
ual is driven by the pursuit of profit, understood as
the acquisition of greater or more valuable resourc-
es than those relinquished. When individuals suc-
ceed in this pursuit, positive affective states emerge;
when they fail, negative affective states arise. Posi-

tive emotions are associated with increased motiva-

tion and a greater willingness to participate in social
life, whereas negative emotions are linked to frus-
tration and apathy (see Pawlowska 2013:49, 2020a,
2020Db).

Second, dramaturgical theories emphasize the met-
aphor of the individual as an actor, others as an
audience, and the social world as a theatre. Actors
perform roles in accordance with a given script, di-
recting their behavior in ways that are shaped pri-
marily by the emotions they evoke and/or experi-
ence (see Goffman 2006, 2008).

Third, theoretical approaches focused on the con-
struction of individual identity and self-concepts
conceptualize these as regulators of behavior.
Through action, individuals strive to maintain a
positive self-concept (Turner and Stets 2009:174-
176). Emotions thus belong to social interaction and
activate processes of emotional role-taking. A dis-
tinction can be made between emotions that require
role-taking, that is, the adoption of another person’s
position and perspective, and emotions that do not
require the presence of another (whether real or
imagined, concrete or generalized). Emotions that
do not involve role-taking include anger, fear, and
joy, whereas emotions requiring the definition of
another’s role include embarrassment, shame, guilt,
pride, and vanity (see Shott 1979:1321-1324; Scheff
1990, 2000).

The expression and suppression of emotions occur
in culturally accepted and socially prescribed ways
(see Wisecup, Robinson and Smith-Lovin 2006). As
Kemper (2005:73; see also Kemper 1991) notes, it is
the social setting of the individual that determines
which emotions are expressed at a given time and
place, on what basis and for what reasons, through

which means of expression, and by whom. Emo-
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tions, although generally considered subjective
states experienced by individuals, should therefore
be reconstructed in relation to the actions and social
processes in which actors are involved (cf. Pawlows-
ka 2013, 2020a, 2020b).

Emotional Labor

Originally introduced to sociological literature by
Arlie Hochschild (1983, 2009), emotional labor func-
tions here primarily as a contextual framework for
the analysis. This labor is closely linked to profes-
sional roles and institutional emotion rules, which
are the socially accepted norms and expectations
governing employees’ conduct. Individuals actively
manage their emotions to align their demeanor with
the demands of their professions. Emotional labor
involves suppressing or evoking specific emotions
to maintain the expressions and displays that elicit
appropriate responses in others. As Turner and Stets
note, “emotional labor will be most visible where
people confront emotional ideologies that contra-
dict their actual feelings and where social rules
require them to express emotions they do not feel”
(2009:53). Emotional labor encompasses not only
displaying (or feigning) emotions adapted to work-
place rules, but also altering emotional engagement,
actions, and the management of experienced emo-

tions, understood as working with emotions.

It occurs at two levels. The first is surface acting,
defined as using facial expressions to convey the
emotions deemed suitable for a given situation,
regardless of the individual’s actual feelings (see
Hochschild 2009:7,41-42,54; Pawlowska 2013:68;
Kepinska-Jasny 2014:54). This constitutes an exter-
nal action where the individual modifies emotional
expression while concealing their genuine emotions.

The second level is deep acting, understood as in-
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tentionally altering one’s own feelings so that they
become congruent with the appropriate emotion-
al expression (see Hochschild 2009:7,42-47,54-56;
Pawlowska 2013:68; Kepiniska-Jasny 2014:54). Deep
acting occurs when an individual seeks to alter the
feeling itself, its cognitive interpretation, or the eval-
uative process that gave rise to the emotion, as well
as basic physiological elements such as muscle ten-
sion or heart rate (Kemper 2005:80). Deep emotional
work involves “changing experienced emotions by
adopting a specific way of interpreting a situation.
This is internal work, in which the individual ulti-
mately comes to experience the desired emotions
and expresses them. This expression is natural; it is
not a mask worn for the purposes of a given interac-
tion, but an internally experienced emotional state”
(Pawlowska 2013:68).

When discussing emotional labor below, the term
is used in its broader sense to encompass both ermo-
tional labor (within the organizational environment)
and emotional work (relating to the private sphere)
(Kepinska-Jasny 2014:54) and to work with emo-

tions.

Evaluation as a Source of Affective
Practices

As indicated in the introduction, academic teachers
experience both successes and failures in their pro-
fessional work. In managing their emotions, they
engage in what are referred to here as affective
practices (see Wetherell 2012; Nycz 2014:9-10). The
concept of affective practice emphasizes human ac-
tivity and negotiation, intertwining subjective expe-
riences with the social organization of affect. It may
be analyzed both in terms of individual feelings and
emotions and as shared patterns of emotional action
(Wetherell, McConville and McCreanor 2012:13-14).
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An integral dimension of academic work is the ex-
perience of ubiquitous criticism, which the analysis
identified across several distinct areas. Emotions
experienced in response to criticism across differ-
ent domains of academic activity form a continuum,
shaping various defense mechanisms to protect the
self. Acquiescence to criticism constitutes one of the
analytical categories distinguished in this study. It
is discussed here in relation to two areas of academ-
ic teachers’ professional activity: the publication of
scholarly articles and employee evaluation, togeth-
er with the closely related parametric evaluation of
universities. This acquiescence is a broader category
that also encompasses the evaluation of conference
presentations (with emotional labor beginning as
early as conceptualizing the presentation and sub-
mitting a conference proposal), the evaluation of
teaching by students (which is particularly salient
given the relatively low weight accorded to teach-
ing in employee assessment), and the evaluation to
which academic teachers are subjected when decid-
ing to undergo promotion procedures. In each of
these cases, teachers—compelled by external regu-
lations as well as by personal beliefs, desires, and
ambitions —submit to criticism, knowingly consent-
ing to the emotional and identity-related exposure
of the self. A category closely related to this acqui-
escence and to the evaluation of academic teachers’
actions is that of “consent to exploitation” (under-
taking unpaid activities, heavy service workloads)
(see Edgerton et al. 2024). Due to its complexity and
its links to organizational-level practices, this issue

is not addressed in this article.
Employee Evaluation — a Demotivating Motivator
In discussing the consent to criticism within the

evaluation of academic work, it is necessary to refer

to individual employee evaluation. In Polish uni-

versities, this assessment regime is closely linked
to faculty publication output and institutional re-
search audits. Like other forms of employee evalu-
ation, it is intended to motivate action, intensify ef-
fort, and increase work efficiency. However, as one

respondent noted:

The more they try to motivate us to act, the more they

actually demotivate us. [R2]

The evaluation criteria, review procedures, and ad-
ministrative instruments trigger intense emotions,
prompt informal “corridor” discussions, and shape
various publication strategies. Academic teachers
in Poland are formally assessed every four years
across three main areas: research, teaching, and
organizational activity. Organizational activity in-
cludes service to the university, institutional pro-
motion, committee participation, administrative
roles, conference attendance, and outreach activi-
ties. The scope of these organizational criteria varies
by university. Meanwhile, the primary criterion for
teaching activity is fulfilling the minimum required
teaching load®. The most significant element of the
evaluation concerns research activity, including
high-scoring publications (a phenomenon com-
monly referred to in the Polish academic commu-

AT

nity as “punktoza” (“pointosis,” “points-mania”),

the management of research projects, and securing

research grants.

The sharp imbalances between these evaluated ar-

eas create significant complications. In practice,

2 The teaching load refers to the mandatory number of in-
structional hours a faculty member must deliver per academic
year. At most Polish universities, these loads are tiered based
on academic rank and title. For reaserch assistants and assis-
tant professors, the requirement is 230 hours per academic year,
whereas for professors (associate profesors and full profesors),
it is reduced to 200 hours.
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teaching is barely evaluated; course preparation,
delivery, and individual mentorship remain largely
irrelevant within the system. Organizational activi-
ty is similarly marginalized. Consequently, teaching
and education—one of the university’s fundamen-
tal missions—is not reflected in the objectives and
criteria of employee assessment. As one respondent

observed:

Generally, this is precisely what is paradoxical. On
the one hand, it’s fine, because we are in a research
and teaching position, so this is in a sense the most
important thing. It’s just that no one pays attention to
the teaching aspect. It is also difficult to evaluate, and

it is equally important. [R11]

The evaluation system shapes job satisfaction and
entails emotional labor, while simultaneously gen-
erating opposition and provoking resistance among
academic staff. It is not the evaluation itself that gen-
erates resistance, but rather the manner in which
it is conducted and the criteria that govern it. The
close connection between employee assessment and
the requirement to produce publications valued at
over 100 points®leads to the perception of the re-

gime as oppressive and unreliable. One experienced

3 Journal articles published by Polish academic teachers are
evaluated on the basis of a point system established by the
Minister of Science in its list of academic journals and peer-re-
viewed international conference materials (Dz.U. 2020 poz.
349, Rozporzadzenie Ministra Nauki i Szkolnictwa Wyzszego
w sprawie sporzadzania wykazéw wydawnictw monografii
naukowych oraz czasopism naukowych i recenzowanych ma-
terialdéw z konferencji miedzynarodowych [Journal of Laws
of 2020: 349, Regulation of the Minister of Science and Higher
Education on the preparation of lists of scientific monograph
publishers and scientific journals and peer-reviewed materials
from international conferences]. A journal’s rating ranges from
0 to 200 points, with articles published in journals carrying 100,
140, or 200 points considered the most desirable. The full annex
to this list is available on the Ministry’s website: https://www.
gov.pl/attachment/62739f3a-6a1d-4659-98ad-59dd63108ee?).
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academic with over 30 years of tenure described the

current system as follows:

Well, when I started working at the university, there
were three groups of employees: some focused pri-
marily on teaching, others focused primarily on re-
search—treating teaching as a necessary evil—and
others focused primarily on organization, for exam-
ple, on fulfilling their functions and so on. What has
changed since then is that today, what is expected,
especially from research and teaching staff —because
here too we would have to differentiate—is the sta-
tus of the individual groups and the resulting conse-
quences. But I'll focus now only on the group of em-
ployees employed in research and teaching positions:
that we are expected to be simultaneously excellent
researchers, excellent teachers, and excellent orga-
nizers. And, of course, we are also expected to obtain
funding for research activities. Yes, well, well, that’s
part of this scholarly evaluation. And now, what'’s
easily observable is the greatest importance placed
on research activities. That is, if you fill the slots, and
those slots are still highly scored, then everything is
fine. Yes, you can be there, I mean, you can meet the
minimum requirements in terms of teaching and the
minimum requirements in terms of organization. But
what makes it okay is that there’s a tilt, you know, to-
wards an overemphasis on academic activity in this
assessment, and I'm talking, of course, about the re-
search and teaching staff. Because the assessment of
teaching staff is different. But let’s be clear: there are
significantly fewer of those employees, right? Well,
in Poland, we currently have probably 90% of peo-
ple employed in research and teaching positions and
10% in teaching positions. This means, you know, it
means that we immediately, you know, try to act ra-
tionally, that is, to put it briefly, we play the game
according to the established rules, yes, and that, for

example, is discouraging. And I'll also add that in
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this academic activity, again, not everything is, you
know, equally important. For example, organizing
a conference no longer counts at all. Yes, it doesn’t
matter anymore. Just like if you publish a slot for 100
points and organize a conference, even an interna-
tional one, only those 100 points will count. However,
this conference will be noted somewhere, of course,
but it won’t matter for the assessment, yes. In short,
when we play this game, we act rationally, that is, we
focus our efforts on what we are primarily assessed
for. Of course, there are people—and I am one of
them —who value teaching very much and will con-
tinue teaching regardless of whether it is appreciated
or not. But when it comes to the mechanism itself, I
see clearly that, you know, it doesn’t reward this type
of activity; on the contrary, it marginalizes it [...] So,
you know, when I think about this assessment we are
subjected to, I think it’s bad that it has reached such a
tipping point that the other two types of activity don’t
balance the first one. No. [R5]

This longer excerpt from the interview is included
because, while addressing the lack of proportional-
ity in the evaluation of academic staff, the respon-
dent simultaneously points to numerous other ac-
tivities undertaken by faculty members that shape
their academic identity. The employee is expected
to be an all-rounder with extensive knowledge in
many areas, including accounting. When submit-
ting grant and conference applications, academics
are responsible for preparing cost estimates, settling
received funds, and exercising financial oversight.
At the same time, they are expected to fulfill the uni-
versity’s primary mission: educating future genera-
tions and imparting reliable knowledge. A growing
body of scholarship has demonstrated that academ-
ics are required to undertake substantial amounts
of unsatisfying and frequently invisible labor (Bel-
las 1999; Gill 2018). Moreover, the distribution of

such tasks remains highly gendered, with women
disproportionately responsible for what has been
conceptualized as “academic housework” —forms
of labor that tend to be accorded lower status and
receive less institutional recognition and reward
than other academic activities (Heijstra et al. 2017).
These structural dynamics contribute to the repro-
duction and entrenchment of a neoliberal regime
within higher education, characterized by the nor-
mative construction of the productive and competi-
tive “ideal academic” as the dominant institutional
subject (see Thornton 2014).

The aforementioned “punktoza” (“pointosis” or
“points-mania”), although intended to be motivat-
ing, may in fact lead to stagnation and limited pub-
lishing, transforming research into an unpleasant
obligation and fostering an attitude of simply “wait-

ing for retirement”:

Especially since I'm starting to see [publishing — au-
thor’s note] as increasingly forced. You have to accu-
mulate these points somewhere, check them off, and
so on. So, while a few years ago I could experience
some excitement, let’s say. Now, I sometimes feel
happy that I've written something cool, but that’s just
a rare occurrence, and I treat it more as an unpleas—
ant obligation than a joy, yes, and that’s how it is. So,
these are the main reasons why I probably won’t stay

on too long beyond the time I have to retire. [R2]

Employees experience regret, but also fear and un-
certainty. Employee evaluation, which is intended
to increase efficiency by emphasizing the impor-
tance of publishing valuable and reliable articles,
does not translate into higher quality or enhance
the university’s standing. In fact, excessive pressure
generates a strong emotional burden, including

stress that may become chronic and lead to burnout:
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Of course, I can’t get used to this—with this “grant-

O0za

” [“grantosis” or “grant-mania”] and “punktoza”
[“pointosis” or “points-mania”]. And maybe it's not
even a matter of the “grantoza” or “punktoza”, but
rather the importance assigned to these points, that
some other activity, for example, is not important. Yes,
itis, you know, it’s so unpleasant for me, for example,

you could say unpleasant. [R10]

Unlike the emotions experienced during the pub-
lication process, the emotions associated with em-
ployee evaluation do not concern the very fact of
undergoing the evaluation procedure, but rather
its course and the perceived unfairness of the re-
distribution of outcomes. Although the evaluation
is formally individual, it takes on the character of
a collective assessment. The evaluation involves
more than two entities (the evaluated person and
the evaluator); instead, the evaluating body is col-
lective and spans multiple institutional layers. It
ranges from the immediate superior up to the
Rector, and includes separate evaluation commit-
tees at both the university and faculty levels. The
evaluation also relies on administrative staff who
oversee the submission of documents, signatures,
and related procedures. Given this relatively com-
plex and multi-layered framework in Poland, there
is no chance for anonymity. This not only triggers
the emotional processes accompanying employees
in many organizations, but also, and perhaps above

all, renders the evaluation public.

Written evaluations of academic performance pass
through several organizational levels until they are
approved by the Rector, and because they are com-
municated openly, each involved entity —including
administrative units—has access to the documen-
tation. Discretion is therefore difficult to maintain.

Consequently, information about these assessments
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circulates informally within the Institute, and some-
times even at the Faculty level, stripping the indi-
vidual evaluation of privacy and giving it a distinct-

ly public character.

Therefore, when an employee’s evaluation is re-
viewed by dozens of individuals across these layers,
the emotional impact is not limited to a private dis-
cussion of performance with the immediate superi-
or, as it should be. Instead, it inflicts a complex and
intense emotional burden, directly impacting the
employee’s scholarly identity. Many respondents
pointed to the profound uncertainty and frustration
associated with a total lack of control over an unpre-
dictable final outcome. Furthermore, this public ex-
posure can lead to severe social consequences, with
some respondents referring to social ostracism and
the stigmatization of those who do not publish or
who publish less.

Emotional labor is closely linked here to Goffman’s
framework on facework, understood as actions
undertaken to protect the self (see Goffman 2000).
Two strategies are evident in this respect. The first
involves presenting oneself as a victim who, for var-
ious reasons, was unable to obtain a positive eval-
uation. Such individuals appeal to external factors,
accusing others of a lack of understanding, forbear-
ance, or empathy. Although, as one interviewee
notes, “it’s practically impossible to receive a nega-
tive evaluation based on such criteria” [R11], there
are individuals who have not been able to publish
a single article for four years. These are the indi-
viduals who present themselves as victims of the
system’s actions. Emotional labor performed at a
superficial level, in the case of the “I as a victim of
the system” strategy, can quickly lead to emotional
exhaustion and affective emptiness. The struggle to

defend the self and the public enactment of such a
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strategy involve a tremendous expenditure of ener-

gy in relation to the emotional costs incurred.

Work performed at a deeper level, in turn, may
transform an individual’s self-image. For those who
are evaluated negatively, such an assessment can
extend to all areas of their activity, including the
self. Consequently, employees may begin to evalu-
ate themselves negatively as a person. For those as-
sessed positively, the underlying emotional mech-
anism may be similar, but the affective outcome is
the opposite. Moreover, an employee receiving a
positive evaluation does not need to engage in face-
work practices, and the unintentional transparency
of the assessment may further reinforce feelings of

pride and satisfaction.

The situation is different regarding the institution-
al criticism leveled during the university’s research
audit. Because the audit operates at the macro lev-
el and applies directly to the institution rather than
the individual, it does not immediately threaten the
employee’s self-image. Even if employees do not
fill all their publication slots or if their publications
receive low scores, their identity remains unthreat-
ened because audit findings are typically presented
at a high level of generality. Consequently, employ-
ees participate in the auditing process from the pe-
riphery, shielding them from direct negative con-
sequences if their research outputs are insufficient.
This structural distance is precisely what links the
macro audit to the individual evaluation through
the distinct category of acceptance of criticism; since
the threat to the self is minimized, a baseline accep-

tance of institutional critique becomes possible.

However, this dynamic shifts when evaluation data
is made public, moving the emotional focus from

mitigating threats to generating collective or indi-

vidual validation. Feelings of satisfaction, pride,
and contentment may emerge when superiors rec-
ognize an individual’s contribution to achieving
a high scholarly category for the research unit. In
some institutes, the names of the most highly pub-
lished employees are publicly disclosed, which may
evoke personal pride and, at times, even hubris.
Interestingly, even with a relatively small individ-
ual contribution to the audit, employees may expe-
rience pride simply by association, belonging to a
university, faculty, or institute that holds the high-
est research category (A or A+).

As we have observed, the employee evaluation sys-
tem in its current form does not increase produc-
tivity and may even exert a demotivating effect, as
excessive pressure deprives individuals of scholarly
creativity. At the same time, at many universities,
the evaluation criteria do not differentiate among
faculty members and are not linked to any incentive
system. Consequently, while the evaluation triggers
the wide range of emotions discussed here —includ-
ing anger, frustration, envy, pride, and satisfaction —
it fails to directly account for the emotional labor
performed. The situation is different in the case of
criticism of publications. Although publishing con-
stitutes an element of the formal evaluation frame-
work, the acceptance of criticism described here is

distinct and internalized.

Criticism of Publications: Playing the
Game of Status Defense

As indicated above, the category of “acquiescence
of criticism” also applies to the formal criticism of
publications. Every academic is obliged to publish
research results, reflections, opinions, and analyses.
When writing an academic article or book, academ-

ics strive to ensure that their work is compelling and
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robust. From the perspective of the respondents,
they view their completed manuscript as a pol-
ished, definitive contribution, although the review
process often undermines this belief in their work’s
completeness and infallibility. Initially, this evokes
frustration, anger, resentment, and even a desire
for retaliation against the reviewer. Because peer
reviews are anonymous, the desire for retaliation
is redirected towards editors. However, the pres-
sure to publish in top-tier journals makes acting on
this resentment impossible; antagonizing editors—
particularly those at journals valued at over 100
points—would be counter-productive and amount
to “publication suicide.” With only a handful of
journals in pedagogy or sociology offering top-tier
scores, authors cannot afford to take offense at neg-
ative reviews or extensive revision demands. Secur-
ing these high-scoring publications thus becomes
the primary objective for an academic teacher. As
demonstrated above, these metrics constitute a key
element of formal employee evaluation, the univer-

sity’s research audit, and promotional procedures.

Consequently, staff members have developed
mechanisms aimed at reducing the level of nega-
tive emotions. Academic teachers have learned to
protect the self and to separate the self-as-employ-
ee from the product of their work. As interviewees
noted, receiving a review with comments is never
pleasant; however, authors view these critiques as
constructive, and revising the article is intended to
bring them closer to the goal of publication. Emo-
tion management is evident here, unfolding chrono-
logically. The journey begins with initial fear and
anxiety (“Should I submit it? Will it be accepted?”),
which briefly gives way to euphoria (“I can share
my research results”), uncertainty and anticipation
(“When will the review arrive and what will it be

like?”). If the review is negative and the article is
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rejected, or when it contains numerous comments
and suggestions for revision—especially those that
the author disagrees with—it inevitably triggers
anger and rage. Ultimately, however, this turmoil
resolves into joy, satisfaction, and pride* once the
article is finally published. Pride may appear even
earlier, when a fully positive review with few or
no comments is received, although this is relatively
rare. Interestingly, after publication, anger, frustra-
tion, stress, and shame subside, and the emotions

accompanying the publication process are forgotten.

This raises the question of the extent to which the
emotions described by respondents are actual-
ly experienced versus how much they constitute
self-presentation. Do anger and shame indeed dis-
appear, leaving the author with only satisfaction
and pride? Is this merely a strategy of self-manipu-
lation or self-deception? Does the academic teacher,
experiencing joy after publication, truly no longer
experience negative affective states, or are these
emotions suppressed through surface acting as part

of emotional labor aimed at protecting the self?

4 Pride is most often described as a type of attitude or moti-
vation that emerges as an expression of self-evaluation. It is “a
positive emotion that attunes individuals to one another’s re-
actions (through role-taking)” (see Turner and Stets 2009:174).
“The emergence of pride depends on the quality of social rela-
tionships” (Pawlowska 2020a:103). Pride, like other social emo-
tions, is an element of the reflected self and constitutes a basis
for social control. The consequence of experiencing pride is so-
cial conformity and a high degree of social stability (see, among
others, Scheff 1990, 2000). Individuals experiencing pride focus
on a specific behavior rather than on the self as a whole, eval-
uating their actions (behavior) as a success. The self remains
separated from the object of evaluation (Lewis 2000). Pride is
a relatively enduring emotion, centered on self-approval that
inherently motivates individuals to experience it. By behaving
in socially expected ways, individuals secure the approval of
others, which in turn leads not only to the emergence of pride
but also to group solidarity (Shott 1979). Ultimately, pride en-
hances professional efficacy and job satisfaction (see Pawlows-
ka 2013, 2020a).



Acquiescence to Criticism: The Meaning of Emotions in the Multidimensional Evaluation of an Academic Teacher’s Work

Furthermore, is criticism that is labeled as construc-
tive always constructive? Does the management of
emotions when receiving a review that contains
critical comments actually shield individuals from
feelings of frustration and anger? The participants
accept the right of others to criticize, and agree that
everyone is entitled to express critical opinions.
They are also open to addressing critical comments,
which constitutes an indispensable element of the
process of working on a manuscript and adapting
it to publication requirements. Although reading a
review “may at times be painful” [R5], and even at
this stage requires emotional work, it nevertheless

represents an internalized practice.

The next stage involves reflecting upon criticism,
manifested in a declared willingness to analyze and
consider the critical feedback received. This is a cru-
cial juncture, as reflection gives rise to emotional
tolerance. Depending on how the author evaluates
the feedback and on whether the reviewer’s com-
ments are recognized as constructive and legitimate,
different levels of discomfort emerge following
exposure to critical evaluation. The less accepting
the author is of criticism at each of the preceding
stages, the more intense and enduring the negative-
ly valenced emotions become. Such emotions may
subsequently evolve into a mood state that inhibits

further action.

Let us examine the transformation of frustration
and anger into pride. Shame is deliberately omit-
ted here—although it may emerge in specific cir-
cumstances—because the rejection of an article or
the receipt of numerous critical comments remains
hidden from public view. Rejection usually remains
unknown to others, as academics rarely share such
information. This professional isolation may have

negative consequences, as individuals are often

unable to process negative affective states inde-
pendently and internally. Typically, as noted above,
reviews are anonymous: the author of the article
does not know the identity of the reviewer, and
vice versa. This arrangement partially prevents the
emergence of shame (see Scheff 1990), understood
as a social emotion arising in externalized interac-
tions. A negative evaluation of the manuscript ini-
tially evokes anger, which is most often redirected
outward. More experienced researchers have, there-
fore, developed self-protective mechanisms. They
seek to prevent self-endangering cognitions, adopt-
ing the strategy: “It doesn’t matter, I'll send it some-
where else.” This does not mean that the author of
a rejected article does not experience negative emo-
tions; rather, it indicates the use of self-corrective
(protective) strategies:

Recently, I had an article rejected by a journal I would
say is highly ranked. I thought it was quite well writ-
ten, so it came as a surprise. I do not entirely agree
with the review, but it was a rejection, [yet] there was
no point in tearing up the manuscript [...]. So I some-
how got through it. I really trusted that it was well
written [...]. I have already moved on, and now I am
trying elsewhere [...]. I hope everything will be all
right, but, but it was just so unexpected. [R2]

Accustomed to criticism in many areas, and in order
to achieve the ultimate goal of publication, academ-
ics transform anger into creative action by taking
reviewers’ comments into account. This also consti-
tutes a deliberate action strategy: “achieve the goal.”
The author and the reviewer engage in an interac-
tional game, which I term the “status defense game”.
It is generally accepted in academic circles that “the
reviewer’s role is to point out imperfections even
where they do not exist” [R15]. Therefore, to pro-

tect their status, reviewers must demonstrate supe-
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riority and formulate critical remarks accordingly.
The author is aware that addressing the reviewer’s
comments ensures that the text will be published
sooner and their status will increase relative to their
colleagues. Consequently, the criticism received in
this manner evokes emotions but does not lead to
negative self-assessment. Only the author is aware
of this emotional labor. They experience anger, sad-
ness, or even shame’, but in the privacy of their of-
fice, in front of their computer screen. Success in the
form of publication, however, is public. Colleagues
may become jealous, which can indirectly serve as
a source of satisfaction for the author of multiple

publications or as a source of fear and uncertainty.

One strategy employed by authors is “publication
silence.” Faculty members do not discuss planned
publications with one another, nor do they discuss
those that have already appeared. On the one hand,
this strategy aligns with the previously described
defense mechanism against shame, for instance in
the case of article rejection. On the other hand, it

serves to protect against colleagues” envy:

5 Shame is an emotion, a feeling that is linked to thinking and,
above all, to recognizing this emotion as one’s own. It oper-
ates through one’s belonging to a given social group, and its
emergence requires an audience or the thought of one. The
feeling may arise even when an individual merely thinks that
they might be evaluated. Because it is an exceptionally strong
and uncomfortable feeling, it makes it more difficult to violate
certain norms and injunctions. Consequently, this emotion pos-
sesses remarkable power in social relations (see Krzysztofowicz
2017:155-156). Shame is also a signal of a bond that is threat-
ened or in some way violated. If the idea of the social bond
is suppressed, the emotion will likewise be suppressed (Scheff
1990:15). As a social emotion, it is therefore dependent on the
reflected self. However, individuals do not always need to be
consciously aware of the process of self-evaluation for it to arise,
as self-evaluation may occur outside of awareness (see Lewis
2000). Finally, the experience involves the evaluation of the self
as a whole; a person experiencing this evaluates themselves
negatively as such—“I am a bad person” (Tangney 2002).
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However, when it comes to peer relations, I know that
our achievements would irritate some people. So, if
there were no need to boast, we would not boast. And
there is this evaluation, yes, —sometimes you apply
for an award, so like it or not, there is some form of
boasting. But I never boast about my publications be-
cause | have learned that it makes other people angry,
irritated, jealous, and envious, so no, I definitely do
not engage in talking about a published article worth
100 points. [R11]

Consequently, publications in high-scoring jour-
nals are automatically considered excellent, and
polemics, discussions, or critical debate within the
academic community occur only rarely. Theorizing
and engagement with theoretical thought are not
required, nor is the scholarly rigor of the text subject
to verification (see Banaszak 2025). There is a tacit
assumption that if articles are published in journals
valued at 100 points or more, they must be of high
quality.

We are bidding on those proverbial points, and some-
one who publishes a paper worth 140 points feels
better than someone who publishes for 70—or twice
as good —although... well, that does not necessarily

mean that the published paper is more valuable. [R5]

However, the moment of publication does not mark
the end of the emotional process. Authors fear the
subsequent evaluation of their publication. The un-
certainty accompanying the beginning of the pub-
lication process (whether to submit or not) and the
period of waiting for the review continues as they
await feedback from the academic community. This
continuum of uncertainty can only be interrupt-
ed by comments from colleagues and the broader
community, expressed face-to-face or through so-

cial media. When feedback is positive, uncertainty
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dissipates and is replaced by pride and satisfaction.
When feedback is unfavorable, uncertainty gives
way to frustration, anger, despondency, and even
shame. Fear fueled by shame may lead to even
greater resistance to writing and submitting further

articles:

I just broke down. For a year and a half, I did noth-
ing; I conducted no research. I decided that I was stu-
pid and not fit to continue, and I did not know what
would truly become of me. I felt blocked —blocked

from moving on. [R11]

Such experienses may subsequently lead not only
to inhibiting further publication activity but also to
significant consequences for the development of the
author’s academic career. As the quotation above
demonstrates, a single negative evaluation may
come to encompass the individual’s sense of self as
a whole. Intense negative emotions that remained
unresolved had a clear impact on the participant’s
self-concept and self-evaluation. Consequently, di-
minished self-esteem became a source of creative
inhibition and constrained the participant’s ability

to engage actively in academic work.
Summary

While the interviews were situated in the Polish
context, the issues raised can be described as glob-
al in scope. Similar observations were made by
Heiden-Rootes, SmithBattle, and Hankins (2024),
who point out that although universities formally
highlight goals related to their social mission and
educational values, the everyday work practices of
academic teachers are strongly shaped by neoliber-
al pressures in which efficiency, profitability, and
competitive practices take precedence (Gill 2018;
Lund 2025; Bonfanti Cannito and Naldini 2025).

This results in a discrepancy between institutional
declarations and actual practices. As a product of
neoliberalism, service workload constitutes a re-
sponsibility that is frequently not adequately re-
flected in evaluation and promotion criteria, despite
consuming substantial amounts of time and ener-
gy. Such organizational practices contribute to the
production of work that remains invisible and un-
dervalued yet is essential to the functioning of the
university. The imperative to produce high-scoring
publications compels academic staff to act in a ra-
tionalized manner, directing their energy and com-
mitment towards activities that generate tangible
returns, such as financial bonuses, faster promotion
trajectories, or prestige within the academic com-

munity.

Academic teachers thus participate in the “game”
according to predefined neoliberal rules. For some,
this generates resentment and frustration; for others,
it becomes a source of emotional energy accumu-
lation. In the latter case, this accumulation fosters
pride, which translates into a positive self-image
and increased job satisfaction. Some academics
build their emotional capital through what I re-
ferred to in earlier publications as “sticking (attach-

ing) oneself to success” (see Pawlowska 2020).

As Rosalind Gill observes, academics’ growing
complicity in the neoliberalization of the profession
is troubling, particularly when manifested through
the public display of affiliation with institutions
associated with “success”: “I am always surprised
when I see that otherwise apparently sane, critical,
and smart colleagues have added little statements
to the bottom of their emails, informing people how
(well) their department scored in the Research Ex-
cellence Framework, or where they are located in
some league table or other” (Gill 2018:206).
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Academics frequently experience pride derived
from their affiliation with an organization that oc-
cupies a high position in rankings or holds an ex-
cellent institutional rating, despite having made no
individual contribution to the institution’s success.
In such cases, employees symbolically “stick them-
selves” to the organization’s success, becoming “in-

fected” with positive emotions, including pride.

The undervaluation of teaching and organizational
activities by universities remains a source of con-
cern, particularly in relation to the mission of higher
education institutions. A potential consequence is a
decline in the quality of teaching, which in the long
term may result in lower levels of education not
only among future academic staff but also among

the workforce in general.

The juxtaposition of employee evaluation and publi-
cation activity in the analysis of evaluation practices
is not accidental but reflects the coexistence and in-
tersection of these processes. Academic evaluation
is primarily based on publication output, which
entails the management of emotions from the very
early stages of selecting a research topic, choosing a
journal, and adapting a manuscript to editorial re-

quirements.

The cyclical nature of the publication process-writ-
ing an article > submitting it to a journal (sending
the manuscript to a journal) > waiting for a review >
receiving reviews - rejection or critical comments >
revising the text > resubmitting it either to the same
or a different journal—can lead to emotional ex-
haustion. This exhaustion often manifests as somat-
ic symptoms, detachment from their own research,
cynicism towards the publishing system, a decline
in engagement, or even complete withdrawal. What

is visible here is the concept of exchange, as well as
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the construction of identity and selfhood as regula-

tors of the participants” actions.

At each stage of this process, authors can experience
different emotions. For example, during the prepa-
ration and submission phase, hope and excitement
might emerge in connection with the possibility of
disseminating research results, expectations of rec-
ognition and acceptance within the scientific com-
munity, and prospects for career development. At
the same time, however, anxiety and fear can also
arise, particularly among those who have experi-
enced repeated failures, including the rejection of
manuscripts. The period of waiting for peer review
is often accompanied by uncertainty and a sense of
helplessness®, linked to the perception that nothing
can be done. This helplessness results from a lack
of control over the review process and, although
often experienced unconsciously, contributes to the
formation of academic identity. A specific form of
fear—referred to here as evaluation anxiety —also
appears. It is associated with the arbitrariness of
assessments and the unpredictability of editorial
decisions, which can result in the manuscript be-
ing. This anxiety is particularly salient within the
context of the university evaluation system, where
publication productivity constitutes the primary

criterion for assessing academic staff.

6 Helplessness is also linked to anger, which may emerge in
response to the experience of powerlessness. The energy gener-
ated by anger is often wasted. In the initial stage of helplessness,
an intense desire appears, aimed at satisfying a particular need.
This is followed by a stage in which signals of impending obsta-
cles become apparent. In the third phase, when the need cannot
be fulfilled, anger arises and decisions are taken that result in
subsequent actions failing to produce positive outcomes. Frus-
tration then emerges, prompting further actions undertaken
in the belief that success will be achieved this time. Ultimately,
helplessness signals the necessity of coming to terms with a fact
that can no longer be changed (Krzysztofowicz 2017:196-197).
Experiencing helplessness over a prolonged period may lead to
stagnation and withdrawal.
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Immediately after receiving a positive review, au-
thors typically experience relief and joy, with relief
often outweighing joy, especially when the review
process has been prolonged. This feeling is indic-
ative of the oppressive character of the publishing
system. Subsequently, satisfaction and pride emerge.
A positive review accompanied by comments can
strengthen commitment to refining the manuscript
and motivate authors to pursue further publication,

thereby reinforcing a sense of empowerment.

In contrast, the rejection of a paper is associated with
disappointment, sadness, frustration, and some-
times a sense of injustice, particularly when reviews
are perceived as inadequate, lacking substantive
merit, biased, or contradictory. These emotions—
especially during the early stages of academic so-
cialization —are often suppressed due to prevailing
norms and asymmetric power relations within the
academic field. The resulting shame can, in turn,
undermine self-esteem as a researcher. A negative
review might also trigger anger and frustration, po-
tentially leading to anxiety, decreased motivation,

and a blockage of further actions.

In sum, the publication process and the associated
employee evaluation cannot be reduced to a mere-
ly technical procedure. By submitting their work to
assessment, academic authors consciously subject
themselves to criticism, implicitly accepting evalua-
tive anxiety and emotional labor. They expose their
well-being and self to risk, which points to a deeply
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