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PASSION AS PROFESSION?
LIFESTYLE JOURNALISTS
BETWEEN EXCEPTIONALISM
AND CRUEL OPTIMISM

Johana Kotisovad

Introduction: The emotional exceptionalism of lifestyle journalism

Journalism and media researchers are increasingly interested in emotions. English-language
research on the role and place of emotions, subjectivity, and affect in media content, jour-
nalists’ work, and relationships between journalists and audiences started flourishing
around the turn of the millennium (e.g., van Zoonen, 1998; Tumber, 2004), marking the
“emotional turn” in journalism studies (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016, 2020). As this chapter illus-
trates, researchers’ sensitivity to emotions and subjectivity in journalism partly responds to
the prominence of emotional ties and discourses in the current networked and digitalized
versions of journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016; Beckett & Deuze, 2016).

Within the emotional turn, journalism researchers have adopted or adapted a variety
of — typically sociological or anthropological — definitions of emotions, such as the “experi-
ence of involvement” (Peters, 2011, p. 297) or “biologically preconditioned, but to a large
extent culturally determined, defined and shaped practices of feeling and thinking” (Kotisova,
2019a, p. 93). Some authors also distinguish emotion from affect, the latter often being under-
stood as an individual bodily experience and the former as its public, articulated, named, cir-
culated, and inherently relational interpretation (e.g., Wahl-Jorgensen, 2020).

Few journalistic beats, forms, and styles have passed the emotional turn unnoticed (see
e.g., Harbers & Broersma, 2014; Kukkakorpi & Pantti, 2021). However, there are journal-
istic subfields where emotions have been studied more traditionally because of their poten-
tially detrimental effect on journalists’ emotional and mental wellbeing and health, such as
crisis or conflict journalism (see Flannery, 2022; Posetti, Bell & Brown, 2020), or because
of their centrality to journalists’ epistemological practices — such as lifestyle and cultural
journalism. The importance of examining emotions in lifestyle and cultural journalism
stems from their “emotional exceptionalism” (Kotisova, 2022), meaning that lifestyle and
cultural journalists are openly and legitimately driven by their passion for the subjects
they write about (Harries & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2007; Jaakkola, 2012; G. P. Perreault &
Bélair-Gagnon, 2024) and that all beats falling under lifestyle and cultural journalism share
a strong appeal on aesthetic or moral emotions “because that is what arts and culture do—
stimulate emotions” (Kristensen, 2021, p. 1594). The journalists are expected to provide
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guidance, advice, and entertainment in the realms of consumerism and culture (Hanusch,
2019; Jaakkola, 2012), which ties together journalists’ subjectivity with emotionality and
the identity formation of their audiences.

The chapter brings together the most frequently discussed emotion-related aspects of
lifestyle and cultural journalism. It treats lifestyle and cultural journalism as synonyms,
while also respecting the definitions and vocabulary of cited authors. The chapter draws
from research revolving around (1) the multifaceted role of lifestyle and cultural journal-
ists” subjectivity, joy, and passion; (2) their emotional labor and (3) emotional work and
affective links between journalists and audiences; and (4) lifestyle journalists’ strategies to
reconcile passion with precarity, namely, “cruel optimism.”

This chapter provides an illustrative review of the body of research on emotions in life-
style journalism that takes these four themes as nodes that help understand the complexity
of emotions in lifestyle journalism. The review is based on thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) of 25 papers and book chapters addressing emotions, affect, or subjectivity
in lifestyle and cultural journalism, facilitated by MAXQDA, and their subsequent thematic
synthesis (Xiao & Watson, 2019). Since lifestyle journalism is sometimes understood as
a subset of cultural journalism (Kristensen & Riegert, 2021) and vice versa (Hanusch &
Hanitzsch, 2013), this review connects research on both the beats. The remainder of the
chapter is organized around four themes corresponding to four categories of topics and
tallying codes:

a Journalists’ involvement in their work: subjectivity, joy, passion, exceptionalism, authen-
ticity, aesthetic bias, and persona-driven approach;

b The management of journalists’ own emotions in particular beats: emotional labor, life-
style as political, blurring beat boundaries, and the strategic ritual of objectivization of
emotions;

¢ The management of audience emotions and its role in the digital era: emotional work,
roles, empathy, the digital, engaging audiences, moral emotions, and therapeutic culture;

d Precarity and its reconciliation with passion: precarity, cruel optimism, and ambivalence.

In what follows, I summarize and illustrate research on the four themes, some of which epit-
omize pressing issues and tensions of journalism (research) more broadly. In particular, the
role of emotions in journalists’ epistemological practices, the question of how to navigate
precarity and emotional wellbeing, and the challenges in digital audience engagement reso-
nate with current research on other journalistic beats (e.g., Istek, 2017; Kukkakorpi &
Pantti, 2021; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2022). Therefore, lifestyle journalism and the solutions to
its inner tensions developed by its practitioners might serve as sources of inspiration for
non-lifestyle areas of journalism (research).

Subjectivity, joy, passion, and authenticity

Lifestyle journalists, more legitimately and openly than journalists writing about “hard”
beats, use subjectivity — including emotions and personal engagement, aesthetic bias, inter-
pretation, individual voice, in-depth reflection, and self-interest — as their motivational force,
epistemological tool, and stylistic principle (Chong, 2019; Jaakkola, 2012; Jaakkola &
Skulte, 2023; Kristensen, 2022; Kristensen & Riegert, 2021; Riegert & Widholm, 2019).
Lifestyle journalists are believed to select topics, products, events, and even whole beats
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to cover based on their aesthetic bias and passion. For example, Chong (2019) describes
how aesthetic bias, or taste, positively and negatively prejudices a reviewer toward a book.
Perreault and Bélair-Gagnon (2024) show how important passion for sports is for getting
involved in sports journalism in the first place. Emotional exceptionalism also manifests
itself in lifestyle and cultural journalists’ style, which tends to be more emotional, subjec-
tive, and individualized (Kristensen, 2021). Emotional exceptionalism does 70f mean that
lifestyle journalists are exceptionally emotionally invested in their work; rather, the usual
journalistic emotional management (Hochschild, 2012; Hopper & Huxford, 2015) and
strategic rituals of objectivity and emotionality (Tuchman, 1972; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013)
are legitimately replaced with other mechanisms (see below).

Several recent studies brought up the topics of joy, passion, and love as news values
and/or motivating forces in journalism. Parks, drawing on the Dalai Lama’s dialogues
with Desmond Tutu, seeks to locate journalism “along joyful dimensions of perspec-
tive, humility, humor, acceptance, forgiveness, gratitude, compassion, and generosity”
(Parks, 2021, p. 820). In a reaction to Parks’ work, Perreault (2023) sees journalists as
motivated by three key dimensions of joy: gratitude for their past, the opportunity to
provide a different perspective, and compassion for their readers. Similarly, Perreault and
Bélair-Gagnon link journalists’ joy to their love and passion for their work and investi-
gate how, and with what consequences, lifestyle journalists are grateful for their ability
to “enact professionally what they loved personally: travel, gaming, sport” (Perreault &
Bélair-Gagnon, 2024, p. 10). They argue that lifestyle journalists are often motivated
to enter the profession by their personal connection to the topic/genre or the people
involved - such as traveling or sport: “It’s that passion that drives them to enter the niche,
drives them to work to—and, at times, work beyond—their capabilities” (Perreault &
Bélair-Gagnon, 2024, p. 13). The lifestyle and cultural topics “bring joy and allow jour-
nalists to experience such joy in their reporting” (G. Perreault & Miller, 2022, p. 1986).
However, as Stupart (2023) suggests, even work in other journalistic beats can be deeply
emotionally fulfilling.

Personal joy, passion, and love for a particular object motivate both involvement in
journalism and particular roles and practices. For example, Maares and Hanusch cite a
micro-blogger — an Instagrammer — who, being a passionate traveler and mountaineer,

described:

I want to ensure that people see what beautiful landscapes we have, and I want to
motivate them to go outside; to not just sit at home in front of the television, but to
go outside climbing mountains and experience great things out in nature.

(2020, p. 272)

The Instagrammer’s passion motivated them not only to inspire others (Hanitzsch & Vos,
2018) and provide incentives to travel and experience nature but also to do so in a visually
aesthetic and “authentic” — and thus efficient — way.

Work and passion, professional and personal, reason, and emotion are, indeed, inti-
mately interconnected in lifestyle journalism. While some lifestyle journalists seem to use
“passionate” as a synonym for “ambitious” (Soronen, 2018) and thus locate their passion
within the professional/organizational context, Perreault and Bélair-Gagnon (2024) suggest
that lifestyle journalists position themselves within journalism through their personal iden-
tity. These arguments are not conflicting; rather, they show the faded boundary between
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personal and professional. Lifestyle journalism is, thus, an evident example of the blurring
of personal and professional that we see across news beats (Deuze & Witschge, 2018).
Stupart observes the same trend in conflict and investigative reporting. He argues that jour-
nalists’ joy is located not only in journalism as a profession but also in the extent to which
a journalist is able to integrate the profession with their personality. The good feelings,
particularly positive moral feelings, “may depend on the extent to which one is being both
a good journalist and a good person” (Stupart, 2023, p. 22).

The love and passion for work participate in the infamous illusion that the work you
love is not real work, which, together with feelings of gratitude and privilege, can poten-
tially lead to self-exploitation. Therefore, how passion and love are used and abused must
be studied critically. Later in this chapter, I further discuss Perreault and Bélair-Gagnon’s
(2024) conclusion that being passionate about one’s work is potentially mentally taxing and
link it to wider discussions of self-exploitation in creative industries. An excellent example
of the critical approach is Lindén et al.’s (2021) analysis of journalism online job adver-
tisements. The authors show that, across 11 years (2002-2013), advertisements seeking
“passionate” journalists increased by 12 percent; passion has become institutionalized as a
marketable journalistic skill. Thus, not only in lifestyle journalism, feelings have become a
commodity within the attention economy (Illouz, 2007; Nixon, 2020).

Besides passion, love, and joy, an aspect of subjectivity that seems to stand out in
micro-blogging and increasingly in professional lifestyle and cultural journalism — and helps
conceptualize the blurring boundary between journalists and influencers and yet remains
understudied — is authenticity (see also Chapter 10). Moestrup, studying the novelist, cul-
tural journalist, and food critic Martin Kongstad, develops the notion of “persona-driven
journalism” and criticism where the journalist’s persona is the message and “the perfor-
mance of the journalist’s or critic’s personality is a fundamental part of the media text”
(Moestrup, 2022, p. 54). The persona-driven approach works with the critic’s authenticity
and originality since it involves “staging of the journalist’s persona across media, platforms,
and time” (Moestrup, 2022, p. 54) and developing a particular literary style and strategy.
In Kongstad’s case, the style and strategy include constructing an alter ego, dramatizing
written text, using multiple voices, and blending fictional characters with real-life sources.
Moestrup shows how Kongstad’s body and bodily practices — ways of dressing, gestures,
manners, body language, verbal utterances, emotions, attitudes and opinions, thoughts,
beliefs, and worldview — become consciously and strategically deployed in his work. While
Kongstad is perhaps an extreme case of the persona-driven approach, the readers might
think of many lifestyle and cultural journalists and critics who use elements of their authen-
ticity in their work.

Hefmanova (2024) observes yet more developed and strategic use of authenticity
among social media influencers. Based on qualitative content analysis of ten Instagram
profiles of prominent influencers and culture sections of ten legacy media, she argues
that the Instagram influencers use authenticity to make cultural artifacts — “be it a book,
vinyl record, brutalist building, clothing outfit, or a vegan bistro in a small Czech town”
(Hefmanova, 2024, p. 10) — seem interesting, cool, and worthy as objects of consump-
tion. By comparison, legacy media make things consumption-worthy by labeling them as
a “cult” or “cultish.” The performance of authenticity, Hefmanova argues, takes a variety
of forms — from writing and speaking of “genuine” liking of a recommended everyday
product or a “life-changing” book to posting intimate everyday moments, such as personal/
family pictures and images of consumed food in a (reviewed) bistro. Authenticity works as
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a strategy to appear relatable and sincere and thus shapes influencers’ social and economic
capital:

Cultural consumption and products recommended by influencers — such as Erik’s
recommendation of political essays, Vladimir’s interest in brutalist architecture or
Teri’s minimalist fashion choices — are thus presented as aspirational lifestyle choices,
interesting for their audiences because they are based on authentic taste.
(Hefmanova, 2024, p. 9)

Hefmanova implies that authenticity and displaying raw experiences and emotions are the
influencers” mechanism of boundary work, delimiting them from journalists and critics work-
ing in legacy media (see also Chong, 2019; Kotisova, 2022; Kristensen, 2021). However, oth-
ers’ work on lifestyle journalists indicates that these boundaries are, indeed, very porous, not
least when it comes to authenticity (Madsen & Ytre-Arne, 2012; Moestrup, 2022; Soronen,
2018), which has become a buzzword in professional lifestyle journalism, too.

Emotional labor as a boundary-construction ritual

Thus, on the one hand, the emotional exceptionalism and inherent subjectivity of lifestyle/
cultural journalism allow us to distinguish it from some other journalisms (cf. Kristensen,
2022). On the other hand, emotional authenticity, if not managed, policed, disciplined,
and strategically dosed, threatens to blur the boundary between journalists and “amateur”
bloggers and influencers (Hefmanova, 2024; Kotisova, 2022; Riegert & Widholm, 2019)
and let the former vanish into the void of irrelevance. The concept of emotional labor offers
a fruitful way to understand this tension and how it is reconciled.

(Lifestyle) journalists’ management of their own emotions in line with the requirements
of their job, matching their feelings with situations at work —i.e., their emotional labor — has
been increasingly studied (Hochschild, 2012; Hopper & Huxford, 2015; Kotisova, 2022;
Soronen, 2018). Lifestyle and cultural journalists’ emotional labor often resides in what
can be called a “strategic ritual of objectivization of emotions” (Kotisova, 2022; cf. Tuch-
man, 1972; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013). Chong was among the first to identify this complex
mechanism. In her study based on interviews with 40 book reviewers, she cites a reviewer
as saying: “When a book is good, a book is good. And I’ll identify it usually in a very sort
of visceral, maybe even primitive emotional manner” (in Chong, 2019, p. 435).

Yet, while the immediate reactions may be primitive, private, and personalized, these
emotional responses triggered by reading books operate as “tools for gauging the success
of the writing. For example, feelings of being ‘swept away’ or ‘engaged’ by a narrative were
common indicators that a book was working” (Chong, 2019, p. 435). Chong further inves-
tigates how reviewers utilize and represent these emotional experiences and explains that
they seek “to articulate emotion in a rational format” (Chong, 2019, p. 435). Importantly,
the process of rationalization or externalization of inner emotional reactions is facilitated
by review section editors:

The ‘ritual’ of working with an editor, then, is not to help authors figure out what
they think (which is informed by their emotional reaction while reading the book) but
to help them articulate why the readers might reach the same conclusion.

(Chong, 2019, p. 435)
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There are specific narrative and stylistic devices — plot, tone, and voice — helping evoke the
same emotional responses in readers.

I identify a very similar mechanism in my study on food and film critics, some of whom
articulated thought-through strategies of emotional management:

I use to say that I watch films in my stomach. It means that rather than watching the
films themselves, I observe what they do to me.
(Richard, a film critic)

When the food is exceptional, there is an element that ... awakens some emotion, ...
that engages your attention. When it engages you, then it starts to be, logically,
interesting.

(Paul, a food critic; in Kotisova, 2022, p. 799)

Another film critic, Alice, explained that their bodies — their tastes, experiences, fatigue, and
anger — are their primary tool. She lets the film — the combination of its aesthetic and techni-
cal elements — move her to tears or trigger other strong emotions. Only after that does she
look into the feelings and start analyzing why they emerged at specific moments.

Particularly the food critics, writing or speaking about tangible objects of bodily con-
sumption, vividly talked about the place and role of their feelings and memories in the
evaluation practice. Food critics such as Paul or Iris explained that food consumption can
be emotionally surprising, sophisticated, or comforting. Food has the potential to make
people happy or not — and this is where its critical assessment starts. The (un)happiness
can also follow from memories and nostalgia, for example, when writing about a dish that
“no one can cook better than my grandmother” (Paul, a food critic; in Kotisova, 2022,
p. 798). Furthermore, journalism about film and food is permeated by moral feelings linked
to political opinions and ethical values. In turn, these values — confronted with how the
film depicts minorities, gendered violence, etc. — implicitly shape critics’ perspectives and
writing, colored by a moral tone. Likewise, some of the food critics equated “tasty” with
“ethically produced” (see also Jenkins, 2017).

While the critics cherish these emotional cues and clues, they cannot allow their emo-
tions to take the reins. This is why they perform the “objectivization of emotionality”:
“making the emotions conscious, analysing them and their sources/causes, questioning and
challenging them, and, eventually, making them intelligible for their readers” (Kotisova,
2022, p. 802).

Kristensen (2021) argues that this rationalization or objectivization of emotions — that
manifest themselves as a discourse through the “externalization of judgemental practice”
(Jaakkola, 2012, p. 488) — is grounded in key professional elements of criticism, namely,
description, classification, contextualization, elucidation, interpretation, and analysis. And
while Hartley (2000, p. 40) believes that lifestyle journalists belong to “the smiling profes-
sions,” the emotional labor based on rationalization, objectivization, and externalization
can be rather demanding. Kristensen cites the film critic Christian Monggaard’s column
“The Self Interview” from 2012:

It is hard work watching so many movies and reflecting critically and skilfully upon

them. And I also often write quite long pieces ... Damn, I spend a long time think-
ing about the movies and writing about them. Film criticism, like we do it here at
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Information, is a craft, one has to learn, yes, it is an art form that one has to have a
sense for.
(Kristensen, 2021, p. 1604)

Can this strategy be professional lifestyle journalists’ “unique selling point”? Hefmanova’s
above work draws a clear line between legacy journalists’ discursive repression and social
media influencers’ open utilization of genuine feelings (Hefmanov4, 2024). Where the influ-
encers strategically show their authentic feelings, legacy journalists speak of a “cult” or
simply denote the qualities of their objects. Similarly, Chong’s above research, also includ-
ing prominent bloggers, shows how they feature their emotional reactions as a part of pub-
licizing themselves and foregrounding their personas as a form of branding;:

The tone of traditional reviews is formal and can be described as a ‘voice from
nowhere’ perspective insomuch as reviewers efface their personal emotions while still
communicating their personal judgment about a book. In contrast, it is the voice from
a very particular someone that is a defining feature of many book blogs.

(Chong, 2019, pp. 436-437)

In the digital era, which gives rise to a multiplicity of lifestyle voices and threatens the legiti-
macy of lifestyle journalists’ professional existence (Elkins & Newman, 2008; McDonald,
2007), emotional labor can be one of the boundary-construction tactics.

Thus, paradoxically enough, while emotions are seen as an aspect of lifestyle journalism
that makes it distinct, emotional labor can be understood as a mechanism of “journalisti-
fication” of lifestyle and cultural journalism that brings them closer to political journalism
and other beats considered more “serious.” The role it plays in the increasing blurring
of boundaries between news beats, between the lifestyle and the political, is not yet fully
understood. However, there is enough evidence to suggest that lifestyle journalists’ emo-
tional labor — as well as their emotional work — might productively inform the reconcep-
tualization of their roles and moving beyond the politics vs. lifestyle binary (Banjac &
Hanusch, 2022; Jaakkola & Skulte, 2023; Kristensen, 2022; Kristensen & Riegert, 2021;
Riegert & Widholm, 2019). Furthermore, emotional labor and the below-discussed emo-
tional work are also analytically fruitful illustrations of the feminist slogan “the personal is
political” and show how politics is reconfigured at the level of the self (Banjac & Hanusch,
2022; Madsen & Ytre-Arne, 2012).

Emotional work: Engaging audiences in the digital age

Some authors distinguish emotional labor from emotional work. While emotional labor
conceptualizes emotional management oriented to oneself and one’s feelings, emotional
work usually refers to the management of other people’s emotions — such as those of audi-
ences, colleagues, and subjects (Pantti & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2021; Perreault & Bélair-Gagnon,
2024). Journalism is, of course, a strong player shaping the emotional public sphere - its
power is probably why media researchers became interested in emotions in the first place
(see, e.g., Papacharissi, 2016; Richards, 2007). Lifestyle journalism is no exception.

In her research on magazine work, Soronen illustrates how the logic of emotional work
starts from the effect the produced content should have on audiences. All the levels of emo-
tional management — that of sources’, colleagues’, and audiences’ emotions — follow from
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this desired state and from one another. More precisely, journalists manage the emotional
atmosphere in the workplace during teamwork and try to induce pleasant feelings in their
sources, with the aim of evoking the same emotions in audiences. Soronen explains:

A desired emotional tone is included in the brief. The photographer is typically
informed through the inspirational page. Hence, the starting point in content produc-
tion is a shared understanding of the desired emotional state that the journalist, the
art director and the photographer aspire.

Art directors feed energy into the members of the editorial photography team and
they must reflect on the potential of the photos to engender emotional reactions. In
a broader sense, this relates to the organization’s practices for managing meaning
aesthetically by stimulating the consumers’ emotional reactions.

(Soronen, 2018, pp. 297-298)

Soronen’s research shows very well how emotions in magazine work, content, and audiences
are inseparable from one another, from the economic imperatives and digital production
technologies: the emotion on the face of the photographed subject is mirrored in a reader’s
reaction, and the whole production process follows a carefully considered plan to achieve
a certain intensity of affect. Readers’ desired emotional reactions are “operationalized”
through particular photographic choices, colors, gaze directions, angles, mise-en-scéne,
cropping, etc.

The emotional work has its roots in the relationship between journalists and
audiences — namely, the “empathy” of journalists for audiences — and its changed dynam-
ics in the digital era. This empathy, understanding audiences’ feelings and desires, has a
profit-seeking and increasingly important digital/algorithmic side. At the same time, research-
ers have observed that journalists try to approach their audiences with compassion and
emotional imagination — particularly those from lower classes (Banjac & Hanusch, 2022).
These two sides of empathy — empathy as compassion stemming from the shared human
condition and empathy as the calculated, technologically outsourced strategy — appear
inseparable in lifestyle journalism. For instance, Soronen (2018) found out that in women’s
magazines, the editorial staff together define a model, fictive reader, and their lifestyle: the
place where they live, age, gender, hobbies, and socio-economic position. This reader is
then used as a tool in planning and content production: the journalists try to think about
content production from the perspective of the model reader. The habitual identification
of journalists with their readers and journalist-source intimacy forms a part of what Abra-
hamson calls “magazine exceptionalism” (Abrahamson, 2007; Jenkins, 2017). However,
Hefmanova (2024) shows that the same practice exists in cultural sections of legacy media
when she discusses how journalists’ language is based on their projections to audiences, and
the quality and success of these projections are measured based on the relationship between
readers and the products that journalists write about. Thus, the authority of journalists as
cultural intermediaries stems from their ability to tune to the audience’s expectations. The
important takeaway from the research is the dual side of empathy: the profoundly human
imagination and sharing that becomes an institutionalized methodological-epistemological
tool, a structured practice of getting to know the audiences and, based on this knowledge,
tailoring the content to them.

The whole exercise in empathy and infusing journalistic narratives with emotions to
engage audiences (Chong, 2019; Kristensen, 2022; Kristensen & Riegert, 2021; Riegert
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et al., 2015) has gained new dynamics in the digital era. On the one hand, digitally aug-
mented forms of storytelling and the affordances of digital technologies carry the potential
to create emotional immediacy and affectively absorb the audiences (Kukkakorpi & Pantti,
2021). On the other hand, they open the door for new competing actors who change the
rules of the journalistic game, raising the stakes. As discussed above, digital ‘newcomers’
to journalism or actors at the edge of the profession, such as (micro-)bloggers and social
media influencers, are probably still more unrestrained to connect to their audiences by
embracing subjectivity and authenticity (Hefmanovd, 2024; Maares & Hanusch, 2020).
While exchanging their affective connections with audiences/consumers for direct profit,
they bring into play marketing agencies and diverse industries. Journalists are trying to
catch up by code-switching to more subjective, emotional styles for the sake of audience
engagement and profit (see above; Chong, 2019; Kristensen, 2021; Kristensen & Riegert,
2021). Furthermore, as will be discussed in the next section, digital technologies are also an
important factor in (poor) well-being among journalists more broadly. Lifestyle journalists
are caught between the implicit imperative of constant availability and incessant digital
connectedness to their work and audiences and the desire to disconnect, turn off all distrac-
tions, and delete social media apps from their phones (Perreault & Bélair-Gagnon, 2024).

The professional-ideological context of lifestyle journalists’ emotional work is formed
by their perceived roles. Indeed, in lifestyle journalism, the perceived roles are often defined
in emotional language. Lifestyle journalists, but to a large extent also the (micro-)bloggers
and Instagram influencers, perceive themselves as service providers, life coaches, commu-
nity advocates, and inspiring entertainers (Hanusch, 2019; Maares & Hanusch, 2020). A
finer perspective reveals that they see themselves as mood managers, friends, therapists,
marketers, guides, and curators (Banjac & Hanusch, 2022; Hanusch, 2019; Hefmanova,
2024). As such, lifestyle journalists link consumption to positive feelings, allow audiences
to escape the outside world into pleasant emotional experiences, offer psychological and
emotional support, and provide tips and advice on consumption. Hanusch (2019, p. 195)
summarizes: “issues of guidance, advice, review, consumerism and entertainment appear to
be key aspects” for any definition of lifestyle journalists and their roles. Some of the roles
thus fit into Hanitzsch and Vos’s (2018) informational-instructive, advocative-radical, and
developmental-educative dimensions. Banjac and Hanusch (2022, p. 1609) point out that
the roles differ based on the audiences’ class: “the elite consume lifestyle journalism for pure
pleasure, the economic middle classes to find aspiration (and imitation), and the working
classes to feel excluded.” For example, providing aspiration is achieved through psycho-
logical and emotional motivation and hope in achieving the same as famous and successful
people with equally mediocre background (Banjac & Hanusch, 2022, p. 1609).

A broader perspective to look at the emotional work and its mechanisms is through the
lens of the all-encompassing therapeutic culture as the context of lifestyle journalism. The
performance of emotional and wellbeing management often happens through the circula-
tion of therapeutic discourse and persuasive accounts of audiences’ self-efficacy permeated
with pop psychology. Madsen and Ytre-Arne (2012) summarize the three underlying ideas
of therapeutical culture: liberation through self-esteem (the self needs to be liberated from
society and be esteemed and affirmed rather than surrendered to society), emotive ethics
(searching for true feelings and turning them into the criteria for decision-making), and
the therapeutic vessel (therapeutic language turns the self into a cultural resource). In their
study of Norwegian women’s magazines, they show how the content of these magazines
is pervaded by the notion of continuous self-improvement, self-care, and a never-ending
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inner revolution. There are, of course, articles dedicated to therapy, psychology, mental
wellbeing, and mental health. However, these are not only topics for special features. “’The
therapeutic’ simply becomes an easily transferable and flexible metaphor or a language
which permeates other domains” (Madsen & Ytre-Arne, 2012, p. 35). “The therapeutic”
is, thus, everywhere: all everyday consumption, activities, and objects — food, sport, TV
shows, theatre, kittens, hobbies, gardening, and house-cleaning — are interpreted through
their therapeutic potential. A literal expression of the merging of everyday consumption
with the therapeutical is a ‘Recipe for a positive inner milieu,” which requires:

“1/3 cup of self-respect; 1/2 cup of positive thinking; 1 tsp gratitude; 100 g laughter;
2 tsp of time for yourself; 2 tsp smile; 1 pinch of self-irony; and for extra taste, add
friends and family as required’

(Madsen & Ytre-Arne, 2012, p. 35)

Being “the best possible version” of oneself, being “at one’s best,” is clearly articulated
in the genre of makeovers. Makeovers, the authors show, are based on the practice of
providing expert-assisted instructions for self-governance. They promise and document
improvement in distinct categories, of which many are explicitly therapeutic/psychological:
style, make-up, training, nutrition, interior, personal economy and budget, self-development,
self-confidence, self-management, chaos control, relations, and consciousness-raising
(Madsen & Ytre-Arne, 2012). The ideal outcome of the makeover and other lifestyle con-
tent is an empowered woman who is able to take care of herself by making substantial
changes in her life.

The underlying ethos of the therapeutic discourses is the neoliberal ideal of self-
governance through technologies of the self that also blur the boundaries between work
and consumption: all consumption is work on one’s self, constructing subjectivities, capaci-
ties, and predispositions required of employees (Du Gay, 1996; Foucault, 1988; Illouz,
2007; Thorpe, 2008).

Find a job you love — you will never stop working and lose a hobby

Another contextual lens through which we can see the emotional management and
emotion-based attempts to attract audiences is the overall precarity of journalism practice
(Deuze & Witschge, 2018) reflecting the general crisis in the news industry (e.g., Reinardy,
2011; Zelizer et al., 2022). Jaakkola (2017) illustrates the precarity—crisis nexus by suggest-
ing that the “crisis” in cultural journalism is publicly discussed with the aim of showing
how cultural journalism is relevant to democracy, improving its reputation, and achieving
better working conditions.

Cultural and lifestyle journalism is precarious in many respects: it is affected by down-
sizing and (fear of) job loss, fragmentation of work, multiskilling, increased workload,
growing pressure on efficiency, increasing prevalence of freelancers and newsroom col-
laborators on a single-assignment basis, journalists with non-permanent and part-time
positions, overall uncertainty, harassment, and stress. Many journalists and critics need
a side job to make a living or, vice versa, perform journalism only as a secondary activity.
Journalists are indirectly forced to promote themselves as a brand and to be constantly
available and adaptable to emerging digital trends — while at the same time often feeling
the need to disconnect. (Kristensen, 2021; Kristensen & Riegert, 2021; Perreault & Miller,
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2022; Perreault & Bélair-Gagnon, 2024; Soronen, 2018). While this may be said about all
news workers, lifestyle journalists, cultural journalists, and critics, with their traditionally
volatile connections to newsrooms and competition with more “authentic” influencers and
other content creators, are particularly exposed (Kristensen, 2021; Soronen, 2018). Moreo-
ver, Perreault and Miller (2022), in their analysis of harassment in lifestyle journalism,
illustrate that the lack of organizational identities, policies, and support from managers
can be tricky when dealing with harassment: there is no “higher up” that the reporters can
report to, and the journalists feel they need to deal with it on their own. This can lead them
to normalize the harassment. On the other hand, despite all the institutional decoupling
of lifestyle journalists and newsrooms, some journalists still see newsroom expectations as
a burden preventing them from having enough freedom/autonomy and work-life balance
(Perreault & Bélair-Gagnon, 2024).

This tension illustrates that speaking of precarity or bad work without taking into
account joy and good work (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011) can be simplistic. Lifestyle
and cultural journalism is not only full of misery, uncertainty, stress, and exploitation.
As discussed earlier, it is also driven by passion and joy, offers rewards, and (some-
times) autonomy. It is profoundly ambivalent, in that most good aspects of the work
have their dark side, and vice versa, thus forming inherently ambivalent professional
identities (Deuze et al., 2020; KotiSova, 2019b; Soronen, 2018). However, Conor warns
that the seductive/destructive duality of creative work and the narratives about inherently
pleasurable and painful work also mythicize and romanticize creative professions (Conor,
2014). Applied to lifestyle and cultural journalism, we should not let the ambivalence
naturalize cultural and lifestyle journalists’ hardships and normalize the decline of their
working conditions.

The core ambivalence of lifestyle and cultural journalism lies in the very passion—
profession tension. Perreault and Bélair-Gagnon describe it as lifestyle journalists® “cogni-
tive dissonance”:

While drawn to the idea they would never actually work, since they were embedded
in their passion—in reality what many journalists described reflected that they had

difficulty leaving work, given that even their passion had become work.
(2022, p. 14)

The authors show how passion for work can become a starting point and a mechanism of
self-exploitation. A similar tension can be found in Soronen’s research (2018), who narrates
how magazine staff experience stress and uncertainty, while eagerly voicing their passion
for work. Eventually, “doing what you love” turns bitter, as the work does not fulfil the
journalists’ aspirations and expectations and does not allow them to live the personal life
they imagined:

It’s that passion that drives them to enter the niche, drives them to work to—and, at
times, work beyond—their capabilities. It is also that passion that can cause disillu-
sionment with lifestyle journalism and cause them to reconsider ... their commitment.

(Perreault & Bélair-Gagnon, 2024, p. 1654)

For instance, attending sports games for work can be initially exciting and addictive, but
it also feels like working more than enjoying the game experience: the pleasure wears off.
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Based on this logic, the popular phrase “find a job you love, and you will never have to
work a day in your life” could be rephrased as “find a job you love, and you will never stop
working” or “find a job you love, and you will lose a hobby.” Perhaps both.

A personal strategy to deal with the precarity, workload, and uncertainty has been dis-
cussed as “cruel optimism:” suppressing the feelings of anxiety and maintaining attachment
to a problematic or compromised object/scene of desire or a hardly attainable goal (Berlant,
2011). Soronen (2018, p. 290) explains that cruel optimism among magazine journalists is
a form of emotional labor within which journalists are “invoking in themselves feelings of
enjoyment and suppressing feelings of strain.” For example, they try to push away stressful
to-do lists and focus on the actual tasks that bring about joy.

The magazine work — but also other sites of lifestyle journalism — is a fragile scene
of desire precisely because of its uncertain outlook and related forms of precarity. Since
the attachment to a problematic object implies sustaining hopes (that at some point, the
work will secure a desired lifestyle), in practice, the cruel optimism is performed as hope/
aspirational labor, promising a good life and sometimes stimulating to work harder (Per-
reault & Bélair-Gagnon, 2024; Soronen, 2018).

The solution is, of course, not to leave journalism and find a job one dislikes or to which
one is indifferent. A more productive way to approach these tensions — that make journalists
trade lack of interest for financial struggles and rigid working hours for job insecurity — is
to disentangle the ambivalence and mitigate its precarious pole. A part of the solution can
be collective organizing, which, however, is traditionally weaker among freelance creative
professionals (at least in Europe).

Conclusion: Ways ahead

This chapter, based on an illustrative review, showcases previous research on the most
noticeable emotion-related questions in lifestyle and cultural journalism, linked to the pecu-
liar position of subjectivity and emotions in journalists’ practice, journalists’ emotional
management of their feelings, audience engagement in the digital age, and the psychosocial
aspects of precarity. I believe the tensions in lifestyle journalism epitomize emotion-related
problems and potential solutions relevant and inspiring for journalism (studies) more
broadly, such as the role of emotions in journalists’ epistemologies, precarity and emotional
wellbeing, and digital audience engagement. This is only one of the many reasons why life-
style journalism is worth studying.

The research to date considers lifestyle journalists’ emotional involvement in their pro-
fessional practice exceptional: their work is legitimately driven by their passion for the
chosen beat as well as by their unique taste or aesthetic bias, full of joy, and strategically
uses authenticity. The research also looks into journalists’ management of their emotions,
suggesting that the emotional labor serves as a boundary-construction ritual that draws
a line between amateur critics or social media lifestyle influencers and professional jour-
nalists, thus justifying the latter’s existence. Where non-journalists tend to monetize their
emotional authenticity, journalists scrutinize their emotional reactions and turn them into
methodological or epistemological tools. However, as the boundaries between the lifestyle
and the political, as well as between lifestyle journalists and influencers, are fading, the
emotional exceptionalism may be changing. Another question that we still need to under-
stand better is the emotional labor of “interlopers” such as social media influencers. More-
over, future research on emotional labor should also focus on non-artistic beats such as
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travel journalism or sex journalism, i.e., beats that involve intense bodily experiences and
risks (Francoeur, 2021; Middleweek, 2022).

The extant research also shows the importance and the double face of empathy, which
is both profoundly humane and strategically deployed to engage audiences. With the
ever-growing affordances of digital journalism tools, there will be many opportunities to
study new mechanisms of emotional work, technologies of the self, and the overall pro-
liferation of the emotional public sphere. Lifestyle journalism is very promising in this
respect as it often concerns the body, everyday consumption, and everyday manifestations
of power and agency.

Finally, research should more seriously look into the emotional aspects of precarity,
self-exploitation, and the overall crisis in the (lifestyle/cultural) journalism industry. There
is only scarce research on the passion-precarity nexus, the ambivalence of the work, and
the cruel optimism the news workers tend to adopt; future research can also focus on the
“aspirational” and “hope” in aspirational/hope labor and, most importantly, the possibili-
ties of (collective) resilience and change.
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