When Emotional Triggers Shape Organisational Judgement
In my previous posts, I reflected on how organisational pressure shapes decision-making within heritage organisations, from project complexity and unclear responsibilities to the way risks to collections gradually become normalised. This one explores a different aspect of the same picture: how organisational pressure can shape the way we respond emotionally at work, and why that may matter for organisational judgement.
At work, we often pause before responding. We choose our words more carefully. We consider how our reactions might affect others and our working relationships.
Most of the time, this emotional regulation helps us work well with others.
However, sometimes, despite our best intentions, we become emotionally triggered.
We respond more sharply than we intended.
We become defensive.
We withdraw from a conversation.
Or we say something we later wish we had not.
Being emotionally triggered at work can feel especially uncomfortable. Alongside the initial emotion often comes a second reaction: self-consciousness. We may begin to wonder how colleagues now see us, whether we have damaged our credibility, or whether our professionalism will be questioned.
How we respond matters. Some responses help us acknowledge and work through what has happened. Others make that much more difficult.
This is where an important distinction needs to be made. Emotional regulation is not the same as emotional masking.
Emotional regulation involves recognising what we are feeling and choosing how to respond in a way that is consistent with our values, responsibilities, and the situation.
Emotional masking involves hiding or altering the outward expression of what we are feeling. It may also involve acting as though everything is fine or avoiding acknowledgement of what happened because we fear judgment, conflict, or further damage to our reputation.
The understandable desire to protect our professional identity can sometimes make masking feel like the safer response.
In heritage organisations, where collaboration, judgement, trust, and shared responsibility are central to caring for collections, emotional masking can make it harder to discuss pressure, uncertainty, or mistakes openly.
The organisational response to these moments is important. Where psychological safety exists, acknowledging what has happened, learning from it, and repairing relationships may become easier.
From my experience of working with heritage organisations, emotionally difficult moments and interpersonal tensions are not always worked through constructively. Over time, repeated patterns of avoidance can become part of the way an organisation works. Raising concerns, expressing uncertainty, or offering a different perspective can gradually become harder. Important concerns may remain unspoken, uncertainty may be left unexplored, and different perspectives may not always be heard.
In some organisations, these patterns of avoidance and silence can gradually become part of the organisational culture.
As a result, organisations may find themselves making decisions without a full understanding of the situation they are facing. That does not mean those decisions are necessarily wrong, but it does make sound organisational judgement much more difficult.
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