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Abstract 

 This thesis seeks to understand the performance of leadership work that arises from 

and further contextualises the emotional labour of child protection assessment officers 

working in high-quality call centres in the NSW public sector, Australia. The study 

explores the performance of emotional labour during telephone consultations regarding 

child safety and highlights the complex relationship between emotional labour and 

leadership. The management of emotional display is a labour skill that is a part of most 

service roles, which is often performed upon organisational demand. Through the 

management of their own and other people’s emotions, the assessment officers educate, 

advise and support the callers in identifying and responding to child protection concerns, 

thereby leading them in practice enhancement.  

 This research has drawn on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 20 assessment 

officers employed in a high-quality child protection telephone advisory service, 

identifying that their emotional labour performance is more than a role-based skill. The 

assessment officers have become a distinct resource, leading interdepartmental 

government staff in managing child protection concerns. Therefore, the role has become 

a way of providing relational leadership necessary to facilitate practice improvement in 

responding to children and young people at risk of harm amongst their agency’s staff.  

 In the many discussions concerning child abuse and neglect, assessment officers 

provide leadership through the enactment of different roles and the performance of 

emotional labour. The findings of this study form a platform from which to re-align and 

re-emphasise the roles and work performed by the assessment officers, highlighting the 

enactment of relational leadership through the performance of professional roles such as 

coaching, advising and guiding callers in their practice and decision-making. 

 The relational leadership work of the assessment officers stimulates cognitive shifts, 

changes in sense-making and perception in key audiences about child protection. The 

assessment officers create three spaces in which they practice leadership: the spaces of 

safety, connection and reflection. In these spaces, leadership is practiced as assessment 

officers challenge existing models and values about leadership and child protection, 

pushing for improvements. Their relational leadership work enhances the quality of 

service delivery, competence and professional practice within their department. 
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Dedication 

 

 Thousands of starfish have washed up on the beach after the tide. There are miles of 

beach covered with starfish. A gentleman is walking along the beach and from a distance 

he is observing a little girl. The girl is picking up the starfish and throwing them back in 

the ocean, one starfish at the time. He approaches her and asks what she is doing.  

 

 ‘I am saving the starfish. I am throwing them back into the ocean!’, she announces 

proudly.  

 

The gentleman smiles as he replies, 

  

 ‘You can’t save all of them, there are too many starfish out there. You are not making 

a difference!’ 

  

 Unperturbed, the little girl picks up another starfish and throws it into the water. She 

looks up to the gentleman and with a smile on her face she says,  

 

 ‘Sir, did you see that? I am sure I made a difference to that one!’ 

 

Anonymous 

 

 This thesis is dedicated to those who work with and for the children who experience 

maltreatment, abuse and neglect. Like the girl in this story, you challenge common beliefs 

and you encourage others to reconsider their ways… therefore, you also make a 

difference. 
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Prologue 

 

 The phone rings and you answer. It is your friend and you realise something is wrong. 

The sound of her voice, the tone and rapidness of her speech makes you acutely aware 

that something is the matter. Your friend rambles incoherently and jumps from one topic 

to the next. Her distress is infectious and in response you start to panic. There are many 

thoughts going through your mind. None of which are pleasant and none of which are 

helpful. Your friend continues to speak incoherently, and she seems angry, frustrated, 

even sad. You interrupt her, as you want to get to the point, and you ask her repeatedly 

what has happened. She cannot give you a straight answer.  

 It is obvious you are not having a coherent conversation with your friend and only 

moments into the phone call, with both your voices raised, you are demanding she tells 

you what is going on. You are frustrated and you are seriously worried. Your interaction 

is not showing any empathy or care. Your friend is distressed, and you have not been able 

to calm her down, therefore, she still has not been able to tell you what has happened.  

 

~ ~ ~ 

 

 It is highly likely that this scenario is familiar to most people. Many of us will have 

received a call from a friend or family member who is in a state of stress or crisis. The 

reason for the panic is irrelevant; what is important, however, is that you have allowed 

your own, and your friend’s, emotions and emotional reactions to usurp the conversation. 

This scenario describes a typical call child protection assessment officers at the Child 

Wellbeing Units (CWUs) receive many times per day.  

 The Child Wellbeing Units’ assessment officers receive calls from their department 

staff about concerns of child abuse and neglect. Callers may have genuine concerns, may 

be easily panicked and stressed, or they may be overwhelmed. Irrespective of the caller’s 

emotional state, they must manage and suppress their own, and the callers’ stress, 

emotions and emotional responses, to avoid impeding the interaction and appraisal of 

risk.  

~ ~ ~ 

 

 Let us return to the phone call at the start of this chapter. This time however, you 

remain calm and collected. You are in control of the conversation and you manage the 
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emotional reactions. You are better positioned to talk to your friend and instead of getting 

frustrated, you reflect empathy and consideration. Through your calming manner you 

reduce your friend’s emotionality. You now have control of the conversation, allowing 

you to discover what has happened. During the conversation your friend’s emotions still 

fluctuate. You question and challenge her reactions and normalise some of her feelings. 

Quite effectively you offer suggestions and you both come up with a solution for your 

friend to manage the situation independently.  

 Undoubtedly, a situation like this demands that you think on your feet. You must be 

confident your friend is okay; after all, she is not with you as she has only conversed with 

you over the phone. Once the call is terminated, your friend is on her own. Gratefully, 

she confirms and assures you she is fine to handle the matter on her own from here and if 

she requires your assistance at a later stage, she will call you.  

 

~ ~ ~ 

 

 Managing a call such as the one described above is rife with complexity. Managing 

emotions and emotional expressions is a difficult and deeply personal task. Complexity 

is added when the management of emotivity is conducted via voice-to-voice contact only. 

This context does not provide for visible cues, body language or facial expressions that, 

when observed and read, can be relied upon.  

 My engagement with the Child Wellbeing Unit, the topic of this study, commenced 

six months after its establishment in 2010. In the unit I performed in the role of assessment 

officer, acting manager and unit coordinator. Previous employment includes roles of 

caseworker and casework manager in a statutory child protection agency for almost four 

years. Preceding this, I worked as a Senior Constable in the New South Wales Police 

force and performed the role of Youth Liaison Officer for many years.  

 The 2008 Report of the Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services 

in NSW recommended the establishment of Child Wellbeing Units in three major 

government departments of NSW Health, NSW Education and NSW Police. The purpose 

of the Child Wellbeing Units is to assist the workers in each of these departments to better 

protect the children in NSW. The highly professional staff at the units, the assessment 

officers, aim to improve the front-line workers’ ability to identify and respond to 

suspected child protection concerns effectively and adequately (Wood, 2008).  
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 The agencies’ employees contact the units’ assessment officers to seek advice or to 

consult regarding concerns for the safety and welfare of children. The concerns range 

from carer substance use, mental health concerns, physical abuse or psychological harm 

to the child, to neglect, to any other form of child abuse. The level of concern and its 

immediacy can be highly reflective of the callers’ personal values and practice. Therefore, 

assessment officers must manage calls and callers, their emotionality and maintain focus 

on the child’s safety. Their involvement with callers aims to transform callers’ practice 

and to empower callers to support their clients, the vulnerable families and children. The 

assessment officers lead their department’s employees in improving practice and 

responses to concerns of child protection and child safety.  

 The callers are mandatory reporters and their responsibility regarding child protection 

is legislated in the Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 (NSW), 

section 27 Mandatory Reporting. The section states the legislated responsibilities when 

employees of any of the three agencies identify children at risk of harm: 

 

Text Box 1 – Mandatory Reporters' legislative responsibility 

Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 (NSW), section 27 (1)   

 

This section applies to: 

 

(a)  a person who, in the course of his or her professional work or other paid employment 

delivers health care, welfare, education, children’s services, residential services, or law 

enforcement, wholly or partly, to children, and 

 

(b)  a person who holds a management position in an organisation the duties of which 

include direct responsibility for, or direct supervision of, the provision of health care, 

welfare, education, children’s services, residential services, or law enforcement, wholly 

or partly, to children. 

 

(2)  If: 

 

(a)  a person to whom this section applies has reasonable grounds to suspect that a child 

is at risk of significant harm, and 

 

(b)  those grounds arise during the course of or from the person’s work, 

 

it is the duty of the person to report, as soon as practicable, to the Secretary the name, or 

a description, of the child and the grounds for suspecting that the child is at risk of 

significant harm. 
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 Children’s rights and protections are further stipulated through UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child. Article 19 of the Convention is particularly relevant: 

 

Text Box 2 – UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

Article 19 

 

1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and 

educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, 

injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including 

sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who 

has the care of the child. 

 

2. Such protective measures should, as appropriate, include effective procedures for the 

establishment of social programs to provide necessary support for the child and for 

those who have the care of the child, as well as for other forms of prevention and for 

identification, reporting, referral, investigation, treatment and follow-up of instances of 

child maltreatment described heretofore, and, as appropriate, for judicial involvement. 

 

 

 The Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) extends the rights of the child to 

freedom from all forms of violence through the inclusion of General Comment 13, which 

emphasises that child protection must begin with a proactive prevention of all forms of 

violence and abuse as well as explicitly prohibiting all forms of violence (United Nations 

(UN) General Assembly, 2006).  

 In chapter one of this thesis, I provide an introduction to the study and an outline and 

description of the research subject, the Child Wellbeing Units, explaining the purpose of 

establishing the units. I detail the assessment officers’ work performance, its connection 

to emotions and emotion work, and its nexus with leadership practice.  
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Chapter 1 – An introduction to the study 

 This thesis seeks to understand the performance of leadership work that arises from 

and further contextualises the emotional labour performances of child protection 

assessment officers working in high-quality call centres in the NSW public sector, 

Australia. The core business of the call centres is the telephonic interaction with clients 

(Moller, Crous, & Schepers, 2004). The operator-client interactions, in the high-quality 

call centres are more autonomous, professional and complex, compared with the high-

volume call-centres (Batt & Moynihan, 2002; Korczynski, 2002; Russell, 2012). High-

quality call centre operators enjoy greater autonomy and discretion (Deery, Iverson, & 

Walsh, 2002; Holman, 2003; Jenkins, Delbridge, & Roberts, 2010) and the emphasis in 

these centres is on building relationships with caller (Picard, Cossette, & Morin, 2018) 

through high quality unscripted, complex interaction (Holman, 2003). 

The study explores the performance of emotional labour during telephone consultations 

regarding child safety and highlights the complex relationship between emotional labour 

and the practice of relational leadership. The sites of the research are the high-quality call 

centres that are part of NSW Health and NSW Education. The research participants are 

20 assessment officers employed in these departments. The individual department’s 

employees make contact to discuss child protection concerns and the assessment officers 

provide advice, facilitate accurate risk assessment and recommend suitable responses to 

the child abuse and neglect.  

 The work of the assessment officers is highly emotive and confrontational, and it is 

therefore important to understand the link between leadership and emotional labour. 

During the telephone interactions, assessment officers must manage their own and the 

callers’ emotiveness to lead the callers in improving their child protection practice. This 

research explores the complexities of the telephone consultations, highlighting the 

interconnectedness of the many work role performances, emotional labour and leadership 

practice.  

 Leadership practice as an aspect of the assessment officers’ role was not my initial 

consideration for this research. I suspected that leaders, in a formal context, are those who 

possess strong leadership capabilities and traits. This research has provided me with the 

insight and knowledge that the assessment officers practise leadership through the 

engagement of emotional labour in augmentation of their professional work role. Their 

leadership work is practised as they support, guide and debrief callers during the 
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telephonic interactions. The assessment officers lead the callers through decision-making 

processes and support them in responding to child protection concerns. 

 In section 1.1, motivation for the study, I discuss how the research project was realised 

and shaped and how it evolved. This is followed by an overview and background of the 

research topic, the aims and scope of this study, the research question, and an overview 

of the subsequent structure of the thesis.  

 

1.1 Motivation for the study 

 In my professional experience in statutory child protection, I have experienced many 

situations where I have not been able to make sense of the sheer dynamics of the 

confronting and debilitating nature of what was happening to children and families. A 

system in which both the children and often their parents or carers are further victimised, 

leaving workers powerless and feeling inadequate. The removal of children from their 

primary carers and subsequent placements in foster care may be an effective solution for 

the interim, however, it does not guarantee the children are free from harm (Bessant & 

Broadley, 2016). Much of the work in statutory child protection may seem futile (Barber 

& Delfabbro, 2004; Spence, 2003). The cost of caring (Maslach, 1982), associated with 

working directly with children who have been hurt, harmed, disempowered, and in any 

other way abused or neglected, leads to adversely affecting workers’ emotionality and 

wellbeing and causes burnout.  

 The work and interactions of the caseworkers in statutory child protection piqued my 

interest in finding out how workers deal with the confrontational nature of the work and 

their own emotional responses. It was apparent that child protection professionals are 

adversely affected by the system and the work, either emotionally or physically, or both. 

In some teams I observed what appeared a more positive attitude in their members. From 

informal conversations with these workers I learned that members were supportive and 

practised collaboratively, they shared stories, experiences, laughter and frustration about 

many work-related issues. They were able to better manage their emotionality and their 

workload (Cohen, 2006; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 

 Even though the team members similarly experienced times of despair and uncertainty, 

they continued their work, through mutual understanding, cooperation and collaboration 

(Forsberg & Vagli, 2006). Their support of each other reduced the undesirable impact of 

the stressors and negativity in the work place (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

3 
 

 The interactions were reflective of Frederickson’s (1998, 2009) ‘broaden and build’ 

theory of positive emotions expanding the thought-action scope in people and building 

durable physical, intellectual, and social resources, benefiting the individual worker and 

the organisation as well as the clients (e.g. St Leon, Kozlowski, & Provos, 2015). The 

individuals’ positive actions may lead to the expansion of their emotional spaces 

(Echeverría, 1994; Fredrickson, 2009), thereby increasing the opportunity for creative 

thinking (Isen, 1987). In benefit of their own and the team’s performance, the workers 

continually enhanced their intellectual resources, skills and practice through ongoing 

learning (Masters, Barden, & Ford, 1979). Physically and mentally the teams also 

appeared to fare better; absences were less frequent and of shorter duration compared to 

the other teams.  

 In June 2010 I ceased my work with the statutory child protection agency and 

commenced employment as an assessment officer in the recently established Child 

Wellbeing Unit at NSW Health. The assessment officers in the unit were similarly 

encouraging of such collaborative practice, improvements and change within their 

workforce, refuelling my interest in researching the work practices, management of 

emotions and emotional labour. In the next section 1.2, the NSW Child Wellbeing Units, 

I offer a greater understanding of the units’ purpose and the assessment officers’ practices. 

 

1.2 The topic of study – NSW Child Wellbeing Units 

 The child wellbeing units were established in 2010, after the unfortunate deaths of two 

young children in 2007. Their deaths instigated a Special Commission of Inquiry into 

Child Protection Services. The units are staffed by specialist, qualified staff with 

extensive experience and understanding of child protection issues. These assessment 

officers support their departmental staff by using the Mandatory Reporters Guide, a 

common framework to assess the level of risk and to determine the type of response 

appropriate for the circumstances (Hansen & Ainsworth, 2009, p. 19).  

 The assessment officers are available on weekdays between 8.30am and 5.00pm to 

discuss child protection concerns, backgrounds and to share information about families 

and explain legislative requirements (NSW Government, 2014). The assessment officers 

recommend available and relevant supports and services, aiming to prevent the identified 

risk to the child or young person escalating into the statutory child protection system. 

Where the level of risk has reached the threshold of significant harm, assessment officers 
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coach callers in reporting these concerns to the statutory child protection agency. 

Assessment officers may at times also report the concerns on behalf of the callers.  

 Quoting information from NSW Health, the unit’s aim is ‘to help families, children 

and young people about whom there is a safety, welfare or wellbeing concern to get the 

help they need sooner and to contribute to building a better, more integrated service 

system’ (DPC, 2013a). This statement requires clarification as the assessment officers 

consult and support internal and affiliated staff only. The assessment officers do not assist 

and support the vulnerable families, children and young people directly, rather, they 

consult with the staff, the mandatory reporters, so they may help the vulnerable families, 

children and young people better. The assessment officers’ core role is to drive better 

alignment and coordination of agency service systems, with the purpose of improving the 

mandatory reporters’ response to child abuse and neglect. They assist callers with 

conducting an assessment of the level of risk to children and with the application of the 

obtained information to an actuarial, structured decision-making tool, the Mandatory 

Reporters Guide (MRG) (DPC, 2013b).  

 Assessment tools, such as the Mandatory Reporters Guide, are valid methods of 

assessment for they provide distinct definitions of harm indicators and a consistent, 

uniform structure to appraise the level of risk (Baird, Wagner, Healy, & Johnson, 1999; 

Keller, Cincchinelli, & Gardner, 1988). The Mandatory Reporters Guide clearly defines 

risk indicators to assist in separating personal values and biases, and to relieve the burden 

of estimating the level of risk (Shlonsky, 2005). Without homogenous risk assessments, 

significant variations in outcomes and responses to child abuse concerns are likely to 

occur (Dawes, Faust, & Meehl, 1989; Rossi, Schuerman, & Budde, 1996). Purely clinical 

or professional assessments may potentially conflate the level of risk and such 

assessments alone are poor predictors of outcomes (Dawes et al., 1989). It is understood 

that assessment tools do not predict child maltreatment well enough and should not be 

used as a sole basis for decision-making and responding (Dawes et al., 1989; McKay, 

2020; Shlonsky, 2005, p. 64). To conduct an holistic, comprehensive and accurate 

appraisal of risk, assessment officers use the actuarial assessment tool in conjunction with 

their own and the callers’ professional expertise (Russell, 2012). The tool is used to guide 

further questioning and reflection about the concerns, thereby enhancing the accuracy of 

the assessment (Blenkner, 1954; Dawes et al., 1989; Keller et al., 1988; Meehl, 1954; 

Sawyer, 1966). 
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 The work exposes the assessment officers to high levels of emotions, emotion-evoking 

information, and high stressors. The nature of the inquiries, child abuse and neglect and 

the high volume of calls require the assessment officers to manage their own and the 

callers’ emotions to complete their core work tasks (Hochschild, 1983, 2012). The 

assessment officers also perform various necessary work roles to engage in effortless 

interactions that remain focused on the child’s safety and to ensure adequate intervention.  

 This thesis examines how assessment officers engage emotional and professional 

practices to coach, advise and guide their callers through the practice of decision-making 

and responding to concerns of child safety, welfare and wellbeing. The assessment 

officers perform emotional labour and professional work roles to construct connections; 

thereby they engage in relational leadership practice through reflective and transformative 

practice.  

 

1.3 Aim and scope of the study 

 The assessment officers aim to facilitate change and improvement in practice. They 

encourage in-depth and robust conversations with callers, allowing both caller and 

assessment officer to reflect on practice and knowledge. Over time callers become more 

familiar with the legislation, the responsibilities and the purpose of the units and many 

become more confident in assessment and in adequately responding to child 

maltreatment. Assessment officers may observe improvements and change in the callers, 

which encourages enthusiasm for their work. Callers’ appreciation of the assessment 

officers’ advice inspires a broadening of skills (Cohn, 2008; Fredrickson, 1998), and 

motivation (Herzberg, Mausner, & Snyderman, 1959). 

 This study explores the assessment officers’ experience of engaging in emotional and 

professional practices to coach, advise and guide their callers through their practice, 

decision-making and responses to concerns of child abuse and neglect. In Text Box 3 – 

Author’s personal reflection1, I explain, through a personal reflection on my own 

experience of the work and interactions, the intricacies of the assessment officers’ roles 

and functions.  

 

 

 

 
1 For a more detailed personal recount of the daily work of the assessment officers, see also Appendix 1 – 

A day in the life of an assessment officer. 
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Text Box 3 – Author’s personal reflection 

 

 Staying calm, and not letting your own or other people’s emotions impair your work, 

requires effort. Often, callers start their conversation at a random point, not necessarily 

from the beginning. It is imperative to recognise the emotive state and needs of the caller 

and to decide on which role I am to enact. Am I merely supporting the caller here? Am I 

going to talk about the risk factors and determine the level of safety, or lack thereof, for 

the child in question? Or, have I been contacted to share information and to record the 

same? Perhaps this call demands the role of the calm and collected ‘operator’. Other 

calls demand empathetic support or opportunities to debrief. There are also callers who 

fail to see the significance of the concern and I need to express urgency to enable a 

cognitive shift encouraging caller empathy.  

 

 Prior to embarking on a career in child protection I worked as a sworn police officer 

for nine years and received significant training and experience in conflict management. 

The work in law enforcement taught me that often it is not what you say, but how you say 

it, that may cause the other person to either engage in conversation or become upset. 

Generally, it is best to start in a gentle manner, using a tone of voice that exudes calm 

and confidence. At no stage can I dismiss the callers’ feelings or minimise their concerns. 

Instead, I must allow the callers to self-discover and provide them with the tools to 

achieve this. In this role I must be the one to mirror the callers’ thinking, allowing them 

the discomfort of being challenged and having to dig deep to find answers. Even though 

they may not have the answer, I encourage them to rethink and reconsider their 

interpretations.  

 

 Even though the assessment officers are not counsellors, it is a skill you often use. 

Other skills, time management, multi-tasking, being IT savvy, telephone skills, 

consultancy, expertise and experience in the field, and being knowledgeable about child 

abuse and associated issues, are essential. Despite child safety being a common theme, 

every call, family, child or concern is different. There is no conversation ever the same. 

Each interaction is unique and demands an individualised, unscripted, tailored response 

to meet the callers’ needs, and to achieve an accurate risk assessment that ensures 

adequate responses.  
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 The aim of this research is to understand how the performance of emotional labour is 

connected to the leadership practice of the assessment officers. My initial research goal 

was to explore the data using emotional labour theories, and therefore, when interviewing 

participants, I invited them to a dialogue about feelings, emotions and reactions to their 

work. The first analysis showed that emotional labour performance achieved more than 

the basic requirements of the job. However, emotional labour alone was not enough to 

conceptualise the relationships between assessment officers, the callers, emotional labour 

and their professional work roles. It did not sufficiently explain the complete work 

performance of the assessment officers and the analysis did not answer the research 

questions in full. The theme of leadership practice emerged from the first data analysis. 

 The analysis revealed that the assessment officers’ work is comprised largely of 

leading the individual agency’s workforce in the field of child protection. Therefore, a 

focus on emotional labour and emotions, as an explanation or influence on the assessment 

officers’ performance, required extension. A further analysis, from a leadership 

perspective, made more sense of the data and exposed the theme of leadership practices. 

The assessment officers’ performance of emotional labour is a component of their 

leadership work. Their performance of emotional labour and leadership work enhance the 

child protection skills of all agency staff. To exemplify leadership work, assessment 

officers would often refer to taking control of the call and resort to acting out a variety of 

professional roles, for example, the assessment officers would guide and journey 

alongside the callers, encouraging, supporting and assisting them, aiming to build 

capacity and independence.  

 Emotions and emotivity are part of most work roles, however, this research explores 

emotional labour performance by informal leaders and from a relational leadership 

perspective. Through the assessment officers’ professional work roles and emotional 

labour performance, I aim to provide an understanding of how they actively contribute to 

leadership practice in leading their agency staff in improvement of their ability to identify 

and respond to child protection concerns. Assessment officers are not in appointed, or 

formal, roles of leadership and it may seem unorthodox to utilise a leadership framework 

to evaluate their role. The assessment officers are not recognised as the traditional 

stereotype of heroic leader, however, by broadening our concept of leadership we can see 

that the assessment officers practise leadership in their daily operations. They inform and 

coach the callers in embracing innovative practice, thereby aligning with and contributing 
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to the practice of relational leadership. The assessment officers’ expertise comprises 

academic qualifications, skills and competence in the field of child abuse and neglect. 

This is a field of work that is highly emotive and where the performance of emotional 

labour is essential. This research provides an exploration, from a leadership perspective, 

of the ways in which assessment officers, through the performance of emotional labour 

and its nexus to their leadership practice, influence, persuade and coach their callers. In 

the following section I therefore outline the actual research questions and explain how 

these were formed. 

 

1.4 Research questions 

 Stories about child abuse and neglect often trigger emotional reactions. The caller 

interactions are often multi-layered and emotional and to obtain pertinent information 

about the child and the concerns, the assessment officers must manage or suppress callers’ 

anxiety and emotional stressors. Additionally, the assessment officers provide callers with 

the skills and confidence to continue working with families in different, more effective 

ways (ARACY, 2009; Hansen & Ainsworth, 2009). 

 These emotive communiques with callers demand an appropriate emotional display, 

aligning with caller and organisational expectations. A key element of performing 

emotional labour (Hochschild, 2012) involves invoking and suppressing your own 

emotions to subsequently manage emotiveness of callers. In adjusting emotions and their 

expression, the assessment officers perform many different roles relevant to the callers’ 

concerns, qualifications, understanding and needs (Goffman, 1959).  

 Assessment officers are removed from direct contact with families and children and in 

this space, they are able to consider the issues and concerns from an outsider, more 

objective, perspective instead, similar to a professional, working from the sideline; 

coaching, leading and guiding the callers through the labyrinth of child abuse and neglect. 

They aim to encourage change in caller thinking, sense-making and reflexivity and to 

achieve improvements in risk appraisal skills across their department’s workforce. I felt 

encouraged to explore emotional labour and gain a better understanding of the assessment 

officers’ role. Through this research, I have aimed to contextualise the complexities of 

emotional labour of assessment officers and the connection with relational leadership 

practice. Therefore, I seek to answer the following research questions. 
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1. How are emotional labour and leadership practice connected in the work of child 

protection assessment officers?  

 

2. How do the assessment officers use the performance of emotional labour to create 

spaces for leadership practice to emerge?  

 

3. What are the emerging leadership practices that are created by the assessment 

officers’ emotional labour performance? 

 

 This thesis reflects the stories of the work experience of my colleagues, the assessment 

officers in the NSW Health and Education Child Wellbeing Units. It is their subjective 

experiences that form the basis of this doctoral research. My personal experience as an 

assessment officer is also presented in this thesis and I have clearly identified where this 

has occurred. 

 To reflect an interesting, frank and personal recount, I initially contemplated an auto-

ethnographic perspective (Tompkins, 1989, p. 123). However, this research is not 

exclusively relying upon my experiences. I have drawn on the experiences of others 

working in the same field (Sparkes, 2000, p. 27). A personal narrative allows the dual 

roles of academic and personal self to tell the story (Deck, 1990); this study, however, 

aims to convey the aspects and subjective experiences of emotions, their management and 

the leadership practices of the assessment officers.  

 From a practical viewpoint, the findings of this research are deemed impactful as they 

identify an alternative contextual model of leadership practice, one that focuses on the 

relationship between the recognised, expert skill required by this workforce and the 

practice of informal leadership. In section 1.5, thesis structure, I provide a summary of 

the thesis composition.  

 

1.5 Thesis structure 

 This thesis comprises six chapters. In this introductory chapter, I have provided the 

context of the research topic, explained my motivation, detailed the aims and purpose of 

the research and I have shown how the research questions that have driven the study 

emerged from the aims, goals and context of the research.  

 Next, in Chapter 2, the literature review, I identify the key lessons on emotions and 

emotional labour in the call centre and the emotional labour performance in this unique 
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professional context. Furthermore, I illustrate the call centre industry, its origin and focus, 

as well as the role the performance of emotional labour plays in the work of call centre 

operators. The chapter concludes with a discussion of conventional versus contemporary 

leadership work and presents an overview of current research in leadership and its 

connections with the performance of emotional labour. The contemporary leadership 

literature establishes relational leadership as a socially constructed phenomenon, 

contextualising the leadership work performed by the assessment officers. Relational 

leadership work connects the performances of emotional labour, professional work roles 

and leadership. The literature review acknowledges the broad canvas of literature, 

provides a critique and signals the gaps for further exploration and knowledge 

contribution.  

 In Chapter 3, research design, I explain the qualitative methodology utilised in the 

study. Here, I identify the philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of the research 

project, including its ontological and epistemological approach. In this section I 

demonstrate that the qualitative approach I have taken provides the most appropriate 

means to answer the research questions. My motivation for the layered approach to the 

data analysis, including the initial and further analysis, is also explained in this chapter. 

Given the centrality of my insider-researcher status to this study, I explore the 

methodological implications of this approach as well in this chapter. 

 This thesis contains two chapters exploring the study findings. First, Chapter 4, the 

performance of emotional labour, presents the findings from the initial analysis and 

interpretations. It explores the position professional work roles, emotional intelligence 

and emotional labour have in the work of assessment officers. The findings from the 

second analysis of the data are depicted in Chapter 5, the process of leadership practice. 

In this chapter I explore the relational leadership practice of the assessment officers, 

explaining the three spaces of the assessment officers’ leadership practices, of safety, 

connections and reflection, and their connection to the performance of emotional labour 

and professional work roles.  

 Lastly, in Chapter 6, conclusion, I move beyond the data and integrate a second-order 

analysis with extant theory. The conclusion of this study is presented through a summary 

of the key contributions to practice and theory. I also outline a future research agenda that 

builds upon the platform of this research.  

 Through this thesis I expect the reader to come to an understanding of the contextual 

complexity and impact of informal, relational leadership work on practice and 
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organisations. The work of constructing relationships and improving callers’ practice, 

through the performance of emotional expressiveness and professional work roles, links 

the emotional labour performance to the practices of leadership.  
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Chapter 2 – Emotional labour in the call centre – alienation, autonomy or a leading 

act? 

 In this chapter I review the key literature on call centres, emotional labour and 

leadership practice as they pertain to the research questions proposed in this thesis. In this 

chapter I examine the intersections between these fields of research and identify where 

further exploration is required. I critically analyse the key concepts of emotional labour 

and leadership perspectives and how these two are intertwined.  

 This research examines the work of assessment officers employed in high-quality call 

centres accessible to their department’s professionals seeking advice relating to child 

abuse and neglect. This study argues that the support and consultation work of the 

assessment officers is more than basic ‘process’ work. From a social constructionist 

perspective, I submit that the work the assessment officers perform is aligned to informal 

and relational leadership practices. Their leadership practices are aimed at transforming 

the workforce’s practice through performing work roles and emotional labour.  

 This chapter is divided into five sections and beginning in section 2.1, emotions and 

emotional labour, I focus on emotions and emotional labour and connect the issues and 

debates to the work of assessment officers in call centres who support front-line 

professionals. Assessment officers mainly deal with professional staff from within their 

departments, nursing staff, managers, clinical specialists, teachers or head teachers about 

issues related to child abuse and neglect. Often callers are concerned, at times distressed, 

and mostly they are seeking advice and support as they relay emotion-provoking stories 

about possible child mistreatment. The assessment officers’ work demands the navigation 

of the various complexities of interaction, firstly being in a restricted and confined work 

environment, and secondly having to manage one’s own and the callers’ emotiveness. 

The telephone-mediated nature of the assessment officers’ work structure causes further 

complexities. The voice-to-voice only contact does not provide access to the caller’s 

physical environment and any non-verbal communication; for instance, body language 

and facial expressions are not visible to the assessment officer.  

 In section 2.2, the context of professional work roles and emotional labour, I outline 

the performance of various work roles and how these connect with the performance of 

emotional labour. This is followed by section 2.3, the call centre industry, in which I 

provide a critical review of historical and contemporary perspectives of the call centre 

industry. In this section I also explore organisational behaviour within this unique 
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environment of voice-to-voice only communication and where staff surveillance and 

monitoring occur at higher intensity compared to most other workplaces. 

 In section 2.4, emotional labour in the call centre industry, I provide a comparison of 

the work and the emotional labour performances in the high-volume and high-quality call 

centres. Lastly, in section 2.5, leadership – conventional versus contemporary 

perspectives, I introduce the various leadership concepts, from transactional to the more 

contemporary and relational leadership perspectives, examining how the theory of 

emotional labour contributes to theories of leadership practice and the complexities of 

including emotional labour performance in leadership work.  

 With a focus on professional work roles and the associated emotional aspects of the 

work in the high-quality call centres, this review of the literature aims to demonstrate how 

the performance of emotional labour is an integral element of leadership work.  

 

2.1 Emotions and Emotional labour 

 

 ‘Emotions are an integral and inseparable part of everyday organisational life. 

From moments of frustration or joy, grief or fear, to an enduring sense of 

dissatisfaction or commitment, the experience of work is saturated with feeling’. 

 

(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995, p. 98) 

 

 In this section I discuss the literature on emotions and emotional expression, focusing 

on the management of emotiveness in the workplace through the concept of emotional 

labour (Hochschild, 1983, 2012). I elucidate the importance of the performance of 

emotional labour to labour activities and work role performances in the context of the call 

centres. Here I offer an overview of emotions and emotiveness, which will lead to an 

analysis of the literature on the performance of emotional labour, its context, its alienation 

and autonomous practice, both in high-volume and high-quality call centres.  

 As emotions are a pervasive concept in social and professional life (Fisher, 2019), so 

is the performance of emotional labour. For this reason, I will first discuss the current 

literature on emotions, emotiveness and emotional labour. This is followed by a critique 

of emotional labour performance and its nexus to professional work roles in section 2.2, 

before I move to a critical review of the call centre industry in section 2.3.  
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2.1.1 Emotions and emotiveness 

 Emotions and feelings are derived from certain situation, circumstances or relations 

with other people. For instance love, fear, anger, embarrassment and happiness are 

embedded in social and organisational life and can be used as resources and commodities 

(Fineman, 2008). There is a key debate as to the extent to which emotions are deemed 

innate biological and psychological phenomena or are socially shaped or constructed. 

Taking an individualistic stance, Ekman (1992) and Gray and Watson (2001) argue that 

emotions are distinct and invariable public or private reactions, to inner or external events 

and cues that have a specific meaning for the individual experiencing the emotions.  

 The social constructionist perspective, however, considers emotions as socio-cultural 

constructions that are created from social activities within a certain social context with its 

own emotional norms (Brenneis, 1990, p. 11; Brook, 2013; Egerton, 1995; Gergen & 

Gergen, 1984; Harré, 1986; Harré & Parrott, 1996; Stearns, 1995, pp. 41-44). Some 

consider emotions as a form of communication and that they are therefore inherently 

social (Gubrium, 1992, p. 167). However, some, conceding that emotions are socially and 

culturally produced, argue that emotions are interpretations expressed through verbal and 

non-verbal communication (Parton & O’Byrne, 2000, pp. 73-75; 163-164). Nevertheless, 

the focus of this research is on the role emotions have in social interactions in an 

organisational context. I am drawing upon theories of socially shaped or constructed 

emotions, as emotiveness is inextricable from social and organisational behaviour 

(Bolton, 2000a; Hochschild, 2012). 

 Emotions are usually evoked by the individual’s physical, psychological, cognitive, 

environmental situations and are expressed through verbal, physiological, behavioural or 

neural responses (Ashkanasy, 2003; Ekman, 1992; Popa & Salanţă Irina, 2013). Emotions 

vary, within a person, over time as well as in intensity. The influences of emotivity are 

broad, complicated and changeable (Fisher, 2019). The expression of emotions must align 

with social context and organisational rules (Goffman, 1959; Hochschild, 2012; Picard et 

al., 2018). Appropriate emotional display would be showing a cheerful disposition at 

parties and expressing sadness upon hearing bad news. Incorrectly expressed emotions or 

the expression of the incorrect emotion may be perceived as being insensitive or rude 

(Ekman, 1992).  

 Emotional expressions are ways of communicating emotions, thereby enabling others 

to recognise our emotional states. The ability of individuals to access, monitor and make 

distinctions between one’s own and other people’s emotions, thereby recognising, 
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deciphering and acknowledging individual emotions, is known as emotional intelligence 

(EI) (Goleman, 1995; Grewal & Salovey, 2005). The effects of emotion and the influence 

of emotional expression are extensive and complicated (Fisher, 2019). For the effective 

and effortless functioning of work relations, the ability to recognise and understand one’s 

own as well as others’ emotions is fundamental (Elfenbein, Polzer, & Ambady, 2007; 

Goleman, 1995, 1998; Sass, 2000; Stenross & Kleinman, 1989). Inattentiveness to 

emotional states may adversely affect the individual or the workplace (Mayer & Salovey, 

1997; Snyder & Ammons, 1993). It is essential that the emotion and its expressions are 

managed in both social and work contexts (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Lewig & 

Dollard, 2003; Mann, 1999).  

 Managing or suppressing emotion in accordance with the organisational culture is 

what Hochschild (1983, 2012) termed the performance of emotional labour. Her concept 

identifies the effort of evoking or supressing feelings and emotionality at work, to create 

a publicly acceptable facial or bodily display and performance. This requires one to limit 

or hide instinctive feelings and responses and represent oneself in a neutral and acceptable 

way, without exposing ones true feelings (Cherry, 2017; Picard et al., 2018). Negative 

emotions and exchanges, for its potential contagious effect, should be avoided as they are 

likely to cause incivility between clients and peers (Foulk, Woolum, & Erez, 2016; Groth 

& Grandey, 2012). These expressions and performances must align with the 

organisational culture and are therefore commercially valuable to the organisation. 

 Emotivity affects all aspects in the workplace, customer relations, productivity, 

leadership and conflict negotiation (Ashkanasy & Dorris, 2017). The ability to manage 

emotions and emotional regulation will positively influence work performance and 

consistency as well as workplace behaviour (Grandey & Gabriel, 2015; Parke & Seo, 

2017). Rather than ignoring emotions, organisations should aim to understand and 

manage the emotions that occur in the workplace as the management of these emotional 

expressions will enable maximum desirable outcomes (Barsade & O’Neill, 2016).  

Hochschild (2012) makes an important distinction between managing emotions at work 

– emotional labour, and managing emotions in a non-work, either social or private 

environment – emotion work. Hereby Hochschild emphasises the context of emotional 

expressiveness as a distinct aspect of the labour process (Bolton, 2005). 
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2.1.2 The autonomy of the emotional labour performance 

 The term emotional labour (Hochschild, 2012) implies that workers, as part of their 

job role, manage their emotion to a desirable and acceptable standard of expression that 

is in accordance with the organisation’s expectations (Parke & Seo, 2017). In developing 

the concept, Hochschild drew upon an understanding of the commodification of labour. 

In this conceptualisation, physical and mental labour produce the surplus value that 

underpins the profits in capitalist societies and through this process emotional labour 

performances are commodified. Hochschild extends the labour process, particularly 

relating to the labour of service delivery, by including the management of emotional 

expression at work.  

 Emotional labour performances are found in the theatricality of staff behaviour such 

as providing ‘service with a smile’, by putting on a happy face, smiling at customers, 

being pleasant and managing customer abuse and aggression without retaliation 

(Cropanzano, Weiss, & Elias, 2004; Diefendorff, Richard, & Croyle, 2006; Pugh, 2001). 

Hochschild (2012) further claims that the expression of true feelings is likely to disrupt 

the professional–client interaction, thereby bringing the organisation into disrepute and 

losing profit. It is therefore essential that work duties are performed in an emotionally 

managed manner, especially at times when such emotional behaviours and performances 

may not align with the actual or true feelings of the worker (Bolton, 2000b). 

 Despite its prevalence and importance, emotional labour is rarely recognised as a skill 

or acknowledged as a task or job role in industrial instruments. There is an expectation 

that feelings and emotional expressiveness must be controlled and suppressed to produce 

commercial value. The performance of emotional labour plays a particularly large role in 

professions such as domiciliary and aged care work (Bolton & Wibberley, 2013), sex 

work (Sanders, 2004), call centres (Taylor & Bain, 1999), correctional facilities (Lambert 

& Hogan, 2009) and beauty salons (Toerien & Kitzinger, 2007). It is not common that 

workers in many of these professions are remunerated for the performance of emotional 

labour (Cherry, 2017; Hochschild, 2012; King, 2012; Pisaniello, Winefield, & Delfabbro, 

2012; Schweiger, 2013).  

 By theorising emotional labour as an aspect of labour power Hochschild extends the 

Marxist understanding of the labour process. Hochschild argues that the performance of 

emotional labour is controlled by the organisation, like all other labour skills (Cherry, 

2017). The organisation controls every skill as a labour aspect and emotional labour 

should therefore be recognised as such and sold for a wage. Within the Marxist tradition, 
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Hochschild argues that labour processes, including emotional expressiveness, are 

alienating under capitalism. End products are made by workers although distinct from 

them, however, physical labour remains embodied within the worker and therefore cannot 

be separated from the actual person. Production and labour processes, as well as end 

products, are predominantly controlled by managerial rules, processes, policies, 

guidelines and procedures. Individual workers, through salary negotiation, recalcitrance 

and occupational deviance, maintain a level of autonomy over their labour participation 

(Marx, 1976). The worker’s labour activities are exchanged for a wage or salary and leave 

the final product in the employers’ ownership (Brook, 2009).  

 The degree of control workers have over the expression of their feelings at work form 

the key debate that is extending Hochschild’s original concept of ‘the managed heart’ and 

the performance of emotional labour (Bolton & Boyd, 2003; Brook, 2009, 2013). The 

capitalist employer owns and exploits their workers through the profit they derive from 

paying the worker less than the value of the product. Emotions and emotionality are part 

of the individual’s inherent thought-speech action and cannot be conceptualised as 

discrete entities or manifestations (Barker, 2001). Emotional labour is regarded an aspect 

of labour power and the degree and effort of the emotional labour performance is 

determined by the extent to which it is required as a condition of the worker’s task and 

role (Brook, 2013; Cherry, 2017; Fisher, 2019). Post-Marxist Labour Process Theory 

(LPT) acknowledges that employees are not objective commodities and LPT recognises 

the subjectivity of human capital and its relativity to the circumstances and social 

connections of the worker. The emotional labour performance therefore is viewed as an 

inseparable element of labour (Knights, 1990; Willmott, 1990). The principles of LPT 

suggest that the labour process is contradictory and structurally antagonistic because of 

the indeterminacy of labour power within an unequal and exploitative relationship 

between workers and employers.  

 Where some argue that labour processes are fully owned by the employer (Jones, 

2009), theorists such as Brook (2009) claim that organisations cannot fully control their 

workers and therefore the workers may practise partially, or even entirely, autonomously. 

Brook (2009) further claims that it is impossible to separate emotional labour from the 

person. The emotional labour performances occur within the whole person, irrespective 

of employer requirements of the worker’s intellect, manual labour or their appearance. 

This dynamic coalescence of functions, capacities and emotions as capital, technology 
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and human labour, causes emotional labour to become an integral part of all labour power 

activity (Smith, 2012).  

 A further, mutually active participant and contributor to the emotional labour 

performance is the customer (Leidner, 1993, 1996). This third participant sees the 

development of various alignments with, or against, management, workers and 

customers, each exerting control over the emotional expressiveness of others (Lopez, 

2010). Often consumer demands shape the labour process and the imbalance of status and 

power between workers and clients creates a ‘customer-oriented bureaucracy’. Workers 

must deploy an array of strategies to manage themselves, their emotiveness, and their role 

performance (Korczynski, 2002, 2004, 2007; Sherman, 2005, 2007).  

 Emotional labour is complex and to label all emotional management performances 

under one heading inaccurately defines the concept (Bolton, 2000a, p. 160). Hochschild’s 

emotional labour theory, despite recognition of the potential resistance and unionisation 

of workers, ignores the incompleteness of full managerial control. Hochschild fails to 

acknowledge the possibility that the performance of emotional labour can be managed by 

both worker and employer (Brook, 2009). The emotional, intellectual and physical 

aspects of work can be separated and this therefore disputes the absolute control of 

management and organisation of these aspects (Bolton & Boyd, 2003; Brook, 2009). This 

paradoxical theory of neglecting indifference, resentment or resistance amongst workers 

while painting employees as passive and ‘crippled’ actors is repudiated (Bolton & Boyd, 

2003). 

 Hochschild’s view of emotional labour as a transmutation of feelings is therefore 

deemed absolutist as it disregards the worker’s emotional agency, independent from their 

employer (Bolton & Boyd, 2003). Every person and employee has an indeterminate level 

of control over their physical and intellectual performance as they relate to the specific 

nature of the relationship and conditions under which work is performed (Braverman, 

1974; Marx, 1976). The degree of organisational control versus worker autonomy of the 

performance of emotional labour is uncertain and mostly undefined (Bolton, 2005; Bolton 

& Boyd, 2003; Cherry, 2017).  

 It is thought that emotion work is a process principally and autonomously exercised 

by the employee. Bolton (2010) recognises, through her framework of emotion 

management, consisting of prescriptive, pecuniary, presentational and philanthropic 

emotion work, that the individual’s autonomy over emotions and expressiveness, by the 

inherent rules of social interaction, are free from managerial surveillance and demands 
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(Bolton, 2000a; Bolton & Boyd, 2003). The different types of emotion work are achieved 

for various reasons and with a specific purpose. Prescriptive emotion management is 

managing emotiveness in line with organisational and professional rules. Pecuniary 

emotion management, as the term suggests, is performed for commercial or monetary 

gain through the provision or increase of customer contentment, for instance during a 

period of dwindling resources. Presentational emotional management occurs when 

emotions are represented in accordance with general and social rules, such as expressing 

sadness at a funeral. However, philanthropic emotion management is what is referred to 

as emotionally ‘gifting’. This emotional management requires the performer to extend the 

self beyond their role requirements (Bolton, 2005, p. 133) and occurs entirely outside the 

organisational emotional display expectations. Philanthropic emotions are expressed in 

the ‘unmanaged spaces’ at work. Individuals mix and manage all forms of emotion 

management, in addition to following organisational rules (Bolton, 2005, p. 103).  

 Emotions are autonomously controlled by the worker who derives personal 

satisfaction from their philanthropic actions (Bolton, 2005, p. 102), with the purpose of 

building a client relationship (Foster & Sayers, 2012) through performance not forced 

upon workers through organisational demands (Bolton & Boyd, 2003), but as part of the 

worker’s authentic self (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Brook, 2009, p. 545). 

 Similar to other labour activities, emotional labour is inseparable from labour power, 

there are however varying degrees of worker autonomy (Brook, 2009). Emotional labour 

is defined firstly, as an object of the work used to influence others, for instance when 

serving customers. Secondly, emotional labour is a means or way to get the job done, 

when one controls one’s anger when frustrated with a task. Finally, emotional labour is a 

condition of doing the job by complying with managerial and organisational ‘feeling’ 

rules and procedures (Brook, 2013). 

 Although Brook argues that a certain level of managerial control over worker 

emotionality remains, as the performance is achieved in exchange for salary, Bolton 

(2000a) continues to repudiate any managerial control and submits that the management 

of emotions in the workplace is exclusively under the control of workers. Bolton’s 

research in nursing and social care finds that emotional labour is a form of gifting which 

is entirely created and owned by the worker. In this context no organisational demands 

are made and the organisation is therefore rendered powerless over the workers’ 

emotional presentation (Bolton, 2000b). The performance of emotion work in such 

unmanaged spaces is often unrelated to organisational goals or demands (Bolton, 2009). 
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The non-pecuniary forms of emotional labour, this emotional ‘gifting’, are non-

commercial, authentic, and outside managerial control, demand or ownership (Picard et 

al., 2018).  

 Managing emotions, in the philanthropic form, can be separated from the labour 

process, while other forms, such as the prescriptive purpose of emotion management, 

cannot (Bolton, 2005). Emotion work is self-governing and matched with, rather than 

controlled by, the organisation (Jenkins et al., 2010). The performance of emotional 

labour is part of professional roles. In the following section I therefore contextualise 

emotional labour performance and its nexus to professional work roles.  

 

2.2  The context of professional work roles and emotional labour 

 Organisation-wide emotional display rules, reflecting the organisation’s distinctive 

ethos and culture, are created through the performance of emotional labour (Ashkanasy 

& Humphrey, 2011; Humphrey, 2005, 2006, 2008; Humphrey, Pollack, & Hawver, 

2008). Behaviour and interactions with clients demand certain decorum, a workplace 

culture. The term culture originated from anthropology (Smirchich, 1983) and in an 

organisational context it defines what the organisation represents (Russell, 2009) and 

explains how the organisation expects its employees to perform (Hemmelgarn, Glisson, 

& Lawrence, 2006). A workplace culture is made up of organisational expectations, 

norms, and demands around behaviour and emotions, thereby encouraging staff to 

conduct themselves in a manner appropriate to workplace functioning (Coccia, 1998).  

 Goffman (1959, p. 26) argues that dramaturgy in physical, face-to-face situations is 

emphasised through framing the individual’s performance by using distinct props such 

as, for example, the medical practitioner in the consulting room using a stethoscope and 

wearing a white lab coat, therefore presenting an idealisation of the particular role 

(Goffman, 1959). It is therefore necessary for the actor to have an understanding of the 

social context in which he or she is situated (Goffman, 1959, pp. 83-85). The actor must 

distinguish between public performances, ‘front of house’, and the hidden, out of client 

view performances, or those performed in the ‘back of house’ (Goffman, 1959, pp. 109-

140).  

 ‘Front of house’ performances are to impress others, where one must behave in an 

appropriate manner (Goffman, 1959), and put forward a competent and efficient image 

of the self (Chaharbaghi, 2007). Therefore, public performances demand upholding the 

dramaturgical characteristics, as non-compliance may result in ambivalence towards the 
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self and the audience, including feelings of shame and dishonesty (Goffman, 1959, pp. 

83-96, 229, 230). Emotions, gestures, feelings and expressions are managed through 

loyalty, solidarity, commitment, self-control, maturity and dramaturgical discipline 

(Goffman, 1959, pp. 211, 212). 

 In the ‘back of house’, the backstage performances, away from the public eye (Reid, 

2010), workers can behave in an uninhibited manner, unrestricted by the demands of 

others (Taylor & Bain, 2003). In these restorative and safe spaces workers can relax and 

use humour, talk shop, or express collegial solidarity (Goffman, 1959, p. 174). Backstage 

performances enable workers to support each other in managing their feelings collectively 

(Korczynski, 2003). It is important, however, that these backstage presentations remain 

invisible to the public. The revelation of backstage actions may expose frontstage 

performances that may lead to public loss of confidence in the professional presentation. 

Such exposé requires the actor to deploy further impression management to recover from 

the exposed inconsistencies (Goffman, 1959, pp. 116-117, 121; Sanders, 2004).  

 The emotional personas are created through language, gestures and facial expressions 

(Ekman, 1984, 1993) and are further developed and maintained through narrative and 

socialisation with others as they seek to understand who they are (Cerulo, 1997; Gergen 

& Gergen, 1988). Identities only make sense within relevant social settings (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967, p. 195); Giddens (1991, p. 54) claims, ‘a person’s identity is…to be 

found…in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going’. Often people attach meanings 

to themselves instinctively and those meanings are conceptualised as social (gender, 

nationality), personal (height, intelligence) and professional or role identities (mother, 

professor). These roles can be self-assigned or attributed by others (Snow & Anderson, 

1987) and they are created so people establish who they are and who they want to be in 

the future (Ibarra, 1999; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Obodaru, 2012).  

 These performances align with Hochschild’s concept of emotional labour where she 

distinguishes between surface acting and deep acting. Surface acting, or ‘outside-in’ 

behaviour, occurs when people control outwardly how they feel inwardly (Forseth, 2001). 

This ‘acting’ is about managing observable behaviour, such as facial expressions and 

body language, acting out or hiding emotions, comparable to ‘faking’ the emotional 

expression and being a ‘phoney’ (Goffman, 1959; Hochschild, 2012). The actor being 

aware of the incongruity of their feelings and observable behaviour (Cherry, 2017). 

 Deep acting, the inside-out behaviour, is about aligning innermost feelings with 

outwardly expressed behaviours (Cherry, 2017; Forseth, 2001; Picard et al., 2018). This 
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behaviour transpires when the organisational demand for behavioural compliance is 

extended to the point where workers successfully internalise the organisational rules 

about feelings and experience these as authentic (Hochschild, 2012). The transmutation 

of feelings (Hochschild, 2012), where one dismisses one’s true feelings and self entirely 

and develops a different work role, is comparable to the approach in method acting of 

recalling personal emotional memories of a similar nature, in order to feel and express 

true emotions in an unrelated context (Stanislawski, 1993). 

 Identities are formed through the performance of emotional labour as both the person’s 

inside and outside emotiveness is controlled (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Exley & 

Letherby, 2001; Sturdy, Brocklehurst, Winstanley, & Littlejohns, 2006; Wolkomir, 

2001). These complex representations of the self, evolve through self-narrative (Athens, 

1994) and interaction with others (Goffman, 1959). The portrayal and display of the self 

is constructed through intrapersonal activities that involve performative or discursive 

external work that seek to answer questions such as ‘How shall I relate to others?’; ‘What 

shall I strive to become?’; and ‘How will I make the basic decisions required to guide my 

life?’ (Baumeister, 1986).  

 People present in ways that are favourable impressions of themselves and, given that 

‘lives are by definition precarious’ (Butler, 2009, p. 25), professionals may formulate 

complex, often inconsistent, but delicate façades to temporarily fix, refute or eliminate 

vulnerabilities or threats (Brown & Coupland, 2015, p. 1316; Collinson, 2003; 

Humphreys, 2005; Karreman & Alvesson, 2001). These desirable impressions of the self, 

and the roles they play, are adapted to fit to the social and professional environment and 

are achieved through espousing corporate values, maintaining work output levels and 

compliance with corporate dress codes, or through withholding or expressing personal 

values one may not actually hold (Goffman, 1959, pp. 110, 111). 

 The presentation of the self and the façades are deliberate creations to present a 

favourable impression of the self, to achieve goals, to clarify communication as well as 

to clearly define the situation for the audience (Anand, 2013; Goffman, 1959; Picard et 

al., 2018; Rosenfeld, Giacalone, & Riordan, 1995). Identity work is performed through 

presenting the self in various ways, through the use of language and objects, thinking and 

sense-making, and lastly as a result of unconscious processes (Brown, 2017; Brown, 

2019). As Butler (1998, p. 70) asserts: ‘Every man’s work…is always a portrait of 

himself’, such as the Amway distributors who ‘loved’ their job being distributors (Pratt, 

2000), the aspirant soldiers who crave authentic identities as paratroopers (Thornborrow 
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& Brown, 2009) and the rugby players who revelled in their work as it was an 

achievement of their ideal selves (Brown & Coupland, 2015). However, maintaining 

these identities requires actors to manage the impressions others have of them and alter 

their behaviour to align to these perceptions.  

 Professionals portray a caring, tough, or talented self to create an image of confidence, 

competence and calmness that is suitable for workplace interactions. Many professionals 

must therefore perform emotional labour to manage emotiveness, as well as their own 

emotions and work role performances (Cherry, 2017).  

 This discussion of the performance of emotional labour and identity work in 

professional roles creates an important context for understanding the workplace practices 

of assessment officers in high-quality, child protection call centre units. In the following 

section, 2.3 the call centre industry, I provide an overview of the call centre industry, its 

historical context and its relevance to current business practices and the experiences of 

the assessment officers.  

 

2.3 The call centre industry 

 In this section I aim to provide an historical and contemporary overview of the call 

centre industry, its workings and complexities. The basic features of the modern call 

centre can be traced to practices in the mid-1960s, aimed at managing large numbers of 

customer contacts. In the 1970s, call centres were introduced as an organisational 

structure and additional service provision to increase productivity and worker efficiency 

by enabling the management of multiple phone calls at one time (Smith, 2016).  

 In present times, call centres fall into one of two categories: 1) professional high-

volume call centres, or 2) high-quality call centres where professionals work (Russell, 

2012). Due to their extensive use by many companies, high-volume call centres 

seemingly dominate the literature.  

 The typical work of a call centre employee is exemplified in the excerpt below, adapted 

from Taylor and Bain (1999); it is a brief account demonstrating a typical day of a call 

centre operator: 
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Text Box 4 – A day in the life of a high-quality call centre employee 

 

 ‘Imagine a large size office, staff are seated at their workstations, in front of one or 

two computer screens, sometimes as many as three, skipping from one screen and 

program to another all the while listening intently to the caller. If it weren’t for the 

cordless headphones, staff would be literally “tied to their desk”, waiting for the next 

caller to connect. During the interactions with the callers, the call centre operators 

accurately search for information relating to client demographics, concerns or inquiries 

and they enter data on the database.  

 

 The operators obtain pertinent information from callers by asking critical questions 

and by interpreting this information to offer suggestions or recommendations in 

response. Their conversations are in-depth and detailed. Callers expect “expert” advice 

and assistance from the operators and call duration therefore varies. There is a strong 

emphasis on the quality of the interaction. Often caller and operator agree on a follow-

up contact, for further support or further discussion of the issue. 

 

 Once calls are terminated, the operator has a brief time-out, perhaps five minutes, to 

complete documentation, before re-entering the queue of operators and to prepare to 

answer the next call. Awaiting inbound calls are flashing on the operator’s screen, and 

on a bigger screen overhead, another call must be answered, another caller expecting 

to be listened to…’ 

 

Adapted from Taylor and Bain (1999) 

 

 In the following section, 2.3.1, the origin of call centres, I further outline the historical 

context and purpose of the call centre, providing a broader overview of this unique 

industry.  

 

2.3.1 The origin of call centres   

 In the late 1950s, shortly after the Automatic Call Distributor arrived, private 

companies began implementing the technology to replace manual switchboards. This 

system is known as Private Automatic Branch Exchange (PABX). Today the term has 

been shorted to PBX because the ‘automatic’ is assumed. The first type of call centre, 
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Automatic Call Distributor (ACD) was created in 1973 by the US firm, Rockwell, 

allowing Continental Airlines to conduct their bookings entirely via telephone. The ACD 

system handled a much greater number of calls than the previous individual phone lines 

or process of Private Branch Exchange (PBX). Many companies and industries began 

basing their business model on the ACD call centre principle (Pearce, 2011). The actual 

term ‘call centre’ was first coined, and published and recognised by the Oxford English 

Dictionary, in 1983 (Brown, 2017).  

 Call centres’ core business is to interact with clients, telephonically, regarding sales, 

customer service, and advice or support (Moller et al., 2004). Most call centres operate 

from centralised facilities, and many conduct outbound calls for telemarketing and tele-

sales purposes (Frenkel, Tam, Korzynski, & Shire, 1998). Customer service industry-

based call centres, which deal with callers who require assistance, support, advice, help 

desk services or other 24-hour emergency assistance, conduct both inbound and outbound 

calls (Frenkel, Korczynski, Shire, & Tam, 1999). 

 Call centres are deemed lucrative marketing aspects of businesses, product and service 

offerings in many industries (Taylor, Mulvey, Hyman and Bain, 2002). They provide 

resources and assistance to other departments (Russell, 2012) and are often regarded as 

quality enhancing but inexpensive commodities (Gwinner, Bitner, Brown, & Kumar, 

2005; Huang, Newell, Poulsen, & Galliers, 2007). However, the existence of these centres 

is frequently determined by their business success and their revenue raising capacity 

(Purcell & Kinnie, 2000).  

 Current trends suggest greater emphasis on more individualised and high-quality 

service provision (Korczynski, 2002), to encourage a more ‘humane’ and ‘understanding’ 

industry and a move away from the initially cost-effective, but somewhat robotic and 

restricted practice of the high-volume call centre model (Koskina & Keithly, 2010). In 

the following section I will therefore further explore and clarify the purpose of each type 

of call centre.  

 

2.3.2 High-volume vs high-quality call centres 

 Historically the call centre industry focus has been on call volume (Frenkel et al., 

1998). The work tasks are generally of low complexity and interactions occur mainly in 

routine and scripted ways (Deery et al., 2002; Frenkel et al., 1998). Operators are often 

lower skilled and receive lower remuneration (Marti-Audi, Valverde, & Heraty, 2012). 

These bureaucratic high-volume call centres are comparable to factories or ‘sweatshops’ 
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from the industrial era (Arkin, 1997; Garson, 1988; Koskina & Keithly, 2010) for their 

characteristics of mass production and mass consumption, repetitive and standardised 

work tasks, high level of staff monitoring and statistics-driven work practices (Garson, 

1988; Taylor & Bain, 1998). In the high-volume centres, the operators’ work 

environment, performance and productivity are under constant managerial scrutiny, 

comparable to Menzies’ (1996) ‘panoptical wired cage’. The ‘panoptical cage’ analogy 

typifies the bureaucratic work environment in which staff are continually monitored 

remotely and their individuality and autonomy are limited. Operators are expected to 

adhere to scripts and their call durations and break times are time-limited (Van den Broek, 

2003), as organisations may also stipulate daily call quotas (Houlihan, 2002).  

 Through rules and restrictions on performance and behaviour, the operators are 

moulded to fit the organisation’s image. The employee’s existence and individuality, 

whilst at work, is a performance of behaviours and interactions that are scripted by the 

organisation. These restrictive practices can lead to work avoidance or deviant work 

practices, such as staff not logging in or not relinquishing calls (Bain & Taylor, 2000). 

Other adverse consequences of high-volume working conditions are, for example, 

increased staff turnover and higher rates of absenteeism due to boredom or stress 

(Baumgart et al., 2002; Deery et al., 2002; Holman, 2003; Marti-Audi et al., 2012). 

However, the operator-client exchanges in these high-volume centres are becoming more 

autonomous, professional and complex (Batt & Moynihan, 2002; Korczynski, 2002; 

Russell, 2012), resembling the practices of high-quality centres.  

 In high-quality call centres the emphasis is on the quality of the interaction between 

customers and highly skilled staff (Holman, 2003). The interactions in high-quality call 

centres are unscripted and more complex (Russell, 2009), focusing on building 

relationships with the callers (e.g. Picard et al., 2018). Therefore operators demonstrate 

greater autonomy and discretion (Deery et al., 2002; Holman, 2003; Jenkins et al., 2010). 

The calls and associated tasks, the different types of organisation and control of the labour 

force, require greater interpersonal skills and tailored interactions.  

 The focus in the high-quality call centres is on the quality and customisation of the 

client interaction. The aim is to provide skilful responses, empathy, diplomacy and 

professional judgement in relation to complex inquiries that may relate to sensitive and 

multifaceted issues of human services, child protection, medicine or education (Holman, 

2003; Houlihan, 2002; Russell, 2012). Compared to high-volume call centre operators, 

operators in high-quality call centres have higher academic or tertiary qualifications and 
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possess highly developed, specialist skills and autonomy (Taylor, et al., 2002). Operators 

receive higher remuneration for their skills and qualifications, and the centres encourage 

higher rates of staff retention and staff loyalty (Batt, 2002; Houlihan, 2002; Marti-Audi 

et al., 2012; Taylor & Bain, 2001).  

 Below, in Table 1 – Comparison of high-volume vs high-quality call centres, I depict 

the demarcation of the high-volume and high-quality call centres that have impact on 

operators’ work and labour processes: 

 

Table 1 – Comparison of high-volume vs high-quality call centres 

High-volume call centre High-quality call centre 

Quantity of calls  Quality of interaction 

Scripted and basic interactions 
Unscripted and in-depth discussion and 

consultations 

Basic data entry Complex data analysis 

Standard formats – question and answer 
Intricate, meaningful and challenging 

conversations  

Strict time-limited interaction Unlimited duration of call 

(Adapted from Bain, Watson, Mulvey, & Gall, 2002; Frenkel et al., 1998; Zapf, Isic, Bechtoldt, & Blau, 2010) 

 

 Many industries consider the call centre a lucrative marketing aspect of business, 

product and service offerings (Taylor et al., 2002). The centres’ existence often coincides 

with the need and ability to provide resources and assistance to other departments 

(Russell, 2012) and is seen as a quality enhancing commodity (Gwinner et al., 2005; 

Huang et al., 2007). The vast financial outlay of high-quality centres leads to increased 

oversight and accountability. The work, despite its quality focus, is therefore becoming 

more systems-driven and target oriented (Kirkpatrick, Ackroyd, & Walker, 2005), 

reducing the call centres to nothing more than a cost-centre and an expense, rendering 

this industry as targets for cost-cutting and outsourcing (Lepak & Snell, 2002).  

 These distinctly varied and almost opposing aspects, of business of quality of work 

versus cost effectiveness and time efficiency, are incongruent and are thought to be 

tension evoking (Munro, 2004). The human services industry is competing with non-

government services and social, economic and political influences call for greater 

accountability and transparency in public services (Munro, 2004). Accountability, 

effectiveness, transparency and consistency as well as value for taxpayers’ money are 

therefore further emphasised (Power, 1997). Public administrators claim that greater 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

28 
 

control equates with greater profits and benefits. Hood and Munro suggest that such 

business focused strategy has increasingly driven the social and human aspect of work in 

the human services sector (Hood, 1991; Munro, 2004). The quantification of quality 

human services work is incongruent, forcing the operators in high-quality call centres to 

provide a customised, high-quality service (Frenkel et al., 1998) but simultaneously to 

perform homogeneous, structured and controlled work processes (Taylor & Bain, 1999). 

The human side of the work is neglected for the sake of meeting auditing demands (Rod 

& Ashill, 2013).  

 The integration of the incompatible business principles of quantity versus quality (Tsui 

& Cheung, 2004) is present in both high-volume and high-quality call centres. Human 

services and social work, working with people and their emotions and feelings, is largely 

based on intuition and empathy. The overall goal of this professional field is based on 

effectiveness rather than efficiency (Alford, 1997). In many instances the mechanisation 

of ‘human’ work is cause for mediating professional autonomy (Burton & Van den Broek, 

2008). It is likely that the tension is greater in the high-quality call centres, particularly 

those that are part of the human services sector. The operators here create a framework 

that describes and translates human interactions into set values by which to evaluate their 

quality practice (Munro, 2004). However, the documenting of humanity, emotions, 

feelings, empathy and compassion is problematic. Measuring the tacit, non-concrete 

aspects of the work is complex and often inaccurate (Houlihan, 2002; Munro, 2004). 

 Emphasis on documentation and record keeping is resulting in the simplification of 

the highly complex nature of human work (Munro, 2004). Auditability and accountability 

are necessary evils due to their linkage with financial prudence, however, they are time 

consuming and labour intensive (Tropman, 2002). Standardisation of work practices 

provides effective tools for auditing, as they are essentially developed for statistics-driven 

organisations (Mulholland, 2002). However, social work involves long-term involvement 

and interaction with clients, therefore, a snapshot of the practice, such as an audit, will 

not be accurately depicted in statistical data (Munro, 2004). Call centres are often part of 

a larger business or organisational structure, and they are subjected to the quantification 

of their quality work processes. The workers may become subjugated by bureaucracy, 

paperwork and meeting targets (Munro, 2004). High-quality service is more time 

consuming, which is likely to equate to longer call duration and reduced number of 

answered calls. The focus on quantity of calls, rather than quality, seems paradoxical in 

high-quality call centres (Van den Broek, 2003, p. 10). This quantitative focus is cause 
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for ambiguity around workplace roles and responsibilities, thereby preventing 

autonomous practice, and increasing organisational deviance to circumvent the 

organisational monitoring and auditing (Ellway, 2013; Marti-Audi et al., 2012; Menzies, 

1996; Townsend, 2005). 

 The complication of the workers’ human practice may lead to workers’ suspicion of 

being undervalued by the organisation (Munro, 2004). A focus on data collection and 

quantification of the work impedes the quality of service delivery and will therefore 

disadvantage clients, such as vulnerable families and children at risk of harm (Munro, 

2004).  

 Mostly the recording of sensitive and detailed human interaction merely reflects the 

way in which the interaction is understood and interpreted (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). 

The creation of set values and documentation in which the client contact is recorded, 

implies a prioritisation of organisational outcomes as opposed to client outcomes (Munro, 

2004). Although technological and electronical advances in contemporary call centres 

allow for the effortless extraction of statistical data, Dubnick (2005) challenges the 

rhetoric that ‘greater accountability means improved performance’. Rather, intensified 

accountability and bureaucracy in the human services industry is likely to lead to poorer 

work performance (Meyer & Rowan, DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 1977). It is argued that 

organisational control may result in higher rates of staff turnover, burnout and job 

dissatisfaction (Deery et al., 2002; Marti-Audi et al., 2012).  

 Heightened staff and performance monitoring may result in lower levels of compliance 

and may increase staff confusion, misunderstanding of expectations and deviant practices 

(Russell, 2009; Taylor & Bain, 1999). In the next section of this chapter, 2.3.3, impact of 

staff surveillance, I explore the literature on the impact of workplace surveillance on 

workers and the overall workplace.  

 

2.3.3  Impact of staff surveillance 

 Operators in high-volume environments have limited control over the organisation and 

execution of their work due to constant monitoring for productivity and efficiency (Bain 

& Taylor, 2000: Taylor, Mulvey, Hyman & Bain, 2002; Taylor, 1998; Townsend, 2005). 

Although inherent to most call centres, the typical bureaucratic practices of staff 

monitoring and scripting client interaction are aimed at maximising call volumes while 

minimising emotional strain, especially for untrained staff and when operating with 

reduced staffing (Taylor & Bain, 2001).  
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 The work of call centre operators is shaped by the organisational standards and work 

practices of a culture that involves intense surveillance and monitoring. There is 

significant emphasis placed on accountability, and quantification of quality human 

interactions leads to incongruent practices that cause tension and stress, and may reduce 

job satisfaction (Marti-Audi et al., 2012). Transparent and collaborative surveillance is a 

necessary part of most work roles for the interests of both worker and organisation. 

Surveillance processes are means of keeping abreast of staff and organisational 

performance (Mulholland, 2002). 

 Human behaviours that are closely aligned with core values of honesty, integrity, work 

ethic and excellence may have a positive influence on other people and the organisation 

(Fredrickson, 2009; Froman, 2010; Halverson, 2004; Lambert & Hogan, 2009). Job 

perception and satisfaction are determined by people’s interactions, responses and 

reactions, as well as levels of collaboration and negotiation (Hallett, Shulman, & Fine, 

2009; Herzberg et al., 1959).  

 Work in the high-quality call centres consists of flexible, challenging and autonomous 

work practices, resulting in high-quality service provision. Operators in high-volume call 

centres, however, are exposed to more tedious and inflexible work tasks (Zapf et al., 

2010). Job satisfaction is generally derived from the positive affect of feelings about one’s 

work or specific aspects of the job (Weiss, 2002). For example, one may draw satisfaction 

from assisting callers, having supportive relationships with co-workers, as well as having 

access to professional development opportunities (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Hallett et al., 

2009; Hanna, 2010; Holman & Wall, 2002; Russell, 2009, 2012; Van den Broek, 2003). 

Furthermore, organisational commitment to staff create a positive atmosphere and a sense 

of ‘job embeddedness’ (Felps et al., 2009). Appreciation of staff effort and performance 

are also likely to improve work practices, co-worker relationships and wellbeing of 

employees (Curtis & Upchurch, 2008; Hannif, Lamm, & Vo, 2010; Tyzack, 2008). 

Workplace interactions, organisational policies, guidelines around practice and the 

worker’s sense of job security influence and often augment job satisfaction (Herzberg, 

2003).  

 Staff and call monitoring is a continuous improvement process concerning the 

organisation’s service delivery and database documentation (Ellway, 2013). Staff in high-

volume call centres, for example, are specifically monitored for calls waiting, call 

duration, on hold calls, abandoned calls and periods of inactivity (Purcell & Kinnie, 

2000). The constant pressure from management to reach targets is considered stressful 
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(Deery et al., 2002). The strict control around timing of breaks and time-outs, enforced to 

ensure continual and adequate staffing levels, results in breaks being missed or scheduled 

at inappropriate times (Hannif et al., 2010). A commonly reported health issue in call 

centre workers is therefore physical and mental fatigue (Taylor & Bain, 1999; Taylor, 

Baldry, Bain & Ellis, 2003). 

 The typical high-tech environment of the call centre allows for the electronic 

monitoring of calls and effortless extraction of statistical data concerning work 

performance, such as number of calls completed and incomplete records and associated 

tasks. When surveillance is associated with conforming and complying with 

organisational demands, it often has negative connotations (Russell, 2009). The call and 

work performance monitoring subjects call centre workers to exceedingly high levels of 

compliance and surveillance (Menzies, 1996; Townsend, 2005).  

 Furthermore, workers are subjected to managerial, as well as peer, surveillance 

(Houlihan, 2002). This ‘surround’ surveillance through the ‘concertive control’ of 

supervisors and co-workers (Barker, 1993; Marti-Audi et al., 2012) is more apparent in 

high-quality call centres, where staff have relatively high levels of self-management and 

discretion in work execution (Ellway, 2013). The call centres often have interlinked 

phones and computers, enabling both management and team members to monitor 

everyone’s performances and activities.  

 Peer monitoring causes intensification of bureaucratic managerialism (Barker, 1993). 

The panoptical control and monitoring of work processes leads to worker alienation, 

resistance and deviant behaviour. However, it may also assist in developing effective 

coping mechanisms such as using humour to counteract and bypass the controlled 

environment (Callaghan & Thompson, 2001; Roy, 2006). It is less apparent than 

managerial supervision (Bain & Taylor, 2000; Knights & McCabe, 1998; Van den Broek, 

2002; Van den Broek, Callaghan, & Thompson, 2002), and may lead to higher levels of 

team cohesion and work (Barker, 1993; Houlihan, 2002; Mulholland, 2002). 

Intensification of competition among workers may result in enhanced performance and 

possible increase in conformity (Sewell, 1998; Van den Broek et al., 2002; Willmot, 

1993). Regardless of the conceivable impacts of concertive control, peer surveillance is 

more intense than the control of the transactional manager alone. Supervisors may be 

lenient with late staff arrivals, while team members, who have been affected by the late 

arrival of their colleague, are likely to be more confrontational, leading to workplace 

tension and dissatisfaction among staff (Barker, 1993). Lack of team cohesion, where 
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staff are not seeking support from peers, may result in poor prioritisation of tasks and 

reduced quality of service delivered (Houlihan, 2002). 

 The surveillance of behavioural compliance mostly transpires through supervision, 

team meetings and performance reviews. It may also occur through auditable database 

recordings completed by workers (Russell, 2009; Wilkinson, 1998), creating the implicit 

expectation that workers identify with the organisation and act accordingly (Alvesson, 

2004). Often, team meetings may also be viewed as a further opportunity for management 

to promote its agenda, resulting in predominantly downwards, rather than upwards, 

communication (Russell, 2009).  

 Although staff are genuinely connected with their work and understand the need for 

accountability, the incongruity of using quantifiable measures to monitor their quality 

work causes stress and cynicism in workers, resulting in dissatisfaction with the work and 

the organisation (Edwards, 2005; Marti-Audi et al., 2012; Russell, 2009). This time-

consuming auditing and standardised recording of quality work is cause for increasing 

tension (Bouckaert & Peters, 2002; Halachmi, 2002a, 2002b; Halachmi & Bouckaert, 

1994).  

 Transparent and open two-way communication, constructive supervision, work 

reviews, briefings and proactive practices result in positive outcomes (Cole, 2001; Hannif 

et al., 2010; Jones & Wade, 2003). Autonomous practice, the ability to demonstrate skills 

and access to continuous professional development will enhance job satisfaction 

(Herzberg et al., 1959; Paraskevas, 2001; Seibert & Lingle, 2007; Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 

1996). Good supervision and worker autonomy, together with a strong, positive 

workplace culture, is likely to improve employee morale, retention rate, performance and 

productivity (Curtis & Upchurch, 2008; Felps et al., 2009; Varoglu & Eser, 2006; Weiss 

& Cropanzano, 1996), thereby reducing deviant workplace behaviour (Berg, 1998; 

Hollinger & Clark, 1982; Newstrom, 2002; Yerkes, 2003).  

Recently, literature in respect to the call centre as a pioneering industry concept has 

become less significant as the call centre industry is no longer considered a unique and 

novel industry. However, contemporary research relevant to call centres has evolved to 

examine the behaviour and working conditions of staff in the call centre industry as well 

as customer relations and satisfaction (e.g. Picard et al., 2018). Call centres experience 

significant levels of customer dissatisfaction requiring ample staff effort to minimise this. 

Research identifies the distinct need for upskilling call centre employees to improve 

performance, productivity, job satisfaction, and thereby client satisfaction as the ability 
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to better manage angry and dissatisfied customers (Chicu, Del Mar Parmes, Ryan, & 

Cross, 2018). 

 Employees and call centre operators’ interactions must be compliant with 

organisational expectations. The management and control of emotiveness plays a 

significant role in the work of assessment officers, and the assessment officers 

participating in this study often deal with sensitive and confronting issues. They attend to 

complex issues, and complete manual tasks in addition to managing emotions and 

emotional expressiveness. In section 2.3.4, emotional labour performance in the call 

centre industry, I critique the literature on the significance of emotional labour 

performance in a call centre context and review how call centre operators perform 

emotional labour.  

  

2.3.4 Emotional labour performance in the call centre industry 

 In this section I critically explore the role that the performance of emotional labour has 

in the work of call centre operators, in both high-volume and high-quality call centres. 

High-quality call centre operators are required to interact with their customers to meet 

their needs and to manage a workload according to organisational protocols that demand 

sensitivity unimpeded by emotiveness (Fournier, 1999; Picard et al., 2018; Zapf, Seifert, 

Schmutte, Mertini, & Holz, 2001). In this work context, the operators are expected to 

manage, invoke and suppress emotions, whilst maintaining professional interactions with 

clients. 

 

 I do not identify with the pain of the other person. I don’t take it on. […]. To take 

on their suffering would be to double the amount of pain in the world. 

 

Dadi Janki, as quoted in Frost (2003, p. 107) 

 

 Industries with high levels of client interaction, either face-to-face or voice-to-voice, 

place great demand on staff to manage emotional expressions (Hochschild, 1995, 2012; 

Morris & Feldman, 1997). To suppress and evoke emotions during telephonic interactions 

is similarly intense as during face-to-face interactions (Grandey, Dickter, & Sin, 2004; 

Grandey & Fisk, 2006; Kinman, 2009; Kruml & Geddes, 2000). The authentic expression 

of positive emotions differs from the performance of emotional labour (Grandey & 

Melloy, 2017). Research finding suggest that the expression of genuine, positive emotion 

enhance performance and are thought to be rewarding (Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017; 
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Humphrey, Ashforth, & Diefendorff, 2015), as where deep acting and service acting are 

linked to emotional exhaustion in staff and reduced quality in service delivery (Picard et 

al., 2018). Suppressing emotions, surface and deep acting, may come at a cost and may 

adversely affect workplace performances as actors experience emotional exhaustion and 

emotional discord (Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017; Grandey & Gabriel, 2015; Low, Overall, 

Hammond, & Girme, 2017; Picard et al., 2018; Richards & Gross, 2000). These 

performances are also thought to cause higher rates of compassion fatigue (Barnett, Hays, 

& Cantu, 2019; Cherry, 2017). Research findings suggest that the resources required for 

these emotive expressions may impair the execution and completion of cognitive tasks 

(Goldberg & Grandey, 2007), thereby increasing the likelihood of inimical and 

oppositional work place behaviours (Chi & Grandey, 2016). Those behaviours are 

arguably causing higher turnover of staff (Chau, Dahling, Levy, & Diefendorff, 2009). 

Surface acting may also be perceived by others as fraudulent or dishonest (Grandey, 

2003). In addition, supressing emotionality may harm professional relationships and 

connections (Butler et al., 2003), adversely affecting workplace behaviour and dynamics. 

 The workers in the human services sector are exposed to high stress factors due to the 

high levels of emotionality and performances of emotional labour (Brunetto, Xerri, Farr-

Wharton, Shacklock, & Farr-Wharton, 2016). Call centre operators manage emotiveness 

through empathy and understanding (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Bono & Vey, 2007). 

They are expected to remain cheerful and calm and must present as friendly, positive and 

tactful to any client, even during periods of high call volume or stress (Frenkel et al., 

1998; Hannif et al., 2010).  

 The operators may manage emotions and emotional expressiveness by using scripted 

dialogue. Standardised customer interaction is thought to reduce the need for the 

performance of emotional labour, interaction time, and to protect workers from emotional 

harm (Bain et al., 2002). Scripted interactions are further aimed at increasing call quantity, 

sales and productivity (Bolton, 2005). However, constant managerial scrutiny reduces 

worker autonomy (Bain et al., 2002), while limited positive feedback and the lack of 

support increases the causes of stress (Hannif et al., 2010). A lack of autonomous practice 

not only adversely affects staff wellbeing, it also does a disservice to customers 

(Mulholland, 2002).  

 Although managerial control is aimed at supporting staff, the lack of autonomy may 

result in worker resistance. This, in turn, may encourage further reinforcement of 

organisational control, rules and norms (Frenkel et al., 1998; Hannif et al., 2010), as well 
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as result in under-performance, reducing knowledge sharing, problem solving and skill 

transfer among workers (Bain & Taylor, 2000).  

 Operators in high-quality call centres are subjected to similar stressors and managerial 

demands regarding their presentation and client interaction. In the high-quality call 

centre, however, operators are unrestricted by set time frames for interaction and do not 

follow a pre-arranged script. In this type of call centre the communications between the 

operators and callers are often of a sensitive and complex nature and operators have 

considerable autonomy in customising services, thus experiencing greater job 

satisfaction. Supportive management practices and equitable workloads signify improved 

worker relationships and conditions (Koskina & Keithly, 2010).  

 Interactions in high-quality call centres involve emotions and emotiveness and staff 

here invest more emotionally than their colleagues in high-volume call centres 

(Mulholland, 2002; Taylor et al., 2002). Their increased autonomy and independence may 

result in a greater demand to perform emotional labour. The assessment officers must 

combine call volume and recording practices effectively and within tight managerial 

control to meet the demands for professional, high-quality work. Incompatible 

operational demands, high-quality service provision, customer focus, efficiency, staff 

shortages, high workloads and work intensification are sources of unease and confusion 

in workers (Kinnie, Hutchinson, & Purcell, 2000; Korczynski, 2002). These discordances 

may lead to workers ignoring distressing events and distancing themselves emotionally 

from clients (King, 2012). However, by not paying heed to emotionality, another form of 

emotional labour, one may experience a decline in the quality of service delivery 

(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993).  

 The service delivery and practice in high-quality call centres is unique. The work is a 

constant flow of calls, with limited opportunity to ‘plan’ workloads, and workers are 

confined to individual workstations (Taylor & Bain, 1999). Supportive resources in the 

restorative and unmanaged spaces of the workplace may therefore be limited (Bolton, 

2005). Ad hoc peer interaction occurs; however, this is infrequent, and the duration is 

limited due to the unpredictable nature of the work. Once the operators terminate the calls, 

they find themselves ‘back stage’, in the presence of co-workers only, where they can 

debrief and discuss work-related calls, callers and concerns (Goffman, 1959). As call 

volume and duration increases, the opportunity for restorative spaces decreases.  

 To create extra opportunities of ‘back-stage’ environments and time-outs, workers 

may resort to organisational deviance to circumvent the ‘panoptic’ surveillance and 
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managerial control (Bryant & Higgins, 2010). For example, operators may place 

customers unnecessarily on hold, they may delay call transfers or make unnecessary 

outbound calls to avoid answering incoming calls (Townsend, 2005). Although 

considered ‘gaming’ the system’, this practice does lead to an increase in the operators’ 

time out and presence in the unmanaged spaces to restore and recoup.  

 The significant autonomy and expertise of high-quality call centre operators creates a 

space that has received limited focus from researchers in the past. The space created for 

independent, autonomous work allows for a range of professional practice and leadership 

activities that have not been researched extensively. In section 2.4, leadership – 

conventional versus contemporary perspectives, I explore the current literature on 

leadership and its connections to autonomous performances of emotional labour and the 

execution of professional work roles. 

 

2.4 Leadership – conventional versus contemporary perspectives 

  Leadership, or management, for many is about power, domination, organisation and 

delegation. Leadership roles tend to be based on masculine stereotypes (Cejka & Eagly, 

1999; Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011) and although men consider leadership 

practices more masculine, greater emphasis is on interpersonal skills and behaviour in the 

leadership practice (Koenig et al., 2011). Although men may endorse a more assertive 

approach, the differences between genders is moderated in the organisational context and 

in leadership positions (Eagly & Johnson, 1990). Leadership practice is often associated 

with rationality and bureaucracy within organisations (Taylor, 1911). Bennis (2007) 

argues that leadership is the process of influence between an individual leader and their 

followers in a triangular effort, to work toward a common goal. Many consider that 

attaining a leadership position is furthermore regarded as socially and professionally 

desirable (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). However, the work of leadership is not inherently 

found in those formal roles or accomplished only by some. It is found in the collaborative 

and flexible interactions of individuals at all levels of the organisation (Hanson & Ford, 

2010; Lindberg & Schneider, 2013).  

 Leadership practices involve influencing and transforming the actions, learning, and 

transformations of others. The practice leadership, either voluntarily or involuntarily, may 

be relational or task oriented and may present as personal or positional. The practice 

encompasses enthusiasm, care, apprehension, concern, and humbleness. Despite the 

notion of implied power and authority, leadership work comes with responsibilities and 
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consequences. Generally, leadership practice offers opportunities for transformation and 

modification (Higgs, 2017b). While the field of leadership research facilitates unlimited 

elucidations, the search for a single, widely accepted definition of leadership appears 

futile (Grint, 2000). Although a Google search on leadership will return many links to 

relevant webpages, it does not provide a single, consistent definition for the word 

leadership. Contemporary leadership theories promote the idea that leadership is a 

socially constructed process that occurs between people, rather than leadership being a 

process or position that is imposed upon people (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; 

Drath, 2001). Others argue that leadership work is achieved in both formal and informal 

roles through the encouragement of interchange between people, partnership, novel 

practices and flexible problem solving (Hanson & Ford, 2010; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvey, 2007).  

 The plethora of existing leadership theories and literature is beyond the scope and 

relevance of this project. In the next sections of this chapter, however, I explore key 

leadership models that have significant explanatory value for the work of assessment 

officers in high-quality child protection call centres. In section 2.4.1, conventional versus 

authentic leadership, I examine the historical perspectives of leadership that provide 

context for my research.  

 

2.4.1 Conventional versus Authentic Leadership 

 Historically, leadership models have been studied as hierarchical and bureaucratic 

concepts (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) with interaction and relationality between an authority 

figure, a ‘one leader’, or ‘heroic leader’, and his or her subordinates (DeRue & Ashford, 

2010). These formal leaders decide the organisation’s direction, motivate others and often 

possess typical leader characteristics, traits, skills and abilities, such as focus, courage, 

decisiveness, commitment and passion (Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 2004; Heifetz 

& Laurie, 2001, p. 140).  

 Traditionally, such transactional leadership work is preoccupied with the mechanical 

and technical aspects of management, profits and losses, creating workplace structures 

and building cohesion in the workforce (Burns, 1978). The focus of transactional and 

managerial leadership approaches is on supervision, organisation, performance and 

managerial tasks and these are frequently viewed as an exchange, a reward for work, 

between leader and follower (Burns, 1978). The term leadership itself has also become 

an ambition, mostly synonymous with career progress of individuals. Nevertheless, for 
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those striving to become leaders in their organisations it has also become problematic 

(Alvesson, 2002; Ford & Harding, 2007; Gabriel, 2005), and the post-heroic leadership 

theory is often critiqued for its emphasis on the dimensions of domination and submission 

(Bolden & Kirk, 2011; Bryman, Collinson, Grint, Jackson, & Uhl-Bien, 2011).  

 These individualistic leadership perspectives are over-simplistic and idealistic 

representations of leadership practice. By complying with one single person’s 

organisational vision to accommodate divergent organisational expectations, these 

leadership representations fail to acknowledge the complexities of compressing multiple 

worldviews (Jackson & Parry, 2008; Meindl & Ehrlich, 1987; Meindl, Ehrlich, & 

Dukerich, 1985). The predominantly managerial focus fails to acknowledge the key 

leadership activities and practices of building relationships and engaging with others as a 

group (DeRue & Ashford, 2010).  

 Authentic leadership practice consists of a pattern of certain behaviours. Authentic, 

natural born leaders practise their leadership with purpose and honesty. It is imperative 

that such leaders are self-aware, self-reflective and self-regulated. They know their 

strengths and weaknesses and consider their professional self to be the same as their 

personal and private self (George, 1995; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Whitehead, 2009). 

Furthermore, they conform to organisational demands and compel their subordinates to 

behave similarly (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Such classical leadership qualities have 

developed into an idealised leadership ‘identity’.  

 Nevertheless, as leadership identity is developed, the authenticity of this is questioned. 

Often individuals are subjected to image make-overs and seek coaching and mentoring in 

leadership qualities to cultivate a ‘proper’ leader (Collinson, 2003; Ford, Harding, & 

Learmonth, 2008; Linstead, 2006; Sveningsson & Larsson, 2006; Thomas & Davies, 

2005; Thomas, Mills & Helms Mills, 2004). Effective training and mentoring of these 

‘authentic’ leaders exposes their true selves (Ford & Harding, 2007). Authenticity of this 

leadership is therefore rendered impossible and paradoxical as the leadership persona has 

been developed and created through a process of sculpting and constructing (Guthey & 

Jackson, 2005). Therefore, authentic leadership is arguably an enactment of, or avoidance 

of, expressing certain traits and feelings. It is a reflection of selecting only certain 

elements of leadership at certain times, defined by the actor’s ability to enact the desired 

leadership traits instead of his or her interpersonal qualities that contribute to leadership 

work (Erickson, 1995).  
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 Portraying authentic leadership practice is reminiscent of the dramaturgical work 

described by Goffman (1959), as enacting roles, to present a more desirable version of 

themselves suitable and appropriate to certain situations. These enactments necessitate 

dramaturgical discipline and ‘self-control’ of face and voice. They require prudence and 

preparation for contingencies and opportunities, and the inclusion of props, such as dress, 

equipment and language to present a desirable appearance of the self (Goffman, 1959). 

Therefore, truly ‘authentic’ leadership practices are manifested through interpersonal 

relationships, not through the imbalance of power and authority relationships (Bion, 

1961; Drath et al., 2008; Klein, 1948, 1975; Winnicott, 1964). 

 The conventional views of leadership are changing. We have come to understand that 

we construct leadership work through participation with other people. It is a complex and 

dynamic process of interaction that involves many people to collaboratively resolve 

conflicting needs, discussing and agreeing upon ideas or preferences. The practice of 

leadership work is distinctly separate from the position one holds within an organisation 

(Bolden & Kirk, 2009).  

 The contemporary leadership scholars therefore signal a need for an approach that 

recognises that leadership is practised throughout the organisation, as opposed to 

leadership that is practised only by the upper echelons of the organisation (Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2007). Often, those who are less absorbed in egocentric, identity work and who are 

less focused on attaining formal leadership status and appointment, best perform 

leadership work (Sinclair, 2011). Those with less need for power and coercion may 

possess greater leadership qualities (Mauno, Ruokolainen, Kinnunen, & De Bloom, 2016; 

Pielstick, 2000; Stincelli, 2012). 

  Contemporary leadership practices involve adaptive and collaborative efforts 

(Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000; Drath, 2001; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Practising leadership 

requires open-mindedness and the ability to make connections with others (Sinclair, 

2011). Leadership is expressed through influencing, inspiring and motivating other 

people (Bolden & Kirk, 2009, p. 13). From this perspective leadership is about bringing 

people together so leaders and followers can collaboratively work towards a common 

goal (Bennis, 2007).  

 These changes in perceptions and meanings of leadership, as adapted from Bolden and 

Kirk (2009), are depicted in Table 2 – Changing perceptions and meanings of leadership, 

below.  
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Table 2 – Changing perceptions and meanings of leadership 

From Leadership is…. To Leadership is … 

Transactional, delegating Relational, collaborating 

Intimidating and inaccessible Desirable and achievable 

Beyond my capability 
Possible within the capacities I have and 

what I have learnt  

Exclusive (for men, elders, the select few) 
Inclusive (for women, young people, 

everyone) 

Distant/aloof In touch with local concerns 

Directing Nurturing 

For senior people in politics & 

organisations 
For everyone in all communities 

About being the best About being engaged 

For personal gain For the benefit of the community 

About heroic/charismatic individuals About groups of people working together 

Exercising personal power Mobilising action within the community 

Influencing from a position of hierarchical 

authority 

Influencing from wherever you are in the 

system 

About dictating About connecting 

About maintaining order and control 
About embracing chaos and uncertainty to 

let new things emerge 

Individualistic Collective and interconnected 

Based on who and what you know 

(elitism) 

Based on who and what you are 

(authenticity) 

About making decisions and setting rules About stimulating a dialogue 

About the problems we currently face About creating a more positive future 

(Adapted from Bolden & Kirk, 2009, p. 12) 

 

 Leadership work is performed through self-awareness and building relationships. It is 

about contributing to one’s social and professional community and enabling anyone 

within an organisation or within a group of people to be a leader (Bolden & Kirk, 2009, 

pp. 12-13). In line with this, I provide a critical review of contemporary leadership 

perspectives and relational leadership, exploring its relevance for high-quality call centre 

workers, in the following section.  
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2.4.2 Contemporary Leadership 

Contemporary leadership practice is a broad, reciprocal and at times coercive process 

between people. However, it does not acknowledge a formal position or a ranking 

structure to leadership. Instead, contemporary leadership practice is distributed among 

the members of any given social system of connections and influences between people 

(Drath, 2001; Parés Franzi, Ospina, & Subirats, 2017; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). It is a 

socially constructed phenomenon, a process that is enacted, navigated and negotiated 

among the members of the group (Avolio et al., 2009; Drath, 2001). Leadership work is 

defined as ‘a process of social influence, to guide, structure, facilitate behaviours, 

activities and relationships towards the achievement of shared aims’ (Bolden, Hawkins, 

Gosling, & Taylor, 2013, p. 39). It refers to the reciprocal relationships and active 

partnerships and interactions of all (Parker Follet, 2003 [1942]). Leadership work can be 

equated to performing and possessing multiple skills (Parry, 2011; Taormina, 2010), 

where people have interest in and commitment to the task, with consideration for others 

(Stogdill & Coons, 1957). The leadership discourse is about reframing, empowering and 

encouraging change and practice improvements, and leadership work demands 

interpersonal skills such as understanding, astuteness, discernment, self-restraint, 

diplomacy and prudence (Taormina, 2010).  

 Contemporary leadership scholars see effective leadership practised through adapting 

to and demonstrating social skills suited to the circumstances (Harrison & Clough, 2006). 

They argue that leadership work does not start and end with arranging and delegating 

work tasks, but is about nurturing and enhancing others and requires emotional 

competence through relational practice (Peters & Waterman, 1982; Uhl-Bien, Maslyn, & 

Ospina, 2012). Emotions therefore have a significant influence on the leadership process 

(George, 2000, p. 1029).  

 Leadership is practised through challenging and valuing individual differences, 

worldviews and backgrounds. Problem focused responses and reinforcing the importance 

of reappraising situations so they appear less negative assist in the regulation and de-

escalating negative emotions (Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Schweizer, 2010; Augustine 

& Hemenover, 2009; Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017; Webb, Miles, & Sheeran, 2012). The 

act of leading evolves during the interface of two or more connected individuals in the 

context of a complex but flexible situation (Lichtenstein et al., 2011). It is through linking 

people, meaning and understanding, co-creating and cultivating alliances and 
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partnerships that leadership practice comes about (Parés Franzi et al., 2017, pp. 81, 83). 

The bureaucratic and hierarchical leadership practice of structured and strategic planning 

is being substituted with leadership work that is considered an intelligent and vigilant 

form of guidance that requires flexibility, responsiveness and the ability to organise, 

collaborate and function as living and adjustable organisms.  

 Where the transactional explanations tie the phenomenon to individuals and their 

pursuit of articulated work-bounded outcomes (Bennis, 2007), contemporary leadership 

practice is the meaning-making of a group of individuals in their community of practice 

to create the direction and opportunity for practice changes (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). 

There is a focus on what happens between people and their actual practice (Carroll, Levy, 

& Richmond, 2008). Leadership emerges when people work together towards a shared 

outcome (Drath et al., 2008). It is a team performance (Day, Gronn & Salas, 2004: Pearce 

& Conger, 2003b) of coordinating action, sharing accountability, and developing capacity 

and opportunities to achieve outcomes (Fletcher, 2008; Fletcher & Kaüfer, 2003). Drath 

et al. (2008) propose a leadership ontology of direction, alignment and commitment 

(DAC), and within this model Direction is the shared direction and agreement in the group 

about the goal of the work; Alignment refers to the organisation and coordination of 

knowledge and work through structure and adjustment of work; and Commitment refers 

to loyalty, incorporating personal effort within the collective (2008, p. 647). 

 Leadership practice is about accountability, responsibility, interactions, relationships, 

role performances and the management of emotional display (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; 

Higgs, 2017b; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2012). This more comprehensive 

understanding describes leadership practice as constituted through actions such as 

language, advocacy and influence (Evans & Sinclair, 2015, p. 15), negating the traditional 

definition of leadership of specific, individual traits, knowledge and techniques, and 

emphasises the emergent and relational dimensions (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011) as well as 

the emotional sensitivity (Coulson-Thomas, 2015) of leadership work.  

 Performance, power relations, language and advocacy form the basis of the 

relationships constructed between those who offer leadership and those who recognise 

these offerings as leadership (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Evans, 2012; Evans & Sinclair, 

2015, p. 15). The effortless influencing of others and reducing anxiety are performances 

of genuine leadership work in which uncertainties are faced and handled through effective 

decision-making skills and by maintaining control and moral responsibility for the 

presenting problem they have been part of creating (Fairhurst, 2011, p. 44; Ospina & 
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Foldy, 2010). It is these interpersonal practices of innovation that create leadership work 

(Grint, 2005). 

 The key component of leadership work is a ‘dynamic, interactive process of influence 

among individuals in groups whose objective it is to lead one another to the achievement 

of group or organisational goals or both’ (Pearce & Conger, 2003a). This influential work 

is mostly accomplished by the organisation’s ‘informal’ leaders; those who are not 

assigned any formal authority or power. It is through their guidance, knowledge and 

credibility that influencing others and practising leadership evolves (Peters & O'Connor, 

2001). Although the fields of child protection, health and education though largely female 

dominated, it is often men who are fast tracked in specialist or senior positions in these 

female dominated professions (Rumens, 2017; Simpson, 2004; Simpson & Lewis, 2020). 

Nevertheless compared to men, women’s leadership practice when they divert from their 

communal norm and engage in self-governing behaviour is more effective  (e.g. 

Amanatullah & Tinsley, 2013; Daher, Guillaume, & Crawshaw, 2018; Lanaj & 

Hollenbeck, 2015; Rosette & Tost, 2010). Claims that female leaders are more efficient 

in female-typed roles, or that men prefer male leaders, and that women are less effective 

business leaders, have been repudiated (Paustian-Underdahl, Walker, & Woehr, 2014).  

 The ability to read the emotional states of people allows others to support and guide 

them, providing relieve and opportunities for recovery is what leadership practice is about 

(Dudau & Brunetto, 2020). Ill-managed emotional stress may cause burnout and low job 

satisfaction (Pandey & Singh, 2015). The performance of emotional labour, the influence 

of others people’s emotions and emotiveness, is about upholding relationships within 

groups and affecting the cohesiveness and leadership work of the group (Fitzsimmons, 

James, & Denyer, 2011). Every team member, through each individual’s interactive and 

collective influencing and knowledge sharing, makes important contributions to 

leadership work (Pearce & Sims, Cox, Pearce, & Perry, 2003; 2011). The essence of 

leadership work is in the contributions of all people who lead and encourage others within 

the group and therefore, I critically review leadership from a relational perspective in the 

following section 2.4.3, relational leadership, where I present the dynamics and 

connections of relational leadership and emotional labour performance as well as their 

application to the call centre industry.  
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2.4.3 Relational Leadership 

 Relational leadership is defined as ‘a dynamic, interactive influence process among 

individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of 

group or organisational goals or both’ (Pearce & Conger, 2003a). Relational leadership 

perspective focuses on the interplay of people seeking solutions. It allows for managing 

the more urgent and complex social, economic and environmental issues. This leadership 

practice inspires collaborative ability and co-constructs social and individual 

relationships. Leadership practices from relational perspectives is focused on empathy 

and builds on individual strengths and capacity (Nicholson & Kurucz, 2019). This 

perspective of leadership is about sharing new learnings and adapting effectively. 

Relational leadership aims to make sense of complex ideas, processes and situations 

(Carley & Hill, 2001; Carley & Lee, 1998; Goodwin, 1994; Heifetz, 1994; Levy, 1992; 

Plowman et al., 2007; Plowman & Duchon, 2008). This leadership practice highlights 

group relations and not the individual leader or their position of power and authority 

(Jackson & Parry, 2008; Nicholson & Kurucz, 2019).  

 Relational leadership practices aim to influence others and to transform abundance 

into resources, to leverage power and bring about changes in practice. This leadership 

work is made to happen through changing the discourse when structures, policies and 

thinking are challenged. It also recognises richness where others may see scarcity (Ospina 

& Foldy, 2010). Ospina and Foldy’s relational leadership framework (2010) therefore 

suggests leadership as a process of change and improvement and it encompasses:  

 

• prompting cognitive shifts, 

• naming and shaping identity,  

• engaging in dialogue about differences,  

• creating equitable governance mechanisms,  

• negotiating individual responsibilities, and  

• weaving multiple worlds together.  

 

 The emphasis in relational leadership work is on education and guidance prompting 

cognitive shifts, facilitating change and enhancing practice. Relational leadership practice 

is about coordinating action, sharing accountability, building capacity and developing 

opportunities for others to achieve outcomes (Fletcher, 2008; Fletcher & Kaüfer, 2003). 

These collaborative practices of creating and maintaining interpersonal relationships, 
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understanding each other’s roles, educating, empathy and encouraging change, all 

contribute to relational leadership practice.  

 The simultaneous influencing and decision-making process within a team of people 

involves contributions from both the formal and informal leaders of a work group or 

structure (Pearce & Manz, 2005). Highly skilled and exceedingly educated workers in the 

21st century may expect to be part of decision-making processes (Komives, Lucas, & 

McMahon, 2013; Pearce, 2004; Stramba, 2003) and share leadership work. These 

innovative practices of groups of people allow for practice improvements and the 

solidification of a mutually agreed direction (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). Relational 

leadership work prevails when individuals unleash their human potential and create 

conditions that allow them to reclaim the right to self and full humanity (Logan, Gittell, 

& Lindberg, n.d.; Ospina & Foldy, 2010). The self-leadership skills of self-awareness, 

self-direction and self-motivation, (Manz, 1986; Manz & Neck, 2004) augment complex, 

dynamic and less-hierarchical team based knowledge work environments (Pearce & 

Manz, 2005) and are transferable to the relational or shared leadership practices of a 

group.  

 Leadership practices are fundamentally about rethinking and recreating an 

understanding of the complexity of the different worlds and contexts of others (Chia & 

Holt, 2006). The practices can be viewed as a form of art (Ladkin & Taylor, 2010). 

However, in no way should relational leadership work be likened to organisational 

anarchy. Instead, shared work practices demand clearly defined and structured visions 

where the individual person contributes to the collective. As such, leaders are recognised 

as those people who make significant contributions and whose participation and influence 

is compatible with the ways in which they seek to appease their own principles and 

pursuits (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 669). This leadership practice is therefore most appropriate 

in organisations of complex knowledge work that demand employees work 

interdependently and possess a level of urgency and commitment as well as the ability 

for creative and innovative thinking (Pearce & Manz, 2005, p. 135). Therefore, each 

person within the organisational group practises leadership (Day et al., 2004; Fletcher & 

Kaüfer, 2003; Pearce & Conger, 2003b; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).  

 Leadership work is about seeking solutions through asking difficult and critical 

questions. Leadership happens by challenging people’s comfort zones and managing their 

subsequent distress (Grint, 2005; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001, p. 131) as well as the likeable 

and unlikeable aspects (Ladkin & Taylor, 2010, p. 240). Emotion work is complicated 
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and demands an interactive process, therefore, merely possessing ‘leader’ attributes is 

insufficient (Frost, 2003). Leadership work involves having moral accountability to 

achieve solutions to problems and challenges (Fairhurst, 2011). The ability to respond 

compassionately to pain and to acknowledge and work through the resulting discomfort 

is a significant component of relational leadership practices.  

 Contemporary leadership perspectives imply that leadership practices consist of 

complex interactive dynamics from which adaptive outcomes such as learning, 

innovation and adaptability arise (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). The work requires one to read 

and recognise other people’s emotional states and to possess the skills to duly respond. 

The individual’s abilities to build constructive relationships with others, to manage 

emotiveness and to master emotional intelligence are crucial (Goleman, 1995). Fairness, 

humility, altruism, leadership, listening, inspiring, motivating and the creation of 

common goals and meaning are essential to managing emotional expressiveness (Gooty, 

Connelly, Griffith, & Gupta, 2010). Therefore, in the following section I critically review 

how the management of emotions and emotiveness intersects with leadership work. 

 

2.4.4 Emotional labour as a leading performance 

 Most work roles involve the management of one’s own and other people’s emotions 

and emotional expression (Bolden et al., 2013). Worker efficacy is enhanced through 

emotional awareness and the ability to appraise and manage emotions and their 

expression (George, 2000). Leadership is practiced by managing, inducing and 

suppressing emotivity (e.g., Kaplan, Cortina, Ruark, LaPort, & Nicolaides, 2014; Thiel, 

Connelly, & Griffith, 2012). The leader’s emotional display influences motivation, 

engagement and performance (Koning & Van Kleef, 2015; Visser, Van Knippenberg, 

Van Kleef, & Wisse, 2013). Emotions and the effective management of emotional display 

through emotional labour play a central role in the leadership process and determine 

whether leaders establish productive relationships successfully. A leader’s emotional 

displays are significant attributions to sincerity (Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002). 

 Leadership practice, when framed as guiding performance through reducing 

workloads, managing uncertainties and naming situations, acknowledges the situational 

humanity and feelings of workers (Fairhurst, 2011). To understand how identities and 

emotions are regulated in the workplace individuals must process their own 

organisational experiences and be aware of how subjectivity is constructed (Sinclair, 

2007). Individuals who use their socialised selves in their work and who are accepting of 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

47 
 

human potential and its emotions, bring crucial assets in enhancing leadership work by 

bringing hope, compassion and appreciation of human nature to the work (Jenkins et al., 

2010). The qualities are enhanced through role modelling, sharing visions and 

challenging processes. Importantly, leadership practice is about enabling, encouraging 

and valuing others (Kouzes & Posner, 1990).  

 Emotions are fundamental to the social interactions in the workplace, leadership, 

teamwork and customer service (Fisher, 2019). Fostering positive emotions encourages 

success and enhanced mental and physical health, but will also lead to positive 

relationships and changes in society (Quoidbach, Mikolajczak, & Gross, 2015, p. 655; St 

Leon et al., 2015). Emotions and feelings, hidden or otherwise, must be acknowledged 

and managed as mismanaged or unmanaged emotional states and the resulting toxicity 

may spread negativity (Cohen, 1974; Frost, 2003). The cultivation of such a destructive 

emotional environment is potentially harmful to the individual workers and their training, 

and may potentially sabotage professional development (King, 2012). Throughout the 

organisation, leadership work emerges through effective and constructive personal and 

interpersonal connections (Kouzes & Posner, 2003). 

 Humphrey (2006) coined the term ‘leading with emotional labour’. Emotional 

awareness is based upon self-awareness, self-regulation, self-motivation, empathy and 

social skills (George, 2000; Harrison & Clough, 2006). Emotional labour performances 

are leadership performances of mentoring, coaching, supporting and connecting and 

challenging others (Cherry, 2017). The ability to perform emotional labour links the 

management of emotionality to the work of leadership. Caring is at the heart of leadership 

and without it, it is difficult to establish credibility in the workplace (Kouzes & Posner, 

2003, p. xi). A workforce that understands and responds to others’ emotiveness, and one 

that simultaneously manages its own emotions effectively, benefits the organisation 

(Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2008; Vincent, 2011). Job applicants are generally 

selected on their physical or technical skill set, as opposed to their ability to perform 

emotional labour, or on how they may fit in with existing work teams and their mind-set 

for the job (Bolton, 2005). The ability to perform emotional labour is central to the 

leadership skills set and this ability should not be undervalued or ignored (Gallos, 2012). 

Therefore, it is beneficial to organisations that the workforce is equipped to acknowledge 

the emotions of others and subsequently to accomplish the performance of emotional 

labour. These attributes are likely to achieve improvement to service delivery and practice 

as well as to the recruitment process (Kruml & Geddes, 2000).  
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2.5 Conclusion 

 This study examines assessment officers’ perceptions of their workplace functions and 

how emotional labour and work role performances connect with leadership work to effect 

change. The term leadership is a contested concept, one without an agreed definition. In 

this thesis I refer to the relational leadership perspectives of leadership that identify the 

basic unit of analysis in leadership research as relationships, not individuals (Uhl-Bien, 

2006, p. 662). Relational leadership practices can be described as a shared dynamic that 

emerges from larger coordinated social and emotional processes. This thesis operates 

from the understanding that leadership work is a practice of social influence (Maxwell, 

1993), with inherent use of emotions, such as passion, compassion, patience, empathy, 

understanding, open-mindedness and persistence, as well as having a commitment to 

encouraging others (Yukl, 2002). In this study leadership practice arises out of the work 

practices of assessment officers which rely upon the relational connections established 

with callers and colleagues. Leadership in this study is defined as a socially constructed 

process involving the ability to manage emotivity, establish trustful relationships, 

influence thinking, and transform practice going forward from the call.   

 Research on the performance of emotional labour primarily investigates the 

individual’s experience of performance in a work context and the effects and benefits the 

emotional labour performance has on the organisation. Several scholars provide 

understandings of co-worker and supervisor relationships, and the emotional interactions 

and emotional exhaustion caused by negative relationships (Leiter & Maslach, 1988; 

Shinn, Morch, Robinson, & Neuner, 1993). Others report on the various strategies for 

dealing with stressors associated with the performance of emotional labour (Bolton & 

Wibberley, 2013; Nylander, Lindberg, & Bruhn, 2011; Pisaniello et al., 2012; Sanders, 

2004; Stenross & Kleinman, 1989). The literature further highlights the general 

characteristics of emotional management and leadership behaviour, providing an 

understanding of the tangible interface of informal leadership work and the performance 

of emotional labour. Given that the aim of performing emotional labour is to create an 

emotional impression in the receiver, further opportunity presents to explore this 

relationship (Humphrey, Burch, & Adams, 2016) and its nexus to leadership work as 

undertaken by assessment officers.  

 In this chapter I have focused on the key areas of this study, the performance of 

emotional labour, the call centre, professional work roles, leadership, and the connection 

between these key areas. The participants of this research are not employed in a position 
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of authority or in assigned leadership roles. The purpose of their work is to provide 

support and advice to callers in need of assistance when assessing and responding to risks 

to child safety.  

 In the first part of this chapter I provided an analysis of recent research on emotions, 

expressiveness and the performance of emotional labour (Hochschild, 2012). The second 

section explores how emotional labour and work role performance are used to manage, 

inwardly as well as outwardly, the impressions of the actor and the emotional responses 

of others (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Exley & Letherby, 2001; Sturdy et al., 2006; 

Wolkomir, 2001).  

 In the third section of this chapter I described the call centre’s origin, followed by an 

outline of contemporary call centre purpose and practice, differentiating between high-

volume and high-quality centres (see for instance; Grebner et al., 2010; Rod & Ashill, 

2013; Wegge, Van Dick, & Von Bernstorff, 2010; Zapf et al., 2010). The assessment 

officers conduct their work autonomously and independently, making for intricate 

practice within the call centre industry, which is generally not recognised for autonomous 

labour processes. In the final section I argued how leadership work is viewed as a process 

of interactions and connections between people. 

 This research involves the work performances and tasks of the operators in a high-

quality call centre. Their work focuses on highly emotive discussions regarding child 

safety, child abuse and neglect. The work performances of these operators, assessment 

officers, have evolved from providing basic support to complex and relational leadership 

practice. I discuss the findings on emotional labour in further detail in Chapter 4, and in 

Chapter 5 I present the findings on the assessment officers’ leadership practice. Through 

the intersection of the literature on leadership and emotional labour, I identify the 

complexity of leadership work and emotional labour and how this forms part of a much 

larger skill set of contemporary leadership (Humphrey et al., 2016). Defining a leadership 

skill set is complicated as the distinction between innovative practice and leadership is 

not specific. The literature contributions on emotions and emotional labour performance 

highlighted a need to investigate organisational responses to workers’ emotionality 

(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995, p. 118) and the role emotions and emotional labour 

performance play within team and peer interactions (Cropanzano & Wright, 2001; 

Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, & Ilies, 

2012).  
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 Leadership has been extensively researched, nevertheless, I argue that the professional 

work roles performed through emotional labour potentially deepen the understanding of 

leadership work (Humphrey et al., 2016). In this research I seek to explore how emotional 

labour and relational leadership practice are connected in the work of child protection 

assessment officers. Despite concerns with the introduction of leadership to the role of 

non-formal leaders, I aim to provide an understanding of the connections between 

leadership work, professional work roles and emotional labour performance (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2003; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2012). 

 In Chapter 3, research design, I provide an account of the methodological approach 

used in this study, from the philosophies of knowledge and the associated ontologies and 

epistemologies that have guided it, to the more practical methods and techniques of 

interviewing protocols and data analysis.  
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Chapter 3 – Research design 

 

 The important thing is to not stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for 

existing. One cannot help but be in awe when he contemplates the mysteries of eternity, 

of life, of the marvellous structure of reality. It is enough if one tries merely to 

comprehend a little of this mystery every day. Never lose a holy curiosity. 

 

(Albert Einstein, 1879–1955) 

 

 In this chapter I provide an account of the research design employed to undertake this 

study, including the background philosophies underpinning the research, through to more 

practical aspects of research method.  

 I have divided this chapter into seven sections. In section 3.1 I discuss the qualitative 

research and processes, as these are a key feature of this study. Section 3.2 discusses the 

subjective ontological perspective and how this informs the project. I next discuss, in 

section 3.3, the epistemological approach of social constructionism and how this 

contributes to shaping the methodological choices. In section 3.4 I outline the methods 

used in this research, including the recruitment of participants, participant demographics, 

data collection as well as the individual interviews and focus groups. In section 3.5 I 

provide an account of the grounded theory for the data analysis, and the reasoning and 

practice of the second analysis. In section 3.6 I ethically and reflectively consider my role 

of insider-researcher and the bearings this has on the researcher and participant 

relationship, recruitment and other aspects of research. In closing, I encapsulate the 

limitations of this research design in section 3.7 of this chapter.  

 

3.1 Qualitative nature of the research design 

 The research design for this thesis comprises a qualitative study of emotional labour 

performance and its connection to relational leadership in the work of assessment officer 

in a high-quality call centre, where the researcher was employed in a position similar to 

the participants who were the focus of the research.  

 A qualitative approach was selected as it allowed for in-depth study of the lived 

experience of the assessment officers in assisting their respective workforces in 

responding to changes in child protection policies and practices. It was felt that a 

qualitative research approach would provide a better understanding of the human and 

social phenomena faced by the assessment officers in the context of their daily operations. 
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However, the need for caution is acknowledged because of the subjectivity of the 

individual realities and interpretations on the part of the participants.  

 The aim of qualitative research is to better understand how participants derive meaning 

from their surroundings, and how these meanings influence their behaviour (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2013). It explores how people see their world and how they make meaning of a 

situation, their work and personal interactions (Babbie, 2007, p. 32). A key principle of 

qualitative research is to have a ‘field focus’ as meaning is context specific. Therefore, 

emphasis is placed on the research topic in its particular and naturalistic setting (Eisner, 

1998).  

 Data in a qualitative study differs from quantitative data due to its assumptions, 

principles, and how people understand truth and reality (Cole, 2006). Qualitative research 

encapsulates the subjective experiences of the participants. The interviews and focus 

groups therefore provide opportunities for the assessment officers to describe their 

experiences. The participants were asked open-ended questions, as this acknowledges the 

value placed on their opinions, interpretations and understanding of their experiences. 

Where necessary, further questions were asked to encourage participants to expand on 

their experiences. 

 Through the sharing of experiences, each helping to shape the direction of the research, 

both researcher and participants become part of the research process. My dual roles of 

researcher and assessment officer made me an insider-researcher, a status that raised 

challenges as well as certain insights. I will further explore the complexities of insider-

research in section 3.6 of this chapter. 

In qualitative research the development of the research questions is a reflective process 

(Agee, 2009) and  research questions may be altered throughout the research process and 

data analysis in order to cogitate and enhance our understanding of the topic under study 

(Creswell, 2007). The preliminary research questions2 guided the initial inquiry process 

and throughout the research project the research questions were refined, most notably 

after the original data analysis. At this point the theme of leadership clearly presented as 

a way to make sense of the words and the work of assessment officers.  

The initial research questions limited the exploration of the phenomena being 

addressed and required further sense making. Through the early data analysis, from an 

emotional labour perspective, a new theme of leadership practice emerged. The analysis 

of the research data required further extension and a subsequent analysis with a focus on 

 
2 Please refer to Appendix 2 – Preliminary research questions 
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leadership practices was conducted. The research questions required broadening to 

include leadership work and to seek to answer how the assessment officers’ work and 

their practice connects the emotional labour performance with leadership practices. The 

final questions included;  

  

1. How are emotional labour and leadership practice connected in the work of child 

protection assessment officers?  

 

2. How do the assessment officers use the performance of emotional labour to create 

spaces for leadership practice to emerge?  

 

3. What are the emerging leadership practices that are created by the assessment 

officers’ emotional labour performance? 

 

A copy of the preliminary questions can be found at Appendix 2.  

 

 Through this research I aim to enhance child protection policies and practice through 

a better understanding of the relationship between emotional labour and the leadership 

practices of Child Protection Assessment Officers within a high-quality call centre 

environment.  

 

3.2 The research ontology 

 A research framework, or paradigm, is ‘a basic set of beliefs that guides action’ (Guba, 

1990, p. 17). The research ontology, or perception of reality, refers to the different 

perspectives on what reality consists of and how it is interpreted (Hennink, Hutter, & 

Bailey, 2011). The research methodology for this study starts from an interpretivist 

approach, within a subjectivist ontology.  

 A subjectivist approach means there is no all-seeing ‘god’s eye view’ of objective 

reality, independent of our perceptions. Instead, we only know the world through our own 

individual, subjective perceptions (Crotty, 1998). To understand the ‘reality’ of the 

assessment officers in the child protection telephone advisory service, it is important to 

understand their perceptions, viewpoints and feelings of what it is like to work there.  

 The subjectivist ontology foregrounds the theoretical perspective of interpretivism to 

underpin the meanings, social interactions and relationships of the research. An 
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interpretivist approach guides the data gathering, interpretation and understanding within 

the research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 2013, p. 26; Guba & Lincoln, 1998; Patton, 1990; 

Veal, 2005). Interpretivism is concerned with exploring ‘culturally derived and 

historically situated interpretations of the social world’ (Crotty, 1998, p. 67; Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011). It therefore seeks to understand the 

research participants’ lived experience, from their perspective, as a shared social and 

personal understanding of both the immediate social situation and the wider shared 

historical and cultural context (Hennink et al., 2011).  

 Interpretivism does not provide a fixed or authoritative explanation of any experience 

(Rhodes & Brown, 2005); methodologically, it generates, depicts, analyses and construes 

meaning about situations that occur in the social world at a particular time (Van Maanen, 

1983). Although people may be exposed to similar interactions and discuss concerns of a 

like nature, each individual experiences similar interactions with different people; the 

individual realities and interpretations of each of these are contextually specific and 

alterable over time (Grbich, 2007). The research ontology frames the research method 

alongside the epistemological approach, which for this research is based on a social 

constructionist perspective. These approaches are considered most suitable to this study 

as the interest lies in the exploration and examination of the subjective experiences of the 

assessment officers and their daily operations.  

 

3.3 Epistemology 

 A research epistemology relates to how we can discover what there is to know (Hay, 

2002). Essentially, an epistemology asks ‘How do I know the world?’ and ‘What is the 

relationship between the inquirer and the known?’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013, p. 189). It 

is about the nature of knowledge itself, its scope, validity and reliability (Willig, 2013). 

A social constructionist epistemology was considered to be appropriate for this research 

as it allows for an interpretivist theoretical perspective that focuses on human social 

interactions, particularly those between individuals in social groups (Crotty, 1998; Guba 

& Lincoln, 2005). These aspects were considered appropriate for a study of the 

performance of emotional labour on the part of child protection assessment officers, and 

how this form of labour is incorporated into their leadership practices.  

 Social constructionism provides an in-depth means of exploring the individual’s sense-

making in their daily interactions within their cultural and workplace context (Atkinson 

& Housely, 2003). It assumes that truth and meaning arise from our engagement with the 
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reality of the social world. Human interpersonal relationships are dynamic structures, 

susceptible to continuous change and adjustments (Berscheid, 1999). These realities are 

constructed through interaction with others (Crotty, 2005, pp. 8, 9), through which people 

make sense of experience by constructing a model of the social world and how it works 

(Schwandt, 2000).  

 Human interpersonal relationships also include social practices, activities that shape 

and are shaped by the cultural environment. The calculated and efficient use of rules 

associated with such activities construct meaning (Goffman, 1959). Interactions and 

connections with other people construct a social reality, change or transformation as well 

as a system that people work within (Hung, Tan, & Koh, 2006). Further, there is an 

emphasis on conversation and language and how things are given ‘substance’ by being 

‘named’ (Potter & Wetherell, 1987).  

 Social constructionism was selected as a suitable approach for the research 

methodology as it was seen as a means of providing an understanding of the assessment 

officers’ experiences and practices of emotional labour and leadership without strong 

preconceptions of what might be revealed (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009; Patton, 2002). 

Approaching the research from a social constructionist perspective allowed for a more 

subjective focus on the assessment officers’ sense-making of their work. Their work roles 

provide the foundation on which events, interactions and social practices make sense 

(Gergen, 1985; Patton, 2002; Willig, 2013, pp. 17, 18). The interactions, connections and 

relationships of the assessment officers are diagrammatically depicted in Graph 1 below: 

 

Graph 1 – Relationships and interactions of researcher and assessment officers 
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 The assessment officers construct many connections with others, and these 

relationships influence data gathering, data content and data analysis (Bryant, 2003). In 

section 3.4, I detail the methods I employed to gather the data required to answer the 

research questions.  

 

3.4 Methods 

 Data was collected through face-to-face, semi-structured and conversational 

interviews (Angen, 2000) and focus groups (Greenbaum, 1998; King, 2004). Interviews 

are social productions where people jointly construct a version of reality and meaning 

(Garfinkel, 1967; Heritage, 1984). They are also opportunities for participants to disclose 

their stories (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). The subjective appraisal of the participants’ 

experiences, their world and their social interactions generates deep insight and 

understanding of these different world perspectives (Crotty, 2005; Denzin, 1994; Hay, 

2002; Hennink et al., 2011; Lincoln, 1991; Patton, 2002; Sarantakos, 2005; Snape & 

Spencer, 2003).  

 Participant interviews, furthermore, allow researchers to enter into the world and 

perspective of the interviewee who provides a ‘thick’ and comprehensive description of 

the social circumstances being researched (Patton, 2002; Warren, 2002). They construct 

a reality through the active interaction of the interviewer and interviewee (Fontana & 

Frey, 2005, p. 698).  

 Similar to individual interviews, focus groups facilitate discussion through formulated 

questions (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) that focus on the interactions and dynamics 

between the participants (Kitzinger, 1995). Focus group interviews have strong 

associations with qualitative approaches as they provide a deep understanding of people’s 

experiences and perspectives within the context of their particular circumstances and 

settings (Murphy, Dingwall, Greatbatch, Parker, & Watson, 1998). In this setting the 

interviewer takes on the role of moderator, encouraging and guiding the conversation 

between a number of people (Willig, 2013, p. 34).  

 Section 3.4.1, recruitment, provides a discussion of recruitment process, explaining 

how the assessment officers were selected and recruited to participate in this research.  
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3.4.1 Recruitment 

 A central activity of qualitative research encompasses ‘going into the field’ and 

having direct and personal connections and interactions with those people who are the 

focus of the research. The research for this thesis was exploratory in nature, and I 

therefore aimed to capture significant detail of the experiences of the assessment 

officers’ work, interactions and performances (Patton, 2002). The selection of research 

participant occurred by direct invitation of the assessment officers. Those who showed 

interest in participating have been included in this research. The purposeful sampling of 

information rich participants, the assessment officers, allowed for an in-depth inquiry 

into and a comprehensive understanding of the assessment officers’ direct practices and 

experiences of the work (Patton, 2002, pp. 46-49). Call centres that have a focus on 

client interaction and where operators deliver professional services is relatively recent 

and research in this field has been sparse (see Mataxen & Webb, 2019; Russell, 2012) 

and has focused on telenursing.  

  The NSW Government established Child Wellbeing units in three government 

agencies, NSW Health, Education and Police, employing about 100 staff (NSW 

Government, 2020). The participants for this study were invited and selected from NSW 

Health and Education for their similar work practices and processes. The assessment 

officers in the selected agencies receive calls from their respective workforce and have 

in-depth voice-to-voice interaction. The assessment officers in the third agency, NSW 

Police, receive e-notification and written reports from the mandatory reporters in their 

agency. The NSW Police CWU assessment officers are required to follow up and provide 

the necessary support on behalf of the police officers. NSW Health and Education Child 

Wellbeing Units assessment officers engage in comprehensive and collaborative 

conversations with their callers in aim to educate and empower the workforce in 

implementing supports and to continue engaging with the family around the identified 

child protection concerns. 

The total number of participant, 20 assessment officers, ten from each agency, was 

deemed credible as the purposeful sampling of participants provided relevant and ample 

depth and wealth of data for analysis (Patton, 2002, pp. 228, 244-245). The aim of 

maximising the information was achieved and the data gathering was terminated after 20 

samples as no new information was forthcoming (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While the 

intent of the research is a qualitative exploration of the experiences of Emotional labour 

and Leadership in child wellbeing call centres, this data could also form the basis for 
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future explorations of these issues in high quality call centres in other fields both 

nationally and internationally. 

 At the commencement of my research I was an assessment officer, employed by NSW 

Health, and I therefore started recruiting within my own department. I approached the 

director to explain my research and was granted permission to invite the assessment 

officers to participate. Subsequently, I emailed invitations to all assessment officers and 

managers from the three units in this department. Ten (10) assessment officers indicated 

their willingness to participate, of whom eight agreed to individual interviews and two 

preferred a dyad interview.  

 After analysing the first data set it was deemed necessary for the robustness of the 

research that further data was required. Although the data from the first group of 

participants offered a range of experiences, new themes continued to emerge. It was 

apparent that saturation point had not been reached, and that further data was needed to 

move beyond the dominant themes of work roles and emotional labour performance.  

 Because of its similar work practices to NSW Health, I sought further participants from 

NSW Education. Once I obtained permission from the director, I emailed invitations to 

assessment officers. Ten agreed to participate in focus group discussions. In the following 

sub-section, I provide a detailed description of the profiles and demographics of the 

research participants from both departments.  

 

3.4.2 Research participants 

 The participant group, consisting of 14 females, aged between 30 and 50+ years, and 

six male participants, ranging from 20 to 50+ years, were all employed as assessment 

officers. Each department was represented by three (3) male and seven (7) female 

assessment officers, a representative gender breakdown of the workforce in each 

department. Three participating staff members had been employed since the units’ 

establishment in 2010, and two of these held managerial positions. Half of the participants 

(10) had been employed as assessment officers between one and three years, while five 

had been employed for less than 12 months. The length of employment for the remaining 

two was between four and five years. For ease of reference, I have depicted the research 

participant demographics in table format: 
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Table 3 – Research participants 

Pseudonym *) Gender Age Qualifications 
Previous 

profession 

Length of current 

employment 

Department 1 NSW Health 

1 Maria Female 30–39 Bachelors Counselling 1–3 years 

2 Vicky Female 50+ Bachelors Counselling < 12 months 

3 Bruno Male 50+ Masters Child Protection Since establishment 

4 Julia Female 50+ Masters Nursing 1–3 years 

5 Scott Male 50+ Diploma Child Protection < 12 months 

6 Josie Female 30–39 Bachelors Social Work 4–5 years 

7 Faye Female 50+ Bachelors/Grad 

Dip 

Child Protection 4–5 years 

8 Katie Female 50+ Masters Child Protection 1–3 years 

9 Chris Male 50+ Bachelors Social Work 1–3 years 

10 Rosa Female 50+ Bachelors Child Protection Since establishment 

Department 2 NSW Education 

1 Remi Female 30–39 Bachelors Child Protection 1–3 years 

2 Kirsten Female 30–39 Bachelors Not stated 1–3 years 

3 Bella Female 30–39 Bachelors Child Protection 1–3 years 

4 Tony Male 40–49 Masters Child Protection Since establishment 

5 Geoff Male 20–29 Bachelors NGO – OoHC < 12 months 

6 Maxine Female 40–49 Bachelors Child Protection 1–3 years 

7 Matt Male 30–39 Bachelors Child Protection 1–3 years 

8 Zelda Female 40–49 Bachelors NGO Caseworker < 12 months 

9 Petra Female 30–39 Bachelors Child Protection 1–3 years 

10 Kayla Female 40–49 Bachelors Child Protection < 12 months 

     *) Names have been changed for confidentiality purposes. NGO – Non-Government Organisation. OoHC – Out of Home Care 

 

 All participating assessment officers had completed tertiary qualifications, five having 

attained a graduate diploma or master’s degree, and the remaining participants had 

acquired a diploma or a bachelor’s degree. Twelve of the 20 participating assessment 

officers were previously employed in statutory child protection agencies in New South 

Wales. The work experience of the remaining assessment officers related to social work, 

counselling or teaching in either government or non-government agencies. All 

participants provided voluntary consent to participate in the research. 

 In section 3.4.3, I discuss the protocols used in collecting data through individual 

interviews with the participants in NSW Health.  

 

3.4.3 Data collection – Individual Interviews 

 Within the interpretivist research framework, which recognises the ‘active interaction’ 

between researcher and interviewee during the process, individual and dyad interviews 

are respected methods of data collection (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 698). The interviews 

are dialogical in nature, and not fully pre-formatted (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995).  
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 Acting as a framing structure for the interviews, I used a semi-structured interview 

plan consisting of several questions3. These questions provided a general guide, allowing 

for consistency in covering key issues, but flexible enough to provide opportunities for 

the participants to introduce new topics and to relate their stories and experiences (Meyer, 

2003). Interviews can be considered as ‘open conversations with a purpose’ (Burgess, 

1988).  

 The dyad interview, while implemented using similar protocols to those used in the 

individual interviews, was more conversational in nature and required less researcher 

involvement. During this interview, the interviewer took a more indirect role, 

encouraging participants to talk openly with each other, elaborating on each other’s 

answers and co-constructing the reality of their work experiences.  

 The interview locations varied; one participant was interviewed at her home, another 

was interviewed in a private room of an unrelated service provider, and eight were 

interviewed at their work location in a private room. The interviews, both individual and 

dyad, varied in length from 40 minutes to just over 63 minutes.   

 Due to my familiarity with the work and with the participants, I sought to establish 

some distance between my roles of researcher and colleague. I achieved this by refraining 

from acknowledging that I understood the participants’ reference to the work. Instead, I 

encouraged participants to explain and express themselves further, to avoid making 

assumptions based on my personal experiences in the areas being discussed. I took this 

same approach when interviewing the assessment officers in NSW Education.  

 

3.4.4 Data collection – Focus Groups 

 Following the first analysis of the initial data set, a subsequent ten participants were 

interviewed to provide further data. This second cohort of participants preferred to be 

interviewed in a focus group setting, during work hours, at their workplace. Their 

preference for group discussions was due to time and resource constraints (Lewis-Elligan, 

2013). The second cohort was divided into two sub-groups. The first group consisted of 

two males and four female participants, while the second group consisted of one male and 

three female participants.  

 In alignment with a social constructionist approach, focus groups offer an important 

opportunity to explore issues relevant to the person-in-context (Wilkinson, 1998). Focus 

group interviews promote accumulation of large volumes of data from a range of people 

 
3 Please refer to appendices six (6) and seven (7) for the interview schedules. 
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in a relatively short time span (Morgan, 1996). Focus group interviews also involve 

sharing experiences with others who are in similar circumstances (Lewis-Elligan, 2013, 

p. 305), allowing for the discovery of the authenticity of the research participant, as well 

as providing an understanding of the person in his/her social and workplace context (Fine 

& Gordon, 1989, p. 159).  

 The focus group participants were all from the same sub-group, and the pre-existing 

dynamics did not exhibit formal hierarchy or power imbalances (Krueger, 1994). The 

length of participant employment was relatively similar, given that the workplace had 

only been established in the previous five years. In this context, various lengths of 

employment and seniority emphasise the naturalness of the interaction and situation 

(Kitzinger, 1994). No formal managers or team leaders participated in the focus group 

and I suspected participants felt more confident and comfortable in the focus group setting 

due to their shared experiences and commonalities (Lewis-Elligan, 2013). Participants 

inspired one other, each one contributing more information or elaborating on comments 

made by others (Kitzinger, 1995). The duration of the focus group interviews varied in 

length from 46 minutes and 61 minutes.  

 The research data was gathered from eight one-on-one interviews, one dyad interview, 

and the two focus groups consisting of six and four assessment officers respectively. The 

complete data set reached saturation point, with the later interviews not revealing any new 

themes or information (Hennink et al., 2011; Patton, 2002). In section 3.5, I outline the 

methods used for data analysis, their complications and limitations.  

 

3.5 Data analysis 

 Immediately after the interviews, I transcribed the audio recordings of the individual, 

dyad and focus group interviews. The transcripts are verbatim written versions of the 

actual audio recorded data. Given that my interest lies in the actual language content of 

the interview, at no time did I rewrite the transcript for ease of reading. In keeping with a 

social constructionist perspective, I wished to capture the participants’ personal 

descriptions of their experiences in their own words. While non-linguistic features were 

omitted, I did, however, include unfinished sentences, laughter, pauses, false starts and 

repeated words (Willig, 2013, p. 32).  

 Once the interviews were transcribed and checked by listening to the audio recordings 

and re-reading the transcripts, I commenced analysing the data from an interpretive 

approach that requires the researcher, creatively and flexibly, to interpret and explain the 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

62 
 

experiences of the participants (Angen, 2000; Hennink et al., 2011, p. 205). The data 

analysis for this research is founded on the principles of grounded theory (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2007). Despite its emphasis on being 

objective and value free, grounded theory does include some interpretive and subjective 

elements (Charmaz, 2008b). Informed by a social constructionist perspective, grounded 

theory leads to vibrant research (Charmaz, 2008a, p. 398) and generates explanatory 

propositions that correspond with real-world phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

 Key analytical processes of grounded theory, open and axial coding, centre on the 

‘interpretive process by which data is broken down analytically’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 

p. 12). The first phase of the coding system, open coding, relates to the development of 

categories for the information. It aims to discover concepts and distinct themes, together 

with their properties and dimensions. The second phase, axial coding, involves the 

creation of connections between those categories, and connecting subcategories with the 

main categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, pp. 101, 123). Finally, selective coding, where 

the research builds a story that connect the categories, aims to finish the analysis with a 

set of theories that contribute to knowledge and practice (Creswell, 2007).  

 The data analysis revealed several descriptive multi-dimensional categories in the data 

(Willig, 2013, p. 70), that form a preliminary framework for analysis. To address the 

‘what’ and ‘how’ questions, and to permit reflexivity and relativity in analysing how 

research participants construct their versions of reality (Charmaz, 2006), I have adapted 

the analysis structure as developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). In section, 3.5.1, I 

provide an outline the thematic analysis and grounded theory approaches that 

underpinned the first analysis. 

 

3.5.1 First analysis 

 Guided by grounded theory as defined by Glaser and Strauss (1967) I conducted the 

analysis of both data sets. Using NVivo©, I coded the data thematically in key themes or 

‘codes’, allowing me to establish relationships between the various coded data. Initially I 

grouped words, phrases or events into sets of concepts (Charmaz, 2008b), and from these 

smaller concepts I identified recurring themes (Allan, 2003; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

 Examples of the themes identified included challenges faced by the assessment 

officers, coping mechanisms used, anxiety- reducing measures adopted, as well as the 

uniqueness of the role itself. These themes were developed further as I listened to the 

interviews and read the transcripts. This process of first analysis occurred while further 
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data gathering was still being undertaken. Grounded theory involves seeking emerging 

themes from the data, allowing categories to develop that relate to the participants’ 

experiences (Charmaz, 2008a, p. 402). This abductive analysis allows the researcher to 

make inferences based on the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and to consolidate the more 

significant themes (Patton, 2002).  

 Throughout this process, a reflexive approach was taken through the creation of 

extemporaneous notes on the nature of the emerging themes, and the differences between 

them. In doing so I reflected on my own practice, comparing my experiences with those 

of my colleagues. These notes also encouraged me to reflect on my feelings and 

experiences of the work, as well as on aspects of my research.  

 The adoption of a first analysis also functioned as a means of making further 

adjustments to the identified themes as necessary (Allan, 2003). Further adjustments were 

made by utilising excerpts from the data. One approach used involved selecting words 

and sentences, as well as parts of paragraphs, to explain and corroborate the emergent 

themes (Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010, p. 715). An example of this was categorising words 

inferring an emotion or emotive reaction, such as anger, frustration and distress. 

References to these emotions were compared with references to assessment officers’ 

accounts of managing those emotional responses using negotiation and communication 

skills. This facilitated the development of the overarching themes of role performance 

and emotional labour.  

 The overarching theme of ‘emotional labour’ included elements relating to how 

assessment officers were coping, how they were experiencing conflict, what they 

perceived as helpful and supportive in their job, and what they regarded as the skills 

necessary to perform their role. The first analysis was also valuable in suggesting the link 

between the emotional labour role of assessment officers and their leadership practice. 

This resulted in a second data analysis, this time from a leadership perspective, to further 

investigate this link. The purpose and process of the second data analysis is discussed in 

section 3.5.2.  

 Although I had completed an extensive literature review as part of the original research 

proposal, a further review of the literature was considered necessary to pursue the 

emerging findings relevant to leadership work (in Charmaz, 2006, pp. 5-6). 
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3.5.2 Second analysis 

 The first analysis identified a range of professional work roles associated with 

emotional labour, and specifically, a leadership role on the part of the assessment officers 

emerging from providing emotional support to their clients. However, as ‘leadership’ had 

not been coded as a specific category for collecting data, it was decided to undertake a 

second analysis to focus specifically on this theme, with the aim of identifying additional 

information.  

 The second analysis, also described in the literature as re-analysis, secondary analysis, 

post-hoc, or retrospective latent content analysis (Heaton, 2004, p. 36), is a methodology 

primarily used in quantitative research where pre-existing statistical data is used for re-

analysis as a form of corroboration of the data collected (Hyman, 1972). In qualitative 

research, however, a second analysis may be conducted to find an answer to a research 

question that differs in nature or extent from the research questions initially posited (Bloor 

& McIntosh, 1990; Hinds, Vogel, & Clarke-Steffen, 1997; Thorne, 1998, p. 548). 

 Scholars have raised concerns about re-examining qualitative data from other 

researchers for technical, ethical and epistemological reasons (Bishop, 2005; Corti, 2003; 

Hammersley, 1997). The concerns largely pertain to participants’ consent (Heaton, 2000), 

or the suitability or ‘fit’ of the data with the new research question (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). In this research, however, the theme of leadership emerged as a meaningful theme 

from the original analysis of the data. Therefore, the original data was analysed a second 

time to extend the initial findings in order to frame the work of the assessment officers 

from a leadership perspective in a more encompassing way of understanding the place of 

emotional labour (Heaton, 2004). This required a further review of the literature relating 

to leadership.  

 To ensure a transparent research process, I feel that I need to comment on my position 

as a participant observer or insider within one of the organisations being investigated 

(Field, 1991; Thomas, 2000; Tilley & Chambers, 1996). 

 

3.5.3 Construction of composite quotations 

 In this research I have used the individual narratives of the research participants to 

create ‘composite narratives’ (Sonenshein, 2010) to portray the emotional labour and 

leadership work performed by the assessment officers. Composite quotes are constructed 

by the researcher to communicate a sense of collective understanding and meaning 
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(Sonenshein, 2010) and they align with the interpretive perspective used in this research. 

Furthermore, I followed Currie and Brown’s (2003) approach, arguing, ‘The narratives 

were not related to us in their entirety by any single member or either group, rather the 

data we collected yielded narrative fragments that we have pieced together into coherent 

stories’ (p. 569). This approach allows the researcher to relay an interpretive account of 

how assessment officers make sense of their professional work role, emotional labour and 

leadership performances.  

 In assembling the composite narratives, I reviewed each of the research participants’ 

descriptions of their experiences, searching for general features of the individual 

narratives to identify key themes and develop an inductive category (Sonenshein, 2010). 

I have in parts also included my own perceptions from an insider-researcher perspective, 

to extend the sociological understanding of the assessment officers’ work (Sparkes, 

2000). Focusing on the experiences of the assessment officers’ performance of 

professional work roles and emotional labour, I constructed the composite quotes around 

these characteristics. Subsequently I refined the experiences and searched for detail 

specifically relating to leadership practices.  

 Although the composite quotes are constructed from the interviewees’ combined 

narratives, it is useful to express the common features in these various research participant 

narratives. The purpose of providing composite narratives throughout this thesis is to 

offer the reader an impression of the structure of the research participants and to avoid 

the assertion of representing a specific view (Josserand & Kaine, 2019). 

 

 3.6 Insider-research – reflexive considerations 

 Researchers ‘co-create’ the world of their study, and therefore participants and 

researchers cannot be separated from the social influences of the context in which they 

operate (Steier, 1991). Bentz and Shapiro (1998, p. 4) argue that,  

 

 Research is always carried out by an individual with a life and a lifeworld, a 

personality, a social context and various personal and practical challenges and 

conflicts, all of which affect the research. 

  

 My insider status affects every stage of the research process, from selecting the 

interview locations and sites, participant recruitment, method of sampling and analysis, 

to the way in which I construct meaning from the field data (Hockey, 1993). My personal 

experiences, interpretations, biases and subjectivity are constructed in the social 
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environment and in relationships with others in that environment (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 

2009, p. 263). My status of employee at one of the organisations investigated at the time 

of the research typifies me as an insider-researcher, making it difficult for me to be 

completely objective or independent of my research (Berg, 2007, p. 178; Hennink et al., 

2011, p. 20; Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011; Veal 2005). However, recognising this as 

a potential problem, every effort was made to be as objective as possible. Reflections on 

this issue are discussed in more detail below. Social constructionist research demands 

researcher reflexivity, and my personal and multiple knowledges and experiences cannot 

be dismissed as sense-making tools for this research (Marshall, 1999). To indicate my 

interpretive and constructive role in this research I use the first person (Patton, 2002). 

 To meet the suggested need for openness and reflexivity in my position as an insider-

researcher, I kept a research diary where I reflected on a number of issues that arose 

during the course of the research (Mercer, 2007). Keeping the research diary to reflect on 

issues that emerged in carrying out the research resulted in the writing up of a series of 

reflections that can be grouped into five key issue areas I expand on in the next section of 

this chapter, which include: 

 

• Reflections on issues related to the researcher’s status and knowledge 

• Reflections on the relationship issues between the researcher and the participants 

• Reflections on issues relating to the recruitment of participants 

• Reflections on issues relating to interview processes. 

• Reflections on issues relating to data analysis processes 

 

3.6.1 Reflections on issues related to the researcher’s status and knowledge 

 In relation to the issue of my status and knowledge as an insider-researcher, on 

reflection, I recognised that my position provided me with the benefit of shared 

knowledge of the work environment, including its terminology, jargon and acronyms. 

This made for ease of conversation and no explanations were required to clarify terms 

and work processes (Locke, 2001). My knowledge of all aspects of the role allowed me 

to make comparisons with my own professional experiences. While this facilitated the 

participants’ acceptance of me to a large degree, I also discovered that familiarity does 

not equate to openness or full disclosure. This insider status may also have carried some 

disadvantages as participants may have selectively disclosed or withheld information 

(Asselin, 2003).  
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 Throughout the interviews I noticed participants ‘expecting’ me to know what they 

might be referring to, relying on my insider knowledge to fill in the gaps they may not 

have been able to articulate. This presented a challenge, as the interviews and focus 

groups were not about my experience. To capture their experience without reliance upon 

my own experience and assumptions, I asked participants to elaborate. Here, I feigned 

ignorance by asking participants for further clarification on their information (Willig, 

2013, p. 30).  

 

3.6.2 Reflections on relationship issues between the researcher and participants 

 My employment with New South Wales Health commenced in 2010, six months after 

the establishment of the Child Wellbeing units. During my employment as an assessment 

officer in the unit, I also performed periods in the roles of relieving manager and unit 

coordinator. Although initially naïve and mostly unaware of the implications of my 

insider status, I soon developed an understanding of its complex dynamics. For 

transparency and openness, I must disclose that the researcher-participant relationships in 

this research project were purely professional. Aside from one participant, all connections 

with participants were strictly work-related. Due to the geographical distance and the 

nature of the work it is unlikely that any future social relationships with the participants 

will ensue. Additionally, in October 2016, I formally resigned from my position as an 

assessment officer and discontinued my employment with New South Wales Health. 

 My own personal understanding and interpretation of the work of the assessment 

officers is influential on the information the participants provided (Mercer, 2007). All 

social interactions are shaped by relationships, power, practice and language. As an 

insider-researcher I am conscious of my relationships with the participants and I therefore 

assured them that while I was seeking personal experiences of their work, I would 

maintain participant anonymity and confidentiality in writing up the information 

obtained. I restated that participation was voluntary and they were free to withdraw from 

the research at any stage.  

 The position and status of researcher carries with it a perception of authority which 

may often be perceived as discomforting or unnerving for the participants. Recognising 

this, I developed an awareness of the potential influence of interpersonal relationships on 

the data collection and its subsequent interpretation. I recognised the need for listening to 

and learning from the participants without taking credit or assuming that I had similar 
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expertise and experience (Smith, 1999, p. 139). I realised that an ethical, respectful and 

reflexive research practice was critical.  

 

3.6.3 Reflections on issues relating to the recruitment of participants 

 A key aspect of the research that raised some issues relating to my insider-researcher 

role was the area of participant recruitment for the interviews and focus groups. As a 

neophyte researcher, I entered the research project feeling confident and enthusiastic, and 

with it had an expectation of effortless and unproblematic recruitment of participants. My 

invitation to participate in the research was well received overall. However, one work 

team expressed concerns that participation would be detrimental to team dynamics. The 

team manager advised staff against participating in my research. Despite my attempts at 

explaining the research, its purpose and my expectations, the concerns remained. To avoid 

further discontent and potential sabotage of my research, I excluded this team from the 

project.  

 Although my confidence and enthusiasm had somewhat diminished, the experience 

proved a valuable learning opportunity. As I had felt compelled to maintain the 

boundaries between employee and researcher, I had discussed my research with the 

director only, mistakenly expecting the information to be forwarded to the relevant team 

managers within the organisation.  

 Due to my professional relationships, I made a conscious decision not to approach the 

potential participants directly or provide any incentives for participating. However, I did 

provide the participating assessment officers with a small token of my appreciation, as a 

thank you for their interest, their time and contributions after completion of the interviews 

and focus groups. 

 One assessment officer who had politely declined to participate, disclosed her feelings 

of conflict due to the professional relationships within the work environment. Some 

participants felt there was the possibility of me being a future supervisor or manager. I 

could see that being privy to personal views and having a more detailed knowledge of 

their ‘states of mind’ might be more than some would be willing to reveal. 

 In relation to NSW Education, my status of insider and distant colleague proved 

encouraging. The recruitment process was effortless, and ten assessment officers agreed 

to participate, in two focus groups.  
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3.6.4 Reflections on issues relating to interview processes 

 Although I have many years of experience in interviewing, both in investigative and 

criminal contexts, I felt a nervousness that I attribute to my inexperience in conducting 

academic research interviews and in interviewing colleagues. Although I expected 

participants to experience some unease about being interviewed by a colleague or 

someone they were familiar with (Conti & O’Neil, 2007; Costley, Elliott, & Gibbs, 2010), 

I anticipated the interviews would be effortless and conversational (Kim, 2012). I did 

discuss my feelings of unease with one participant. The openly acknowledged and mutual 

feelings of awkwardness resulted in greater comfort. In retrospect, a similar, brief 

discussion with other participants may have been beneficial.  

 Approaching the interview and data collection from the interactionist perspective, I 

recognise the importance of my active participation during the data gathering phase and 

engagement with the participants (Hallett et al., 2009). My own cultural biases affect the 

interaction as well as the way in which I have collected, framed and analysed the data 

(Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009). Although this interactionist perspective demands close 

cooperation from both researcher and participants, I avoided becoming overly involved 

by maintaining professional distance.  

 The reliability of the data must contribute to honest and consistent practice and the 

participant-researcher relationship is therefore fundamental to the methodological choice 

(Evans, 2012). Research participants often tend to orient the research interview by ‘being 

an obedient research participant’, and provide information they perceive the interviewer 

expects (Speer, 2005, p. 194).  

 Fearing I might be perceived as too friendly or as trying to be ‘one of them’, I gave 

participants space to talk freely where they could engage in small talk prior to 

commencing the interview or focus groups. To maintain a professional demeanour, I 

remained on the periphery of these interactions. By keeping this initial, physical distance 

from the participants, I sought to limit my influence on the data gathering process. It was 

only when I asked the participants to take a seat and to commence the interview or focus 

group, that I initiated some small talk with participants prior to addressing the formalities. 

Often this small talk felt forced and artificial, made me self-conscious and heightened my 

anxiety about my research and interviewing (Mercer, 2007).   

 Throughout the research I experienced the participants as willing and collaborative. I 

am, however, mindful of the possibility that participants might have regarded me as 

inquisitive, perhaps even annoying or intrusive. They may have perceived my presence 
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as imposing on their time and space; none of the participants were gaining any benefit 

from collaborating. In contrast, participants may have also viewed my research and the 

interviews as a time-out from their daily tasks and they may have therefore found respite 

in participating.  

 Despite the openness of the participants in the interviews and focus group sessions, 

issues concerning confidentiality and bias were always at the forefront of my mind. I 

expected that participants would prefer interviews to take place off-site. The assessment 

officers’ inclination, however, was to be interviewed on site, during work hours with 

permission from management. I understood their choice as a sign of their comfort in 

discussing aspects of their work with and in front of colleagues.  

 Notwithstanding the complexities of insider-research, I must thank those who 

participated, as they contributed towards greater insight into the complex nature of 

insider-research. Conducting research from an insider perspective presented insights and 

complexity as well as research limitations.  

 

3.6.5 Reflections on issues relating to data analysis processes 

As an insider researcher I must acknowledge my familiarity with the work, the 

participants, and concepts, as well as the potential bias my prior knowledge and 

understanding may have on the research and the data gathering. My insider status may 

also influence the process of analysis as well. However, I mitigated these biases and 

preconceptions by taking a reflexive approach to the data analysis. Additionally, I 

explored my self-awareness and the preconceived notions and ideas by discussing these 

with my supervisor. Throughout the research project and data analysis I maintained a 

regular research diary to bracket or suspend my own thoughts and understanding of reality 

and to study the reality of my colleagues. Reflective practices allowed me to separate my 

understanding of the work from the participants’ perceptions. (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, 

p. 11). Many of these diary entries were discussed with my academic supervisors. 

 As an example, I will share with you one of the diary entries, one which relates to a 

caller who contacted me about a young mother’s need for assistance with a newborn baby.  

 

Diary excerpt:  

The caller’s emotional expression astounded me. Not only was I confused by the emotions 

she expressed, the way in which she expressed the emotions was also concerning. Her 

emotional reactions did not align with the information she provided me. Instead of 
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conveying concerns for the newborn baby, the caller expressed anger and frustration with 

an entire population group. The caller was unable to articulate her concerns with the 

mother’s care and the baby’s safety. From my appraisal of the information the caller 

provided, she should have been expressing appreciation for the mother’s actions and her 

level of care for the child. However, I took great care and effort in explaining this to the 

caller. Fortunately, at the conclusion of our interaction the caller agreed that there were 

no child protection concerns for the child, her attitude and anger however remained the 

same and she ended the conversation by making a derogatory comment about the mother., 

After terminating the call, I discussed the conversation and my concerns about the call 

with my colleagues. Most of my colleagues had similar experience and these experiences 

left them similarly discouraged and frustrated.   

 

 Reflecting on similar challenges provided me with the insight that I understand the 

experience at an emotional level, not merely at a cerebral or cognitive level. The 

discussions allowed me to reflect on how my colleagues and I question caller behaviour 

and communication. It provided an opportunity to explore why callers are uncomfortable 

with the vulnerabilities identified in the families and how assessment officers encourage 

change and kindness. I understand that I must listen without judgement, and that I 

function as an ‘outlet, a safe space’ for callers as they are operating in the backstage arena 

(Boon, 2007; Goffman, 1959). Maintaining your composure whilst discreetly and 

respectfully address unacceptable practices, is complex emotional work. 

 Following this I discussed the experience and the reflection with my research 

supervisors. By bracketing my own emotional responses to the information, I analysed 

the data on a cognitive level, as well as drawing on my experiences to explore the 

emotional aspects of the data. 

 

3.7 Limitations 

 This research is a case study of the experiences of a small group of assessment officers 

in two public sector agencies operating through high-quality call centres. The research 

methodology outlined in this chapter, while appropriate for a case study of the type 

discussed, does have its limitations.  

 The views and experiences of the 20 assessment officers proved adequate for this 

research in that by the end of the interview process, it was felt that saturation point had 

been reached and that no additional themes or new information were emerging. However, 
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the methodology used is limited in its scope. As outlined above, only two agencies were 

included in the survey, and this placed limits on the range of information that could be 

collected. Also, the research was not designed to reflect the experiences of others such as 

callers, external or affiliated services and agencies. The inclusion of these stakeholders’ 

perspectives would have provided for a greater understanding of the role and the work of 

assessment officers, but this was beyond the scope of this project. Despite these 

limitations, mainly the result of time and other resource constraints, the research 

methodology adopted conforms to approaches recommended in the literature, resulting in 

the collection of some useful data for analysis. 

 

3.8 Conclusion 

 In this chapter I reviewed the theoretical and epistemological foundations of the 

research, and the justification, logistics and complexities of the data collection process. I 

also included a discussion of the context in which the researcher worked during the data 

gathering and analysis stages. The research methodology adopted was designed to 

contribute to the building of practical knowledge about emotional labour and its 

influences and connections with leadership work in the agencies surveyed.  

 Theoretically and methodologically, this research is founded upon the perspectives of 

social constructionism and interactionism, emphasising the socially constructed nature of 

knowledge. I highlighted the intricacies inherent in the research methodology resulting 

from my joint roles of insider-researcher and employee, as I felt this was important, even 

crucial, to the investigation. My position as an insider-researcher demanded reflexivity, 

and this was discussed in some detail to address professional and personal issues that 

emerged during the research. My own experience and knowledge of the work and the role 

of the assessment officer, while raising some issues in terms of the research methodology, 

were also valuable in providing me with useful background information and providing 

additional insights. Nevertheless, I argue that my role and intentions for this research were 

achieved in a manner consistent with qualitative research methods, allowing me to 

deconstruct the assumptions and structures underpinning the work environment studied, 

and to validate the informal relational leadership as performed by the assessment officers.  
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Chapter 4 – The Nature of Emotional Labour – Research Findings and Analysis  

 The findings of the research undertaken for this project are described and analysed in 

Chapters 4 and 5. The first of these chapters focuses on the nature of emotional labour in 

the assessment officer role, while in the second chapter, the focus is on the nature of 

leadership in the role. 

 This chapter (4) describes and analyses the findings emerging from nine interviews 

and two focus groups undertaken to investigate the nature of the emotional labour 

performed by assessment officers working in two NSW Government child protection 

agencies operating within a call centre environment.  

 While emotional labour is a common feature of many occupations, it is a particularly 

dominant aspect of the role of assessment officers in child protection agencies. This 

dominance is the result of the highly sensitive nature of the work and its critical 

importance in dealing with issues of children at risk at the time of family trauma and 

breakdown, as well as child neglect and abuse, including sexual abuse and exploitation. 

These situations can lead to serious psychological damage and physical harm, resulting 

in hospitalisation and, in severe cases, child mortality.  

 Governments, under pressure from the public, have recognised the importance of child 

protection, and have enacted legislation and regulations in this area, including the 

mandatory reporting of suspected cases of child neglect and abuse. This has added to 

increased complexity in the nature of emotional labour in the assessment officer role. In 

addition, the operation of the advisory service through call centres adds a further 

dimension to emotional labour in the assessment officer role. For these reasons, and, 

because of a gap in the literature on emotional labour in this specific occupation, it was 

felt that research into this area would be useful in providing additional information. 

 

4.1 The organisational context  

 To set the context for both Chapters 4 and 5, this section introduces the child protection 

call centres, one in NSW Health and the other in NSW Education, outlining the 

similarities and differences between them. It describes the geographical location and 

physical layout of the workplaces in each government department, followed by an 

overview of their work practices.  
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4.1.1 Government department one – NSW Health 

 Call centre one is located within NSW Health and consists of three units, located in 

Western, Northern and Southern New South Wales. The assessment officers participating 

in this study are situated in the Western and Southern New South Wales call centres.  

 The Child Wellbeing units in NSW Health are essentially stand-alone, each with its 

own management structure, policies and procedures, and phone systems. The director of 

the three centres is based at NSW Health Head Office in Sydney. Due to the vast 

geographical area covered, there is limited face-to-face contact across the units.  

 The call centres operate on weekdays from 8.30am to 5.00pm, during which the 

department’s employees, staff employed in affiliated health services and medical 

practices, as well as staff from Aboriginal Health Services and from certain private 

hospitals, make contact. Due to the small number of assessment officers at each location, 

one or two assessment officers are usually rostered to commence and finish their workday 

earlier, allowing these officers to assess child protection concerns that have been received 

overnight. Callers are automatically connected to one of the centres, based on location 

(postcode) to discuss concerns, to share information, and to negotiate and agree on 

outcomes.  

 The Western NSW Child Wellbeing unit employs the equivalent of seven full-time 

staff and is co-located with several other NSW Health services. The assessment officers 

occupy an open floor office space on the first floor, containing eight desks that are each 

divided by two-metre high sound-proof screens. This space also contains a small 

kitchenette. The manager’s and the administration officer’s offices are located on the 

ground floor, as are the shared rest room facilities and main staff room. The unit has 

access to a large meeting/training room which contains two desks where assessment 

officers may complete follow-up work and documentation without interruption from 

incoming calls.  

 The Southern NSW call centre employs the equivalent of six full-time staff and is 

similarly co-located at an existing NSW Health facility. Assessment officers here utilise 

two rooms on the first floor, each room containing four desks facing the walls of the 

offices. The manager’s office is located on the same floor, in a separate office. The unit 

has access to shared meal and meeting rooms.  
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4.1.2 Government department two – NSW Education 

 The Child Wellbeing unit of government department two, situated in the Sydney CBD, 

employs approximately twenty assessment officers, team leaders and specialist 

assessment officers who occupy the same open office space. The office space contains 

rows of six desks each, separated by low screens. Each manager occupies a separate office 

space, partitioned off by floor to ceiling glass walls and doors, facing the main office 

floor. The director of the Education Child Wellbeing unit is in the same premises.  

 The NSW Education call centre consists of one centralised unit, with the assessment 

officers being contacted by principals and staff employed in NSW public schools. The 

unit operates on weekdays between 8.30am and 5pm, including school holidays. Based 

on a daily rotational roster, a team of assessment officers answers inbound calls, and the 

other team completes documentation and makes follow-up calls.  

 The work structure, practices and duties of assessment officers are similar in both 

departments. Although there are slight variations in the design of the physical office 

spaces, the physical work environment in both offices is constricted, with physical 

movement limited. The assessment officers are effectively desk bound, focused on 

answering incoming calls. The work in both agencies consists mainly of voice-to-voice 

interaction, and although face-to-face contact may take place, it is a rare occurrence. The 

assessment officers are reliant upon colleagues for support, equal division of workloads 

and break times. 

 Some differences were observed between the two departments in terms of the 

assessment officers’ perception of their role and role performances. In department one, 

the assessment officers were not the only staff providing advice and guidance on child 

protection concerns. Other agencies involved, including major children’s hospitals, have 

access to alternative child protection units, psychologists and social workers. The roles 

filled by the assessment officers in both departments are discussed in more detail in the 

following section. 

 

4.2 The Work Roles and Practices of Assessment Officers   

 This section provides an overview of the work roles undertaken by the assessment 

officers in the call centres of the child protection units described above. The aim is to 

provide further context to the research findings on the nature of the emotional labour 

component of the assessment officers’ roles. 
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 In their day-to-day work, assessment officers undertake various tasks, ranging from 

purely administrative ones such as answering phones and data entry, to the core role 

requirement of responding to callers outside the agencies seeking advice and support in 

dealing with potential cases of child abuse and neglect. This involves tasks such as 

providing information, including advice on State and Federal legislation, guiding callers 

in analysing and responding to risk of child abuse and neglect, advising on the legal 

requirements of the mandatory reporting regulations, providing emotional support to 

callers in a potentially distressing situation, as well as coaching and mentoring on how to 

deal with current and future cases. Other related elements of the role include providing 

information and advice on issues relating to mental health, substance use, domestic 

violence and child development and safety. In carrying out this role, the assessment 

officers need to make use of innovative, flexible and sophisticated communication, 

negotiation and persuasion skills. 

 Reporting child protection concerns in New South Wales is a mandatory requirement 

embedded in legislation and regulations. As part of this system, an instrument referred to 

as the Mandatory Reporters Guide (MRG) has been developed to assist in determining 

whether or not a particular case meets the criteria for mandatory reporting of the situation, 

The use of this instrument by assessment officers is discussed in more detail in section 

4.3.4, impact of risk assessment practices on emotional labour, below. 

 The assessment officers rely on their emotional intelligence to analyse and evaluate 

the situation presented to them, and to provide appropriate advice and support to their 

callers. In doing this, the assessment officers need to identify and evaluate their callers’ 

biases and judgements while maintaining empathy for their circumstances. Katie, who 

worked in front-line child protection previously, spoke of the importance of 

understanding the callers’ emotions, and having counselling skills to deal with the 

situation professionally.  

 

 It is easy to get caught up with somebody else’s chaos, […] somebody else’s 

emotions, you know, so having counselling skills definitely helps to […] bring this 

down.  

 

 Katie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Georgie, an assessment officer in department two, described how she evaluated an 

individual caller’s knowledge of the child and its family. She has to ‘[…] kind of work 
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out which angle you are going to take with [the callers]’. Kayla, an assessment officer in 

department one, sought to assess the current levels of knowledge of child protection 

matters on the part of her callers through careful listening. ‘[I] listen out for the gap, [the] 

gap in knowledge around child protection’.  

One of the key aims of the Child Wellbeing units is to create positive change in the 

practice and attitudes of staff involved in mandatory reporting of child neglect and abuse. 

While the work is varied, complicated and ambiguous, its overall focus is on making 

long-term positive changes for children. They constantly aim to increase their own 

expertise to distinguish themselves from other child protection staff. Josie commented on 

how she sought to heighten her expert status; 

 

 … you grow as a professional and you get more confident in your responses […], 

you can assess what a child needs I suppose. Given the history and what has worked 

and what hasn’t worked in similar situations. […], and they [the callers] are just 

appreciative of the support, with the plan maybe and [the] information about 

service[s] and where to go ... 

 

(Josie, assessment officer, department one) 

 

 The experience of working in the call centre develops the assessment officers’ personal 

expert knowledge and skills, while at the same time creating opportunities for growth and 

independence in their callers. The assessment officers recognise that their work 

potentially influences state-wide professional practice in child protection. Their 

engagement with the individual callers influences the practice of many within the callers’ 

agencies, benefitting the many families involved with this service. Bella sums this up in 

the following comment. 

 

 I think the power, like, what we could do […] is amazing, because, […] every single 

child at some [stage] will have some form of [involvement with our agency] and […] 

if we target […] the hierarchy of different [services] and that information trickles 

down, [it] has a massive impact on the safety of children […]. 

 

Bella (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Interaction with one caller affects the caller’s colleagues in that newly gained 

knowledge is shared, and competence is increased to benefit the whole organisation. In 

the following comment, Rosa indicated an awareness of this. 
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 […] By increasing an individual[’s] capacity to respond [to child safety concerns] 

it means it helps more than that child. That [the callers and their colleagues] are 

talking about it means that they know that other children will benefit from that as well. 

It is more about empowering [callers] to respond more globally to children. 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 The assessment officers considered their work as being a resource and general support 

to staff. Zelda, an assessment officer in department two, explains her understanding of 

the assessment officer’s role in being a resource and providing support for callers who do 

not come from a child protection background.  

 

 [Our callers] are not coming from a child protection background and that, we 

completely understand. So therefore, it is easier for them to make a call and then we’ll 

do [the assessment] together and I suppose, for someone in some respects that is sort 

of better, [and it] gives you [the Assessment Officer], the opportunity to ask more 

direct and more specific questions which will then lead you to going down the right 

like the right decision tree… 

 

Zelda (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Assessment officers in department two commented that their callers viewed them as 

the ‘knowledge experts’, and as ‘those who are up to date with the latest information and 

skills in child protection’. There is a sense among assessment officers that they are 

perceived as their department’s experts on child abuse and neglect matters. Despite the 

differences between the agencies in terms of the availability of alternative advice, the 

assessment officers in both agencies can be viewed as being experts in identifying and 

responding to child protection concerns.  

 Discussions of child mistreatment are often confronting and value-laden, leading 

callers to include emotions and emotive reactions that may impede the capacity to learn 

and think (Fredrickson, 1998). The assessment officers need to manage the emotive 

interactions with callers as well as identifying and responding to the child protection 

concerns. This work requires the assessment officers to invoke their emotional 

intelligence to interpret the callers’ emotional states, while managing their own emotions 

at the same time. To sum up the work role context in which the assessment officers engage 

in emotional labour, I have outlined the wide range of sub-roles identified by the 
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assessment officers as elements of the performance of their daily operations in Figure 1 

below. 

 

Figure 1 – Professional work roles identified by the assessment officers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3 Emotional labour 

 This section describes and analyses the findings from the interviews and focus groups 

on the key characteristics of emotional labour within the child protection call centres 

described above. The findings and analyses are discussed under a number of sub-

headings, reflecting the range of characteristics of emotional labour that emerged from 

the data. 

 

4.3.1 Empathy and diplomacy as characteristics of emotional labour 

 The findings showed that emotional labour in the Child Wellbeing units required a 

high level of empathy and diplomacy. Respondents in the research pointed out that the 
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process of obtaining pertinent information from a caller, to adequately assess the level of 

risk in meeting the child’s needs, required all aspects of the child’s protection to be 

discussed, and the assessment officer and caller to reach an agreed response. As part of 

this process, assessment officers may need to challenge their callers’ beliefs and 

perceptions, a response that has the potential to generate tension between the caller and 

the assessment officer. They commented that in working through this process they needed 

to handle the situation with a high level of empathy and diplomacy. Bruno described how 

empathy and diplomacy were key elements of his interactions with callers.  

 

 Well, you process the information [provided by] the caller […], you present and 

you give them the advice in, in a way that de-escalates them, you formulate a plan with 

them, so […] I ensure my tone of voice is, at a level where it is comfortable for them, 

so they’re feeling comfortable [and] they are not in a space where they are 

maintaining that space of panic as opposed to, ‘Okay I hear where you are coming 

from, however this is where we need to go and tell me about the children’, and we 

focus the scenario back on the children. Whereas sure, there is no doubt about it, it 

was very, very distressing seeing all these things about mum, but having said that, 

what is going on with the children?  

 

Bruno (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Callers’ individual understanding of the risk levels varied widely, as did their 

emotional responses to the situation confronting them. Chris commented on these 

differences.  

 

 … [the callers] are all different because it depends on their comfort skills, […] on 

their background as well so, […] it is very different […] how [callers react to child 

abuse].  

 

Chris (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 The assessment officers recognised that there was no guarantee that callers would 

follow their recommendations and comply with legislation. They also recognised that 

callers were not directly answerable to them, and that this lack of direct control further 

added to the need for diplomacy. Nevertheless, they had to encourage the callers to take 

responsibility for following up their concerns relating to child abuse and neglect.  

 Julia, one of the managers in department one, commented on her sense of 

powerlessness, and despite feelings of discomfort, the need to maintain a sense of control 

through diplomacy.  
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 I suppose, you know, you just sit with it, a little bit uncomfortably, but then, in the 

end, I mean, [by] the end of the discussion I [have] asked so many questions that I 

[feel] that we [have] exhausted [all] and that [is] where it has to sit. 

   

Julia (manager, department one) 

 

 Similarly, the comments made by Chris showed that he was aware that he could not 

always express himself in an outright manner, and that his interactions with callers 

required diplomacy. 

 

 Look they are all different because it depends on their comfort skills, bit on their 

background as well so, […] it is very different […] you know. Does this [caller] say, 

‘This is not my area’, [I then want to reply,] ‘Well actually it IS your area, you just 

don’t realise it’. [But I can’t say that] in those specific words but ... 

 

Chris (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 These findings show that the assessment officers recognised that they sometimes 

needed to challenge callers on their knowledge of child protection topics and legislation, 

as well as their current practice and understanding of policies and procedures. They also 

realised that while the assessment of the child’s safety remained a priority, it was 

important to remain empathetic to the callers’ circumstances, and to be diplomatic in 

order to maintain an impartial and non-prejudicial approach in ensuring an equitable and 

accurate assessment of the situation. The emotionally charged context in which this 

occurs makes the characteristics of empathy and diplomacy important components of the 

assessment officers’ emotional labour. 

 

4.3.2 The analytical nature of emotional labour 

 One of the key findings that emerged was that the emotional labour of the assessment 

officers involved a high level of analysis; the assessment officers had to carefully analyse 

what the callers were saying in order to determine what was going on in the situation 

described. This was described by some respondents as ‘reading the situation.’ Katie 

commented on this, pointing out that she had had to listen carefully to be able to analyse 

the situation. 
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 […] there are some who are […] quite disturbed by the information and you […] 

can tell from their tone, from […] some of their, I guess, subjective opinion about what 

is going on, where they are coming from, where their feeling, where they’re at and 

[…] those who have dark humour about certain things and can’t be bothered by it 

[…].  

 

Katie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Maxine, also commented on the importance of carefully analysing the information 

being provided, particularly its credibility. 

 

 It is a real analyst role, really, because you've got to analyse not just what 

information they are giving you, but whether that kind of stacks up: and, so analysing 

at the same time how [the callers] are giving you the information and where they've 

got it from and whether it is credible and whether they have the skills and experience 

to really… do they, how well do they know this family, so you've got to analyse 

information and analyse the reporter who is giving it to you at the same time.  

 

Maxine (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 These findings show that the emotional labour of the assessment officer role involves 

a high order of skills to analyse the information presented, and to understand the callers’ 

judgements and values while taking account of their emotional state (Goleman, 1995; 

Hochschild, 2012). 

 

4.3.3 The reflective/evaluative nature of emotional labour 

 The research findings also identified an emotional labour characteristic closely related 

to analysis, reflection and evaluation. Interviewees indicated that following the initial 

analysis of the situation, they then needed to reflect on and evaluate this information 

before proceeding to give advice to their callers. This needed to be done at the same time 

as dealing with the emotional state of the caller in what could be an emotionally charged 

situation. In addition, the assessment officers had to be aware of, and deal with, their own 

emotions in the face of confronting information.  

 Maxine described this in the following comment that highlights the extent of the 

emotional labour involved. 

 

 … we de-escalate by reflecting back to [the callers], if they find it difficult or tough, 

[we] try and normalise that anxiety for them and just in a calm and measured 

approach… You kind of got to kind of assess where they [the callers] are coming from, 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

83 
 

but is it really based on, on the full picture or a good understanding or is it a lot of 

gaps and you can see we de-escalate by reflecting back to them if they find it difficult 

or tough and try and normalise that anxiety for them and just in a calm and measured 

approach.  

 

(Maxine, assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Maxine’s comments show that understanding the callers’ stressors and anxiety is a 

significant aspect of reflecting on and evaluating the information provided. Bruno’s 

comments are a good example of the reflective/evaluative nature of emotional labour in 

practice. 

 

 I hear [their] concern, I understand what [they] are saying, but also bringing it 

back to [whether the concern] is a child protection issue. Yeah, this is distressing, 

however if we look at it from the child’s perspective and [there may not be a] child 

protection concern and then you highlight the positives and [discuss] why it isn’t a 

child protection concern, so they can have that understanding as opposed to 

dismissing their feelings. So, not dismissing [but instead], acknowledging their 

feelings and working through it. 

 

Bruno (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 The comments made by Chris also drew attention to the evaluative aspect of emotional 

labour, emphasising the importance of evaluating the relevance of the information being 

presented by the caller. 

 

 …Putting things in a bit more order, because it can come out [in a] very disordered 

manner. […] thinking about what is relevant […] that is what I think about more often 

than not. I think, ‘Well, is that really relevant to what [the caller] is actually talking 

about?’ […] Sometimes [the caller will] say [something about the family history], and 

I’ll sort of think, ‘Well, is that really relevant in terms of what we are looking [for] in 

terms of this child?’, so […], I am not sure how relevant [some information] is, 

sometimes it is, but not always.  

 

Chris (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Vicky described how she engaged in the evaluation of the information being presented 

by callers by outlining some of the questions she asked, pointing out that one of her aims 

was to get her callers to reflect on the issues being discussed. 
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 I wanted to find out [from the caller]: ‘What is giving you that gut feeling, where 

are, what does it feel like, what’s it telling you?’, and by the time she unpacked that to 

the first level, we then unpacked it to the second level, like, ‘Ah you know it just that 

this and this happened’, and I go, ‘What are you seeing, when are you seeing that 

happen? How often are you seeing that happen? Why do you think that is a problem?’ 

and then they actually self-reflect, because so many of our [callers] work at that […] 

conscious level and there is a sub-conscious level. 

 

Vicky (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 These findings are similar to the observations made by Berends and Crinall (2014) 

that reflexivity is essential to work in the complex and multifarious human services 

industry. 

 The evaluation process is influenced by the interpretation of events by both callers 

and assessment officers. The many variables that create the understanding of ‘reality’ 

become apparent during the interactions between those involved (Shlonsky, 2005). 

Geoff, who works in department two, uses the metaphor of ‘connecting the dots’ to 

describe the process of discovering the pertinent details of the concerns being raised by 

callers.  

 The following material in Text Box 5 is a composite quote, derived and adapted from 

information provided by the Assessment Officers of NSW Health and NSW Education, 

and is included as part of the analysis of the findings in this sub-section as it sums up key 

points that emerged from the findings of the research. 

 
Text Box 5 – Challenging callers and information 

 

 It is fortunate, and equally unfortunate, that I deal with second- or even third-hand 

information. My job is to listen to what the caller has observed, noticed or heard from 

their client, child or from other services and colleagues. I must then question or 

challenge these narratives that are often like Chinese whispers. I need to be a critical 

thinker and use my assessment and questioning skills. These are important skills: I 

know it sounds rather facetious, but I can't always take the caller’s word for it.  

 My role is to establish the child’s experience: I need to be analytical, when 

questioning callers about the concerns they have. Callers make those sweeping and 

pejorative statements at times. They will say thing such as ‘child or mum came in with 

an injury or bruising’, or ‘the parents are druggies’, or ‘the house is filthy’. Firstly, I 

need to know how the caller knows that it is an injury, or a bruise and callers need to 
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describe what they have noticed. Sometimes the child is not bruised at all, and the 

appearance of the bruise is a medical condition. Other times the child had an accident 

or a fall and bruised him or herself and it has nothing to do with lack of parenting or 

supervision. 

 We focus on the child and the child's welfare, not so much on policing the parent's 

behaviour. Callers regularly tell us about the concerns they have for the children 

because of the parent’s mental health, substance use or financial stress for instance. 

They can tell us in detail what the parents’ behaviour is like, but what we really want 

to talk about is how that behaviour is impairing the parent’s care of that child. The 

essence of our work is the child, it is the child we always come back to. We want to 

know what that parent behaviour looks like and how this has an adverse impact on the 

child. Once you start calling the child by their first name, you bring the caller’s focus 

back to who is important. We know that many people have a mental health concern or 

financial stress, or they miss appointments, but is that is not a child protection concern 

or child abuse by default.  

 Callers can make indiscriminate statements about parental substance use, 

parenting skills, mental health and disabilities. When they are relaying information 

about the family the caller needs to tell me what they see. The caller is really my eyes, 

ears and other senses when they are relaying information to me about the family. 

Callers need to tell me how either of these issues are impairing the parent’s care of 

the child. They need to paint the picture and to assist them in achieving this, I ask a 

lot of questions, and sometimes that makes callers uncomfortable.  

 

Adapted from the information provided by the 

Assessment Officers at NSW Health and NSW Education 

 

 

4.3.4 Impact of risk assessment practices on emotional labour 

 One of the key issues emerging from the responses of the participants in the project 

related to the evaluation of risk, particularly associated with the use of the Mandatory 

Reporters Guide (MRG) adopted by the departments as standard practice. It was clear 

from the responses that activities associated with the use of this instrument in risk 

assessment had a strong impact on the emotional labour performances of the assessment 

officers. While the discussion of the findings in this area could have been included in the 

above sub-section on the evaluative reflective nature of emotional labour, it was felt that 
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because of the extent and intensity of the responses on this aspect, it would be better to 

treat it as a separate sub-section. 

 The assessment officers commented that to achieve an accurate risk appraisal of 

situations presented to them by their callers, they needed to place their main focus on the 

child at the centre of the situation, and that this often required them to ask difficult 

questions, challenge their callers’ opinions and biases. This frequently involved making 

use of the MRG in the risk assessment process. Petra’s comments showed that some of 

the callers did not fully understand how to use the guide, and she raises some of the 

problems associated with this. 

 

 [The callers’ reasons] vary; they might actually call through because [they have 

completed] the MRG process [and] the MRG said [to contact the unit]. [Some of the 

callers] are aware they need to go through that when they are presented with a case so 

they go through the tool and they ascertain whether it needs to be reported to [the 

statutory child protection department or] if [they need] to consult with [the unit] or if 

they just need to document [the concerns]. Sometimes they actually don't know how to 

use that tool or don't have a clear enough understanding of the tool or [they] might just 

be a bit concerned because it could be a little bit more complex. They might be presented 

with several different issues at once and not know [how] to use [the MRG]. 

 

Petra (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 The use of the MRG is an obligatory component of the risk assessment process, and 

helps to reduce the influence of emotiveness, broad assumptions and subjectivity in the 

assessment process. Rosa emphasised the importance of using the MRG as a component 

of the assessment process.  

 

 […] the first step is getting people to accept [the MRG] is a legitimate tool, then it 

is persuading them that it is actually really helpful […] and if it is nothing else, [it will 

tell us], ‘This is the sort of information that we need to gather’ [and then to ask them], 

‘Are you able to help gather some of it? Because so far […], the MRG is telling us, 

[the matter] does not need [a] response from the Statutory Child Protection 

department’. […] It is saying [these are] the sort of questions that [...] need to be 

answered. 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 The assessment officers commented on how the use of the MRG helped them to 

manage both their own and the callers’ emotionality in dealing with difficult situations. 

They reported that the MRG provided clear and distinct definitions of indicators of abuse, 
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allowing for a more impartial assessment to take place. They also found that it assisted 

them in negotiating an agreed objective version of the events that led to the call. Rosa 

comments show how she used the MRG to help overcome potential disagreement with 

the caller on the severity of the situation being reviewed. 

 

 […] if we get a [caller] who is really anxious about how serious it is, [it is about] 

actually bringing them back to the MRG and […] really unpacking that question, 

talking it through very slowly. […] That gets [the callers] to the point where they are 

happy to acknowledge that it is a lower level concern. […] I love the mandatory 

reporter guide, I like it because it is concrete and […], you can have all the 

conversation you like with somebody who has decided they are not willing to change, 

[…] being able to use […] the descriptors in the MRG […], I find that really helps. 

[…] If you hav[e] trouble in getting them down to acknowledge that it is a lower 

concern, […] or there isn’t really one, and it is more about their anxiety, or how they 

are reacting. [It is about] getting them to articulate what they actually think this 

situation might mean for a child, […] and I think the more often you ask the question 

about [the child and] what it means for a child , [you] ask them ‘Have you seen [the 

child]?’ Getting them to articulate where this child is at ... 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 The following composite narrative in Text Box 6, derived from information provided 

by the Assessment Officers in NSW Health and NSW Education, shows similar 

viewpoints on the value of the MRG in undertaking risk assessment in cases of potential 

child abuse and neglect, particularly in terms of assessment officers and callers 

negotiating an agreed report on the case discussed, ensuring that it reflects an accurate 

description of the situation. 

 

Text Box 6 – The construction of an agreed version of ‘truth’ 

 

 I sometimes wonder how I can elucidate fact from fiction. How do I determine what 

the callers are describing? The best way to assess the information and to avoid being 

caught up in the caller’s emotions, opinions, beliefs and attitudes is to apply the online 

Mandatory Reporters Guide (MRG). Applying the caller information focuses the 

callers on what they really should be looking for or be concerned about. For instance, 

that dirty or messy house, if you were to ask two different people how they would 

describe a messy house, you are likely to get two different descriptions. 

 I use the skills I learned from working front line. The memories and experiences 

from those roles are still there. I can imagine what people refer to when they talk about 
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children or houses being dirty or messy. I have seen many a messy house and I find it 

helpful to know the difference and I to ask the right questions. Using the MRG takes 

away that guesswork and opinion. When callers do not have the answer to the 

questions in the MRG, I ask further probing questions, or I suggest they go back to the 

client and find out more information. For a most accurate assessment I will always 

recommend the caller go and find out more and answer those questions accurately. 

 

Adapted from the information provided by the  

Assessment Officers NSW Health and NSW Education 

 

 

 These findings show that the assessment officers engaged in emotional labour in the 

risk appraisal process, particularly in making use of the MRG to help avoid confrontation 

with callers on the level of severity of the cases being discussed, and in drawing attention 

away from becoming overly emotional. They found that using the MRG helped to keep 

the discussion ‘on track’ with the focus more clearly on the risk to the child in the situation 

under review.  

 They found that through the application of the MRG, they were able to make callers 

more comfortable, assessing and responding in a calmer and more considered way. Also, 

applying the MRG sometimes changed the callers’ understanding of the risk, reduced the 

emotionality in the interaction, and enabled callers to rethink the relevance of their 

information. 

 The assessment officers’ work aspects of emotional intelligence, work roles and 

emotional labour are interconnected components in this process. These components of 

the risk assessment and the construction of truth are depicted in Figure 2 – Findings of 

data analysis below:  
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Figure 2 – Pieces of the puzzle – key elements in the work of assessment officers 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The figure above demonstrates that the MRG is a key part of the puzzle that is the 

assessment officers’ work. The findings seem to confirm suggestions in the literature that 

risk assessments based on the use of instruments such as the MRG are of greater accuracy 

than those based on clinical and professional judgement only (Baird et al., 1999; Barber 

et al., 2007; Nadelhoffer et al., 2012). The findings are also in line with the view that the 

evaluation of actual levels of risk is often influenced by personal biases (Baird et al., 

1999; Barber et al., 2007).  

 

4.3.5 Complexity of emotional labour in the call centre context  

 In the interviews and focus groups, several assessment officers drew attention to the 

increased complexity of their work resulting from the evaluation of child protection 

concerns via telephone consultations only. They pointed out that access to visual 

communication aids, such as body language, physical surroundings, facial expressions, 

kinesics (body movements), posture, eye contact, proxemics and physiological changes 

like sweating or blinking, are not available during voice-to-voice interactions. The 

absence of non-verbal information makes for intricate engagement. Katie described her 

experiences of this in the following comments. 

 

 [Being on the phone] is harder as well, because you have to listen harder to be able 

to find the same information. […] If you are in the room with someone, you can, 

besides what they are saying, […] gather [further] information […] so when you are 
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just listening on the phone, you sometimes have to listen harder to hear the same 

information. […] You have to listen very carefully, and you have to listen not only for 

what they are saying, but how they are saying it, where it is coming from, picking up 

on tone, intonation, all of that, so, breaking down those communication skills is really 

important in that way, so really paying attention to what that person is saying and how 

they are saying it. Because [to] you it […] is blind, […] and you can get it wrong. 

 

Katie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Josie described her feelings in having to rely on second-hand information that is easily 

misinterpreted or misunderstood.  

 

 [Just listening to a caller], having to step back and just [hearing about] the tip of 

the iceberg, of the story, [and] sometimes I think, ‘Oh, I just wish I could go and do a 

home visit, do the assessment myself, and then I’d know what pathway to go down!’ 

[…] I guess the flip-side [of working in the call centre] is you don’t get to see the 

family, you don’t get that sense of the body language and do the assessment yourself 

and […] first-hand make a plan based on the first-hand information… 

 

Josie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Vicky also commented on the complexity resulting from the call centre context, 

pointing out that some of the information being presented can be third hand, therefore 

requiring more careful analysis. She also observed that an awareness of the danger of 

relying on second and third-hand information tended to make her more ‘intellectual and 

analytical’ in interpreting it.  

 

 First-hand, we can actually see what is going on, […] a lot of language is non-

verbal, um, you can respond with immediacy, you can respond with your listening 

skills, your presence and those sorts of things. That tends to be more difficult on the 

phone when you are hearing something second or third hand so […] they were vague 

concerns … from [the caller]: it was second hand from [another professional], they 

were second hand from another [worker]. So, they are third hand by the time they get 

to me. So, what actually [happened], how many changes [have] there been along the 

pathway by the time they get to me? So, I think we become more intellectual about it, 

um, more analytical when you’re [interacting with clients] on the phone. 

 

Vicky (assessment officer, department one)  

 

 Feedback from the research participants indicated that despite its complications, 

assessment officers considered the call centre context less emotive and more time 
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efficient compared to face-to-face interactions. It was felt that emotional expression could 

compromise the assessment of risk, affecting the provision of support and guidance 

adversely. The telephone communication created a degree of distance and a space where 

the assessment officers could acknowledge the caller’s emotions while simultaneously 

evaluating the factual content emerging from the conversation. This aspect of the call 

centre context was described by Rosa. 

 

 … it is so much easier if don’t have to control my non-verbal stuff. […] It doesn’t 

matter how much nodding [I do]. During the conversation I am also googling, or I am 

looking up stuff. I only have to project that they have my […] full attention. I don’t 

actually have to give it. […] I don’t have to attend to my non-verbals and keep them 

under control during the conversation with [callers]. 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

  These findings show that the extra complexity generated by the call centre context 

adds an additional dimension to the initial risk appraisal of children’s welfare, wellbeing 

and safety, as the appraisal is often constructed from the interpretation, biases and 

recounts of the caller. A realistic and holistic picture of the child protection concerns has 

to be derived from the caller’s information. Communications and interactions are 

therefore pivotal to establish a correct version of events. This reflects the observation in 

the literature that there is a need to negotiate and agree on a version of ‘reality’ during the 

call (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013, p. 27). Other writers warn of the danger of providing 

misleading information such as outdated, or non-existent policies, as well as misaligned 

or misconceived ideologies (Lipsky, 1980; Rowe, 2012). 

 The findings on the complexity of emotional labour can also be linked to the literature 

on comparisons between high-volume call centres and high-quality ones. Operators in 

high-volume call centres often rely on scripted interactions, recommended and defined 

by the organisation, to guide and assist them in the completion of their work (Taylor & 

Bain, 1999, p. 109). However, interactions in the high-quality call centre often intersect 

role requirements, and the dialogue in this context is more complex and mostly 

unscripted. The interactions in high-quality call centres are often more meaningful, in-

depth and aim to guide and assist callers in responding to serious concerns. However, 

finding a balance between high-volume versus high-quality work is challenging (Bain et 

al., 2002, p. 172). These points were evident in the findings on this aspect of emotional 

labour in the child protection agencies. 
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4.3.6 The intense nature of emotional labour 

 While one would expect that work within a child protection context would have a high 

emotional content, what emerged from the research findings was that the emotional aspect 

was very intense. The feedback from the assessment officers indicated that while this 

intensity was experienced by both the callers and the assessment officers, the former 

generally did not engage with child protection issues on a daily basis, as child protection 

was not the main focus of their work. On the other hand, the opposite was the case for the 

assessment officers, and the high emotional intensity had an impact on their overall 

wellbeing and health. At times, this resulted in the need to call upon various coping 

mechanisms. Josie’s comment ‘perhaps you need to look at your career if you don’t feel 

emotion with child protection’ shows an acceptance that a high level of emotional 

intensity was part of the job.  

 Bruno, while also recognising the high emotional intensity of the interaction between 

assessment officer and caller, drew attention to the need at times to make use of coping 

mechanisms.  

 

 No, no, [I] still have those feelings, however there is coping mechanisms and the 

first one is, as I said before, you work through it with the [caller], step two [you] 

debrief straight away, yeah. Desensitisation? No.  

 

Bruno (assessment officer, department one)  

 

 Petra also commented on the intensity of the work, pointing out the need to find ways 

of dealing with the stress generated by the interaction with callers. 

 

 …this [job] is actually not as manic, but it is a lot more sort of intense kind of focus 

[…]. As long as [I] can get down the general detail […], making sure that I've got all 

the information during the call and complete […] agreed actions and stuff like that, 

you know? I guess the best way not to be too stressed about what's happening is to 

make sure you get everything [recorded in the database] as much as possible and you 

know, be ready for the next call, yeah. 

 

Petra (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Kayla commented on how the high emotional intensity of the work impacted on her 

during a lengthy session involving numerous calls. She found that it affected her attention 
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level, and that it could lead to her overlooking vital information, and not fully completing 

important tasks. 

 

 I think one of the dangers I found when we had a really high call volume was by the 

10th or 12th call you are not present in the phone call the same that you were in the first 

or second call and so you end up being a little more removed or less empathetic to the 

situation… 

 

Kayla (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Rosa, who held a managerial position in department one, recognised how high 

emotional intensity added to the overall complexity of the role in the following comment.  

 

 It is one of the [more] complex jobs […] that anybody will ever have to do. We are 

dealing with and […] talking to professionals. We [are] managing them as well as the 

information about the child and we are doing it over the phone and [that] has [its] 

challenge. 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

  Bella, from department two, drew attention to a number of stressors in her role, and 

how the intense nature of the work had an impact on her physical and mental wellbeing.  

 

 … it is physically and mentally a demanding role, just sitting at your computer 

for four hours and not being able to go to the toilet or have a break, and you’re flipping 

between however many databases and the IT is failing and the database is crashing and 

doing this all day, you could, you’ll end [up] with a neck you can hardly move at the 

end of the day so and you are mentally exhausted at the end of the day as well, so […] 

that is high stress, […] and you got to contain that, and not […] give it to the next 

person on the phone, because you could be on the phone for say 20 to 25 minutes, 

discussing something really, really concerning… 

 

Bella (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Kristin, her colleague, commented that she managed personal work stressors by, 

‘get[ing] up and go[ing] for a walk’, as well as through ‘a lot of consulting as well with 

[…] our team leaders’. The intensity of the work was further heightened by the need to 

convert a set of highly complex and emotion-laden interactions with a caller, into a set of 

written quantifiable data in a prescribed format. Although there was an emphasis on 
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personal relationships in the interaction, the assessment officers then had to reduce this 

to more impersonal data entry, a process which tended to generate a certain level of stress.  

 Katie drew attention to this in her comment.  

 

 [It] is a very complicated system, […] extremely bureaucratic in the sense of what 

boxes you have to fill out, what things you have to tick, that sort of stuff. So, that is 

incredibly time consuming at times, […] it’s recording for statistical purposes to 

provide evidence-based information ... 

 

Katie (assessment officer, department one)  

 

 One aspect of the findings related to a coping mechanism developed by the assessment 

officers to help manage the stress generated by the intense nature of the work. This 

involved changes to the daily work allocation arrangements. Instead of everyone 

following the same daily work routine of responding to a call and following this up with 

administrative work relating to the call just completed, the assessment officers came up 

with new work arrangements that involved rotations of answering inbound calls one day, 

followed by completing follow-up work the next day. This new work structure was found 

to be a practical way to reduce the intensity of the work, while ensuring a fair distribution 

of the workload and, at the same time, maintaining positive cross-team cohesion.  

 The daily rotation of tasks provided the assessment officers with time to complete 

follow-up work without accumulating new work. It was implicit that when rostered to 

answer inbound calls, the assessment officer would enter a minimum of details on the 

database, and complete follow-up work the next day. Zach described some of the 

problems associated with the previous approach. 

 

 […] we used to have a system where everyone would log in and then calls would 

come in and you would take them and there'd be a queue but the problem with that is 

if you were making an outbound call the call would go to the next person. […] There 

was sort of an incentive to make outbound calls, so that you would get less inbound 

calls so that people who weren't making outbound calls were getting more [work]. 

 

Zach (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 A key advantage of the new approach was that it created an opportunity for the 

assessment officers to recuperate and to regain composure. Zelda commented on the 

advantages of the new arrangements, particularly the reduction in stress. 
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 You know, making sure that you have put some referrals in place, […] and actually 

checking in with the [caller]. You know, just doing a bit of that kind of work, which 

[…], I think, offset[s] that full on stress, stress, stress, stress. Coming back and actually 

just checking in on the [caller], […] it is breathing space, it is that refocusing again 

and getting back to the work that you actually enjoy doing.  

 

Zelda, (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 These findings showed that there was a high level of emotional intensity in the 

assessment officers’ work. While it was generally accepted as ‘a necessary evil,’ a 

quintessential element of the work, most of the respondents referred to the high level of 

stress associated with the work, as well as the impact on their physical and mental health. 

 The literature indicates that it is not uncommon in high-volume call centres for 

operators to circumvent the intensity of the workload by placing callers on hold 

unnecessarily, and disabling calls, as a means of managing their workload (Hannif et al., 

2010, p. 49). While this did not appear to be the situation in the child protection agencies’ 

call centres, any tendency for this to occur had been largely overcome by the re-

arrangement of the work practices to accommodate a day taking calls, followed by a day 

undertaking administrative work and follow-up calls.  

 This arrangement provided the assessment officers with a coping mechanism that 

allowed them to recover from the intensity of dealing with incoming calls in a space 

similar to the concept of ‘back of house’ as described in the literature (Goffman, 1959).  

 Also, in much the same way as described by Sanders (2004), the assessment officers 

were able to engage in coping mechanisms such as using facial expressions, non-verbal 

and emotional behaviours, both in the call centre context and in a ‘back of house’ setting. 

This allowed them some freedom to express emotions whilst performing effectively and 

in a professional manner.  

  

4.3.7 The unpredictable nature of emotional labour 

 The findings revealed the unpredictable nature of the work, not allowing for adequate 

planning and scheduling of inbound calls as they tended to vary in intensity and duration. 

Assessment officers used the time between terminating one call and answering the next 

for data entry. However, since the units’ inception the volume and duration of calls had 

steadily increased, resulting in a reduction of time between calls and an increase in 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

96 
 

workload. Faye drew attention to the at times overwhelming nature of the work, 

manifested in the unpredictability associated with the volume of incoming calls. 

 

 [The assessment officers will say] ‘We are really being swamped […] what can we 

do?’ We all need to stop and consolidate. 

 

Faye (manager, department one) 

 

 These findings showed that the reasons for the performance of emotional labour in the 

call centres, the sheer volume of the work, combined with its emotional content and 

unpredictability, could make the workload significantly complex. The assessment officers 

indicated that they needed to find a balance between taking on new work and completing 

existing tasks while meeting specified time frames. The ‘incomplete’ tasks showing on 

each individual assessment officer’s database home page often caused stress, resulting in 

the assessment officers feeling overwhelmed. Vicki commented on this aspect.  

  

 Your responses emotionally are [going to] be different. [If] you got the time to 

[…] finish that matter and move on to the next one, I think that changes how we 

respond and our reactions too and, consequently our emotions, because I haven’t 

finished that other one and now, shoot, there’s another one. Having all that stuff on 

the screen and knowing I’ve got to get to that, I’ve got to get to that and then another 

[..] call comes in and if you are the only one or you are down on staff numbers, there 

is not a lot one does about that, you just do it, you just have, it is what it is … 

 

Vicky (assessment officer, department one)  

 

 The changeability of the work was further exacerbated by a number of other 

characteristics of the work environment, such as the legislative and organisational 

requirements relating to the recording of calls and dealing with the centre’s IT system. 

Some respondents found the latter frustrating in that it was very ‘mechanical’ in nature, 

and often failed to capture essential human qualities inherent in the interactions. Katie 

commented on this.  

 

 … The recording of the information can be time consuming [and it] can get over 

complicated. I understand we do need to record it, absolutely, I think in the way we 

record it could probably be different […]. I see the current system as being […] 

bureaucratic in the sense of what boxes you have to fill out, what things you have to 

tick. [It] is incredibly time consuming at times […], it’s recording for statistical 
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purposes to provide evidence-based information. I get that. But I think there has to be 

a simpler way. You know, I do think at times it’s a little bit overcomplicated. 

 

(Katie, assessment officer, department one) 

 

 This need for complicated data entry, quantifying the quality data for auditable 

purposes is similar to the conceptual and complex framework to document practice and 

quality interactions of government work as described by Munro (2004). The complex and 

time-consuming data recordings fail to examine the actual professional practice and 

interactions of the assessment officers. 

 

4.3.8 The relationship-building nature of emotional labour 

 The findings emerging from the research showed that emotional labour in the child 

protection agencies involved a process of relationship building. This involved the 

assessment officers discussing and resolving the callers’ concerns, giving them their 

undivided attention during the contact period. Building relationships also involved 

recognising that the callers’ time was highly valuable, and accepting that calls should not 

be time restricted, with no call rushed, and no call prematurely terminated. The 

assessment officers recognised that when interactions became more intense, they needed 

to remain sensitive to the callers’ needs.  

 There was also recognition that relationship building was a two-way process, 

benefiting both the caller and the assessment officer, as well as contributing to the 

organisation’s goals. Rosa’s comments showed the need for the assessment officers to 

build relationships with their caller clients, as well as some of the difficulties. 

 

 […]. We are talking to people who have their own agenda, [their] own busy-ness 

and we are […] agents of change. And I think it is probably one of the […] hardest 

jobs around, because we don’t pay [the caller’s] wages, we are not even part of their 

[workplace]. We don’t know who their managers are, and we don’t know their job. 

We know a bit about their job, but we don’t know what their current workload is and 

we [do not supervise] them. […] We don’t know what [their] current […] triggers are, 

so, I think we do an amazing job.  

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 Faye’s comment showed that relationship building took time, and therefore could not 

be rushed. 
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 You need to take as long as you need […] on the phone, because that is why people 

wait and that’s why people call; because they want a good service. I don’t want that 

quick, ‘Oh, there is […] three people, […] waiting, I better get off this quickly’. I mean 

[…] you can be efficient in a call but, but you don’t want to rush it either… 

 

Faye (manager, department one) 

 

 These findings portray relationship building as a significant characteristic of emotional 

labour in the call centres. The callers are not employees in the same section of the 

department as the assessment officers, and therefore are in a client relationship rather than 

a co-worker relationship. Unlike in high-volume call centres dealing mainly with one-off 

calls, the callers are likely to develop a long-term relationship, if not with the individual 

assessment officer, then with the organisation as a whole. For these reasons, relationship 

building is important, and is likely to involve a high emotional labour content (Bolton, 

2000b; Hochschild, 2012).  

 

4.3.9 The collaborative nature of emotional labour 

 The findings from the research brought out the collaborative nature of emotional 

labour in the call centres. They showed that the assessment officers were working 

collaboratively, seeking to reduce the adverse effects of the work demands. This resulted 

in creating space that allowed them to follow up on incomplete tasks and other work 

during times of low call volume. These practices were encouraged in the workplace. 

Alexis, an assessment officer in department one, explained its importance.  

 

 […] we work as a team and get the support that we need, well, that it does need to 

happen and that the manager backs you, that’s really important […]. I enjoy talking 

to the [callers], […] at the end they’ll thank you and they’ll say ‘Yes, I can, I 

understand I can do that’. And now with us doing the follow-up [work] with the 

referrals, [for] the first couple [of follow ups], nothing happened, but the subsequent 

ones, you can see it’s going on, you can see it change and I think that’s really […] 

what we are here for. 

 

Alexis (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Tony, Alexis’ colleague in department one, also showed the collaborative nature of 

emotional labour in the value he placed on working as part of a team towards the goal of 

supporting each other. 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

99 
 

 

 We have a very good team of people working here […] I really am one of those 

people who enjoy[s] the support of my colleagues. We support each other especially 

in tough times […] from my experience I can sense that very, very well, […] sometimes 

or especially when we are short staffed […] we are good in responding to [each other]. 

 

Tony (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Scott also made positive comments about the collaborative nature of the work. 

 

 We are all working here together, so [it] requires a bit of teamwork, a bit of 

understanding of what the other person is going through, and you know, I think the 

maturity levels are good. 

 

Scott (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 These findings showed the collaborative nature of emotional labour in the call centres. 

Through their collaborative practices and collective team efforts, the assessment officers 

were able to maintain more manageable workloads, as well as increasing their interest in, 

and energy for, the emotionally challenging work. Emotional labour performance is used 

to engage and encourage others, about being gracious and being grateful or showing 

appreciation (Humphrey, 2013). Teamwork and time out from incoming calls allowed 

assessment officers to recover from periods of emotionally intense interaction, as well as 

to regain a level of control over their work. The assessment officers collaborate so they 

create opportunities for physically distancing themselves and moving into spaces of 

recuperation (Goffman, 1959; Goldsmith, 2010).  

 

4.4  Conclusion 

 Following an overview of the organisational context and the work roles and practices 

of assessment officers in two child protection agencies, this chapter presented the findings 

from nine interviews and two focus group discussions that comprised the research for this 

study on the nature of the emotional labour undertaken by the assessment officers. The 

findings demonstrate that the assessment officers perform significant levels of emotional 

labour in responding to callers from outside organisations seeking information, advice 

and support on a range of child protection issues.  
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 Analysis of the data emerging from the research identified a wide range of 

characteristics of the emotional labour, some common to the many occupations that 

involve emotional labour, and some specific to the role of assessment officers in a high-

quality call centre environment in child protection agencies. The range of characteristics 

included empathy and diplomacy, analysis, evaluation and reflection, including the 

evaluation of risk through the use of the MRG, complexity, relationship building, 

intensity, collaboration and unpredictability. 

 While engaging in the wide range of activities associated with these characteristics of 

emotional labour, the assessment officers needed to deal with the emotions of their callers, 

as well as reflecting on and managing their own emotions in often highly emotional 

situations. The findings showed that the call centre environment in which the interaction 

between assessment officer and caller took place had both positive and negative aspects. 

On the negative side, the absence of face-to-face contact meant that the parties were not 

able to make use of visual cues such as facial expression and body language, cues that are 

often useful in interpersonal interaction. On the positive side, the call centre environment 

provided some distance between the participants in the interaction, masking cues that 

could increase tension in a face-to-face situation. 

 It also emerged from the research that engaging in a wide range of activities associated 

with emotional labour in the child protection agencies involved the assessment officers in 

a range of higher-order skills that would not normally be part of the role undertaken by 

an employee in a high quantity call centre. The highly sensitive and emotionally charged 

environment in which the assessment officers and callers interact, particularly around 

cases dealing with serious child abuse and neglect, results in the need for higher-order 

skills such as risk assessment, legal interpretation, negotiation and counselling. Added to 

this is the complexity of operating within a call centre context. 

 Another aspect of the role of the assessment officers that emerged from the findings 

was that it also involved the assessment officers in the longer-term activity of educating 

their clients in the complex issues of child protection, including an understanding of the 

legal requirements of mandatory reporting of suspected child abuse and neglect. In doing 

this, the assessment officers facilitate change and improve practice in child protection in 

a range of organisations outside their own. This involves working collaboratively, valuing 

and recognising stakeholders’ input, and sharing their own, their colleagues’, and their 

callers’ information in ways described in the literature (Ospina & Foldy, 2010).  
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 The analysis of the findings also showed that engaging in the wide range of highly 

skilled professional roles outlined above involved the assessment officers in what can be 

regarded as leadership work within their agencies. The assessment officers’ autonomous 

practice involving a significant level of discretion in decision-making, together with the 

ability to lead change both with individuals, and indirectly in external organisations, adds 

to the leadership nature of the role. This suggested the need to review the research findings 

on emotional labour, and to explore the data further to view it from a leadership 

perspective.  

 In Chapter 5 I present the findings from a re-analysis of the research data, looking at 

how involvement in emotional labour, combined with engagement with a range of 

professional work activities, constitutes a leadership role on the part of the assessment 

officers in the Child Wellbeing units in the two government departments.  
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Chapter 5 – The processes of leadership practice 

 This chapter presents the findings from the second analysis of the interviews and group 

discussions of the 20 assessment officers who participated in this study, to focus on 

elements of leadership in their practice. The findings demonstrate that assessment officers 

are the leading agents who identify and respond to child protection concerns in their 

departments. In this chapter I explore how the assessment officers practise leadership 

through the performance of emotional labour with the purpose of sharing knowledge of 

child protection practice.  

 The initial role of the assessment officers as the department’s first ‘point of contact’ 

for child protection concerns, has evolved into a position of empowering their 

organisation’s front-line workers. The array of work roles the assessment officers perform 

confirms the work from Higgs (2017a) who compares leadership work with the exigent 

task of managing many different roles at once. Child safety has been redefined as more 

than just statutory child protection and within their departments the assessment officers 

are recognised as being master of a platform of knowledge and learning (Lazaric, Longhi, 

& Thomas, 2008). The assessment officers encourage callers to embrace responsibility 

and to become child protection champions in their individual roles (Ospina & Foldy, 

2010). The transformative discussions with callers facilitate sharing of knowledge, 

resources and networks. The leadership contributions of the assessment officers are found 

in the way they inspire cognitive and practice changes, encouraging callers to enhance 

their independence and responses to child abuse and neglect. The status, experience and 

seniority of both the professionals and the assessment officers, as well as the application 

of the Mandatory Reporters Guide (MRG), influence the construction of dialogue. During 

these professional interactions expert knowledge and skills are shared, to encourage 

reflective practice and improvement in skill. 

 In this chapter I define the three spaces of safety, connection and reflection in which 

the assessment officers’ leadership practice occurs. The assessment officers’ leadership 

work emerges through linking callers to the broader, state-wide or nation-wide arena for 

collaborative practice and facilitates enhancement of callers’ child protection practice. 

Their exclusive interactions with their department’s professionals form foundations for 

mutual decision-making. Both the assessment officers’ and callers’ professionalism, 

expert knowledge and understanding of relevant practices, policies and legislation 

contribute to the leadership process. The decision-making is not only based on the 

assessment officers’ expertise in child protection and the callers’ expert knowledge in 
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their field of practice but incorporates caller ability to respond and manage their 

workloads and skills.  

 Using the grounded theory analytical framework (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Saunders et 

al., 2007), the findings demonstrate how assessment officers interpret and construct their 

practice of leadership, one call at a time. By embarking on a second analysis of the data 

with a focus on how the assessment officers empower, support, coach, mentor and guide 

their individual, state-wide workforces, the lens of leadership was the most appropriate 

to explain the emergent practices between assessment officers and callers. The data 

demonstrates that the assessment officers’ leadership practice, embedded in their 

emotional labour, creates safe and valued spaces in which they contain emotions (Evans 

& Sinclair, 2015), build relational connections with callers, and work through a reflexive 

approach to child protection reporting and consequential decision-making 

 In Figure 3 – The process of assessment officers’ leadership practice, I depict 

leadership as it is practised by the assessment officers.  

 

Figure 3 – The process of assessment officers’ leadership practice 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This three-part process of leadership practice provides the basis for exploration of 

leadership practices of assessment officers. The emotional labour performance of the 

assessment officers affords the callers a safe space (Goffman, 1959) in which assessment 

officers build relational connections to facilitate reflexive dialogue about critical child 

protection issues.  

 The following section, 5.1, the three spaces of leadership practice, is divided into three 

sections. In the first section I explore how the assessment officers provide leadership by 

creating spaces of safety in which they support callers. The second section examines the 

space in which assessment officers construct connections with the professional network 
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of child protection. In this space assessment officers encourage discussion, collaboration 

and develop relationships. In the third section I investigate the leadership space where 

assessment officers encourage and develop caller reflexivity. This is the space where they 

challenge and question beliefs that inform decision-making and allow for practice 

transformation.  

 

5.1  The three spaces of leadership practice  

 In this study, the question of leadership practice arises from considering the 

performance of emotional labour as an inseparable phenomenon to the enactment of the 

many work roles. The performance of emotional labour assists the assessment officers in 

determining which work role to enact, whilst they continue to manage their own and the 

caller’s emotiveness. Assessment officers are not in any officially appointed or formal 

positions of power or authority; rather, they are informal leaders who, due to their 

expertise and knowledge, are recognised within their organisation as those who have 

gained the respect and credibility to influence and support others, sharing their leadership 

work by creating decision making opportunities (Peters & O'Connor, 2001; Seaman, 

LaPerla, Schwartz, & Bienstock, 2018).  

 Although research participants were not directly questioned about leadership practice 

or any leadership roles, their descriptions of their professional work incorporate many of 

the elements categorised in the leadership literature. From the perspective of the 

assessment officers’ leadership practice, a traditional definition of leadership furnishes 

feelings of uneasiness (Hunt & Dodge, 2001; Lichtenstein, 2000; Pearce & Sims, 2000; 

Taylor, 1999; Tsoukas, 1996). The more conservative definitions suggest the possibility 

of practising leadership whilst ignoring the involvement of the many connections and 

relationships (Hunt & Dodge, 2001, p. 436). Rather, leadership should be predominantly 

viewed as a process of interactive and interdependent contexts (Day et al., 2004; Pearce 

& Conger, 2003b; Spillane, 2005).  

 The second analysis of the data concentrated on the participants’ definition of their 

professional work roles and how they extend their work beyond the process-based 

activities. The assessment officers have developed their role into a unique resource of 

support and guidance, in which they discuss emotion-evoking information, refocus, 

validate and de-escalate the callers’ discomfort. Throughout the process, sensitivity to 

callers’ emotional responses is crucial. The assessment officers ask difficult questions, 

challenge caller opinion and biases as well as prompting the callers to approach child 
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protection from different perspectives. They also educate callers and offer tools and 

means to accomplish an accurate risk assessment.  

 Leadership contributions are often present when facilitating change in thinking and 

practice and at times when decision-making transpires effectively and efficiently (Frost, 

2003; Seaman et al., 2018). The leadership practices of the assessment officer are aimed 

at instilling a sense of responsibility and accountability in callers when confronted with 

child protection concerns. Adaptation to the many challenges in the management of 

discussing child protection concerns is a regular necessity in the assessment officers’ 

daily operations. Their ability to adapt allows their leadership qualities to become 

apparent (Heifetz, 2006; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001). The collaborative engagement with 

callers and others, to address problems and to embrace and encourage improvements, is 

a key component of leadership practice (Higgs, 2017b).  

 Assessment officers practise their leadership by guiding and supporting their callers 

through situations where existing structures, procedures, and processes are insufficient 

(Ospina & Foldy, 2010; Seaman et al., 2018). Collaboration, discussion, challenging and 

reframing the callers’ thinking to enhance knowledge and practice occurs in the 

constructed safe spaces in which assessment officers contain emotions, support, connect 

and practise reflexively with the callers.  

 In section 5.2, leadership practice in the spaces of safety, I begin with the exploration 

of the first of the three spaces in which the assessment officers practise leadership; the 

space of safety, where emotional containment and support takes place. 

 

5.2 Leadership practice in the spaces of safety 

 The acknowledgement and understanding of callers’ emotional states is fundamental 

to the establishment of relationships with callers. The assessment officers’ professional 

work roles and the performance of emotional labour allow them to assist callers in 

overcoming differences and difficulties. It is important that the assessment officers de-

escalate callers’ emotional responses and tease out the callers’ concerns of child 

protection. Their interactions with callers are aimed at educating and empowering them, 

and they must competently respond to the callers’ identified concerns and vulnerabilities 

for children and families.  

 The disclosure of the concerns takes place in a space of safety where callers feel 

supported, and are listened to, without judgement.  
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5.2.1 Creating a backstage to the callers’ professional performance 

 Through acknowledging the callers’ preconceptions, personal biases and emotional 

reactions to child abuse and neglect, the assessment officers manage caller discomfort, 

contain their stress and encourage discussion. The calls themselves can be considered safe 

spaces, a space where callers find themselves in a ‘behind the scenes’ environment 

(Goffman, 1959; Leigh, 2017). In this space assessment officers can discuss concerns and 

aim to build a relationship with the caller to challenge and question their beliefs and 

facilitate practice transformation.  

 Faye explains the dynamics of her exchange with callers as she works collaboratively 

and constructs safe spaces in which she supports and connects with callers, where she 

starts her leadership practice by leading callers through the suspected concerns, as well 

as the assessment of child abuse and neglect. 

 

 You have to have the ability to listen to people and not necessarily write everything 

down […]. You really have to be [an] active listener. Listening to what they [callers] 

are saying and […] they might be talking for quite some time before you get to the 

crux of the matter. You really don’t want to waste and get caught up in the swamp, so 

it is that ability to actually analyse the circumstances and to pull things out of the 

swamp, that is our job. I guess, […], look[ing] at things from that perspective, whilst 

acknowledging there is all those other issues. It is about moving the person to 

[consider what] the risk issues [are] and how can we respond. And I think that can be 

tricky. […] People need to be able to sift through that and be really clear [on] what 

the risk issue is and not get caught up in the emotion of the caller. I think the other 

part of it is, is that you need to be child-focused; so you have to remember what is 

happening for the child or the young person or the unborn. [Asking] what must it be 

like for them in that situation and just bringing it back to [the child and] not getting 

caught up in the adult behaviour. I mean certainly that is what we have to appraise, 

but not getting caught up with that and only looking at that and [missing] that next 

step of what is the impact on the child. […] You are actually using your skills that 

you’ve learned in child protection. […] you can use those skills in coaching those MRs 

[mandatory reporters/callers]. That to me that is a lot of job satisfaction, […] 

 

(Faye, manager department one) 

 

 During the conversations with her callers, Faye works hard to create a safe space to 

privately discuss the process of navigating child protection concerns. Although this may 

be considered mechanical or administrative, her leadership work is formed by 

constructing a response to child protection concerns and by compelling workforce 

compliance with legislation and the department’s internal policies, procedures and 

guidelines. In the spaces of safety and support Faye contains caller concerns and emotions 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

107 
 

(Evans & Sinclair, 2015), she listens to the callers and expertly constructs a non-

judgemental dialogue to scrutinise the callers’ information.  

  

5.2.2 Creating a non-judgemental environment 

 The subject of child abuse and child protection is susceptible to callers making highly 

normative judgements about what is appropriate for children, based on personal 

experience, social class, cultural values, and professional education. Through using non-

judgemental questioning, coaching and her expertise, skill and qualifications in child 

protection, Faye facilitates a space where callers feel safe to disclose and where they are 

educated on their practice of responding to child abuse and neglect. Often callers share 

their experiences of recognising and responding to child abuse, through which they seek 

feedback to alleviate anxiety. Assessment officers’ emotional labour performance aims 

to understand the callers’ emotions and to subsequently manage their emotional reactions.  

 Bella uses the safe spaces to unbundle misconceptions around child protection and 

responses. Again, the call and the space constructed provide the opportunity to discuss 

and unburden concerns.  

 

 I think also their own personal bias coming into it, so you know where the primary 

concerns are drug or alcohol or mental health or physical abuse you know separating 

their own personal views on how they perhaps discipline their own children compared 

to, ‘is this actually child protection? Or is it just a parental choice?’ Um, so I think it 

is talking through [this]. 

 

Bella, (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 In this caller-initiated safe space, assessment officers respond sensitively to their 

callers, without judgements, so callers may share the burden of child abuse and neglect. 

Although the contact with callers is relatively brief, assessment officers must also 

establish a space of trust.  

 

5.2.3 Building a trustful relationship 

 Acuity, understanding and responses to child abuse and neglect may vary considerably 

between callers due to different levels of experience, knowledge, attitude, understanding, 

as well as willingness and ability to respond adequately and confidently to child 

protection concerns. However, often callers contact the assessment officers to meet their 

mandatory reporting requirements, or to debrief. Bella recognises the sense of discomfort 
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and unfamiliarity in callers when they are confronted with child abuse and neglect 

concerns. She empathises and uses her expert child protection skills to support callers and 

construct a safe space for discussion and in which a trustful and valuable relationship can 

be established.  

 

 I think we definitely know enough to give quality advice […]. I think, I think they 

do value the unit even if it is just to debrief, because the principals have so much 

responsibility that they do so much more than just care for the kids they need to run 

an entire school […]. I think sometimes it is just good for them to call us and to debrief 

and to discuss some of those concerns. I think they do value us. 

 

Bella (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 In the safety of the call, Bella’s interactions and relationship building encompass much 

more than active and reflective listening. In a relatively short time and without prior 

knowledge of the caller’s concerns, Bella provides support and establishes trust.  

 Assessment officers’ leadership is practised through ‘the dynamic oscillating rhythm 

of influence and interaction patterns observed in the interactions of people’ (Berscheid, 

1999; Martin, Epitropaki, Erdogan, & Thomas, 2019). These relationship-building skills 

assist in influencing callers’ thinking about child protection and in promoting and 

encouraging best practice.  

 The interactions and adaptation of the professional roles are individualised to suit the 

context of the call and the callers’ needs. Often these roles are performed fluidly and 

flexibly (Bauman, 2000), for short periods of time (Baumeister, 1996). Through adapting 

professional roles and interactions to meet callers’ needs, Katie connects with callers and 

unbundles the callers’ normative reasoning:  

 

 So, you are also gauging the human element of the person who is giving you the 

information. So, I guess then the information that I get, […] is about, ‘Okay give me 

the facts and what [has been done]?’ You know, in a sense it is a kind of coaching, 

counselling, consulting combination role, you know, and you could get the three within 

a sentence. 

 

Katie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 It is imperative that Katie tailors and individualises her approach to construct 

meaningful interaction and connects with the callers. It is in this space where assessment 

officers present and adapt professional work roles simultaneously, sequentially within the 
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one or over many calls to provide legitimate advice and education to address the identified 

concerns and to enhance caller responses. By acknowledging and understanding the 

various backgrounds, qualifications and experiences of each caller, her interactive and 

characteristically unique conversations, often with highly skilled, educated and qualified 

professionals and experts in their field, allow for the creation of space in which 

connections are established and meaningful discussion can occur. Skills are adapted to 

align with needs, background and situation or status (Beech & Huxham, 2003) and 

assessment officers resort to mentoring, counselling, debriefing, encouraging and 

reassuring their callers accordingly. Both male and female assessment officers 

demonstrate ‘communal behaviour’, as both engage with their callers in a way that is 

responsive, considerate and sensitive (Eagly & Wood, 1991). Their interactions are in 

response to the callers’ needs and to demonstrate a general concern (Clark & Mils, 1993). 

 In the space of safety (Goffman, 1959), through listening and empathising, assessment 

officers practice leadership through collaboration with callers to work through 

discomfort, concerns and emotions about child abuse and neglect and forge relationships. 

Leadership work is about connecting with others to add value, reframe thinking processes 

and transform work practices (Cherry, 2017). In the following section 5.3, leadership 

practice in the spaces of connections, I explore the assessment officers’ leadership 

practice through building connections and relationships, with the assistance of performing 

emotional labour and their professional work roles. 

 

5.3 Leadership practice in the spaces of connections 

 In the safe spaces, assessment officers bring together analysing, prioritising, 

negotiating and multi-tasking skills to form collaborative relationships with their callers. 

Emotions and emotional labour are significant to the leadership work of those recognised 

as formal and informal leaders in their field (Fairhurst, 2011; Fisher, 2019). There are two 

elements to the process of collaboration and connection, building relationships internally 

between callers and assessment officers, and connecting callers with the broader network 

of external child protection professionals. These processes form the foundations for 

understanding the needs of the callers and those of the vulnerable children suspected to 

be at risk of harm. The interactions foster robust conversations about the concerns and 

the responses to child safety. In this space assessment officers aim to connect with the 

callers, while also connecting the callers into the broader network of child protection and 

other professionals.  



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

110 
 

 

5.3.1 Constructing connections with callers 

 The assessment officers perform emotional labour to regulate their own emotions, as 

well as to influence the moods, emotions and performances of other people (Ashkanasy 

& Humphrey, 2011; Humphrey, 2005, 2006, 2008; Humphrey et al., 2008). This skill is 

crucial in allowing them to create the space of connection. The assessment officers’ 

connection with callers, their practice of quiet leadership, is created through the act of 

deep listening, and asking questions and earning respect by modelling and sharing 

knowledge and skills (Cherry, 2017; Evans, 2012). 

 The assessment officers’ work occurs in the human services industry which involves 

working with emotions and emotional reactions (Brunetto et al., 2016). They create 

valuable connections with callers during which they consult and discuss concerns.  

 

 [The callers] want reassurance that there is not something else there that they 

should be doing […]. I don't necessarily think it is always debriefing, I think it's usually 

just ‘I want to pass this on, just in case’, sometimes. Like they have a gut feeling about 

something particularly […]. Just listening to [the callers] on the phone, they find it 

really valuable: they wouldn't be ringing if they didn't [value our input]. 

 

Matt (assessment officer, department two)  

 

 During these conversations, assessment officers impart skill and expertise; they direct, 

guide, and align the shared outcomes, thereby making a commitment to being part of the 

outcome or solution.  

 

 … you feel like you are having a bit of an impact. You […] are listening to people, 

people feel like they are listened to, […] and that they are not on their own about 

making decisions about children and their families.  

 

 Katie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Katie listens to the concerns of child abuse and neglect and discusses callers’ 

uncertainty. She acknowledges the lack of confidence in callers when confronted with 

child abuse and neglect. Her leadership practice is framed through her ability to challenge 

and reiterate the callers’ responsibilities and to encourage them to continue working with 

families. Assessment officers’ leadership practice occurs as they are, in part, responsible 

for addressing complexities and issues, as well as solutions. The confronting, 
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unpredictable nature, as well as the high emotiveness of the conversations, forces 

assessment officers to acknowledge their role and personal accountability in responding 

to these concerns.  

 During the telephone interactions the assessment officers gain an understanding of the 

callers’ emotionality and appraise the concerns for the child. As only pertinent 

information achieves an accurate assessment of risk, appraisals cannot be impeded and 

cannot be influenced by biased statements or beliefs. The caller’s choice of words, their 

voice, tone, volume, intonation and the speed of speaking form the basis of the assessment 

officer’s interpretation of information and subsequent assessment (Garosi et al., 2019). 

Assessment officers are forced to listen beyond the callers’ direct words and rely on 

hearing ‘between the lines’, comprehending the auditory, verbal cues and paralanguage 

that modify or accompany phonemes or utterances (Miller, 2004) 

 Maxine responds sensitively to callers who are distressed and experiencing discomfort. 

Through her practical and emotional support, combined with an educational perspective, 

she encourages the callers to connect with their own professional resources and networks. 

 

 [Child Protection] is […] quite a bit of a burden. For anyone really to be worrying 

about child protection concerns and the management of trying to resolve them, it's a 

big responsibility and even for child protection caseworkers I know it is a huge 

responsibility. For people [whose] core business is education or health, child 

protection for them […] is an additional thing and it helps I guess, if someone is 

carrying it with them and they are not just handling it on their own.  

 

Maxine (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Maxine journeys alongside her callers and together they arrive at decision-making. 

She instils confidence in callers and encourages them to reconsider the position child 

safety holds in their daily work. Assessment officers have a responsibility to field callers’ 

reactions and concerns and guide them in constructing adequate responses and by 

connecting with expert knowledge and best practice, preventing child abuse and neglect 

from escalating. Katie explains: 

 

 … I am able to provide the skills that I have learned, such as coaching, mentoring 

and the knowledge that I’ve gained, and I am only just realising how much knowledge 

I have gained, because of what I am able to impart […]. It sometimes still surprises 

me, um, people with such expertise ring up about […] child protection stuff and they 

have no knowledge about it. So, that kind of shocks me in a way […] and I speak [to 

callers] who you think, ‘Oh my god, this person is the absolute expert and yet they are 
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struggling with what to do!’, […], so, I kind of think to myself, ‘Oh, okay I do provide 

a service to that particular person’, and I have had the feedback of, ‘Wow, I have never 

thought of that, that is really good, that is so helpful, thanks for all your help.’ […], 

so, um I guess in a sense I feel a little bit more valued […]. 

 

Katie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Katie’s professional and expert connection with callers goes beyond merely providing 

practical support or advice. Her relational leadership practice is aimed at forming 

collaborative partnerships with callers and beyond, encouraging callers to acquire 

confidence and independence in responding to child safety issues. The leadership work 

of constructing connections allows the assessment officers to lead the callers through the 

many child protection dynamics and complexities. Petra assists callers through 

connecting the various professional work roles with the callers’ needs as necessary, to 

work through the identified child protection concerns and responses.  

 

 I am assuming that everybody gets conference calls, so you'll have, you know, the 

student counsellor, the teacher, the principal, there'd be a variety [of people]. […] So, 

you are managing that call […], you remember who is who and what position [they 

have] and you are taking kind of a leadership role […] in directing questions, 

gathering information, and then sorting it and documenting it accurately as well. So, 

you have got your [callers], and [you are] making sure that everybody is 

understanding, they've all been able to provide the information that is required […] 

from them. I don't know, you kind of managing the call, even though they called you 

and you didn't even know they were going to [call you].  

 

Petra (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 The various professional work roles, as well as creating the context in which to engage 

in dialogue, suggest that Petra is taking on a leadership role as she aligns the focus on 

children, emphasising a common direction. She directs callers, gathers information, enters 

into mutual agreements and shares a commitment to resolution with her callers. Petra’s 

ability to construct an exchange is initiated through her ability to self-direct, to take 

control of the situation and to encourage and motivate others (Bande, Fernández-Ferrín, 

Varela-Neira, & Otero-Neira, 2016; Pearce & Manz, 2005). 

 The enactment of professional work roles permits the assessment officers to meet 

callers’ needs and to validate their experiences of child protection. The construction of 

these professional connections and the ability to embrace responsibility for change and 

improvement contributes to leadership practice (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). The connections 
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between assessment officers and callers ripple through the callers’ department and 

immediate workplace, affecting and influencing other staff and service users. Leadership 

practices demand working through adversity, problems and challenges as they present 

(Cherry, 2017; Heifetz, 2006; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001). It is about building callers’ 

confidence and developing independent, autonomous and nurturing networks. These 

collaborative practices encourage and empower callers to work independently (Coulson-

Thomas, 2015). Linking callers with broader child protection networks facilitates the 

sharing of expert skills, knowledge and information. Connecting people and weaving 

their many different worlds together makes leadership happen as it encourages callers to 

build relationships beyond their own immediate contacts (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). 

 

5.3.2 Constructing connections between callers and external networks 

 The independent leadership practices translate to assessment officers connecting 

callers with the larger professional practice of child protection. Emotional intelligence, 

the performance of emotional labour, and expert child protection knowledge are essential 

in connecting with callers. These skills assist assessment officers in guiding callers 

through the emotions that are triggered during the process of making the call and 

discussing the concerns. The information, interpreted without the interference of 

emotions, facilitates the improvement of the professional relationship:  

 

 I had one [caller], it wasn't so much their uncomfortableness with child protection 

issues; they'd stopped referring to [a service] because [the caller] didn't like the 

agencies that the [service] was referring [their families] on to. […] I kind of stepped 

in and said, 'Well, I am gonna make the referral to [this service] because that's who 

I think it should go to. I'll pass on your feedback as well […] and maybe we can 

organise a meeting face-to-face […] to discuss the problem, because it is […] a block 

in the referral pathway and it needs to be resolved'. So, that happened; the [service] 

accepted the referral, made contact with the family, had a meeting with the [caller] 

to resolve [and] to discuss the issue […] I got really excellent feedback […] around 

their relationship and […] how well the meeting went with each other. 

 

Bella (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 Callers experience discomfort when confronted with child abuse and neglect concerns 

and the responsibility to respond. Through connections of trust and collaboration the 

assessment officers allow callers to unpack their concerns. Bella’s leadership practice 

consists of building connections with callers in an emotionally supportive space (Cherry, 

2017; Evans & Sinclair, 2015). 
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  Collaborative leadership practices of building alliances are about bridging different 

worlds and worldviews (Fairhurst, Jackson, Foldy, & Ospina, 2020; Ospina & Foldy, 

2010). Vicki, an assessment officer in department one, aims to ‘broaden the vision’ of the 

professional workforce by facilitating and providing different perspectives, connecting 

the callers with the professional practices of child protection. Chris, who works in 

department one, enhances the agency’s workforce capacity by making connections 

between these various networks and callers, both within and external to the agency. 

 

 […] when I know when there is a number of […] workers working together and 

linking them all together, I like it when that happens. 

 

Chris (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 The data reveals that the assessment officers’ work expands beyond the mere technical 

side of risk assessment, education and consultation. The collaborative and inclusive 

practices of building connections with callers involve managing the emotive dialogue and 

performing the necessary professional roles to accommodate the callers’ needs, frame the 

work of assessment officers as a leadership contribution (Evans & Sinclair, 2015).  

 Collaborative practice and constructive interactions enable positivity and reflexivity 

that lead to changes in thinking and enhancement of autonomous practice (Fredrickson, 

1998; Ospina & Foldy, 2010, p. 299; St Leon et al., 2015). Rosa recognises her work as 

part of a larger structure that influences a broader audience, one that reaches beyond the 

immediate contact she has with callers:  

 

 I like that ability to be part of the bigger change, picture […] to be able to have a 

bigger impact, we are having a much bigger impact. In [statutory child protection] 

you are working only individual families, here, you are working […] whole systems. 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 Rosa’s leadership practice of working ‘whole systems’ is creating links and networks 

of internal and external services around families. Through the construction of safe spaces, 

the assessment officers build connections with callers that aim to encourage and augment 

reflexive practice.  

 The findings demonstrate that considerate, encouraging and motivational relationships 

can support callers and enable them to make changes to their practice and beliefs. The 
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enactment of the many professional work roles aids assessment officers in developing the 

space in which they construct the connections with callers. In this space the assessment 

officers maintain a professional curiosity and question callers on their perception and 

understanding of the information and the concerns. Assessment officers need to explore 

and reflect on the callers’ information to identify omissions and ensure all relevant factors 

are considered in order to achieve an accurate assessment of the risk. Without first-hand 

observations of the cases, assessment officers must challenge callers, with the goal of 

facilitating the transformation of caller practice and thinking as well as achieving accurate 

assessment of risk. In the safe space where connections are made and where collaborative 

practice occurs, the assessment officers regulate the emotional burden in a non-

judgemental way and callers unbundle their normative beliefs of child abuse and neglect. 

It is from this position that assessment officers lead their callers into a space of reflexive 

practice.  

 In section 5.4, leadership practice in the spaces of reflexivity, I examine how reflective 

practice aids the assessment officers’ leadership practice and enhances the quality of their 

interactions. I explore how assessment officers move to a third safe space where they 

facilitate reflective practice and achieve a process of decision-making by challenging and 

transforming caller beliefs and practice.  

 

5.4 Leadership practice in the spaces of reflexivity  

 Professionals improve their practice by engaging in a process of continuous learning 

and gaining insight (Bolton, 2010). Reflexivity involves considering one’s own emotions, 

experiences, actions, and responses, and using existing knowledge to facilitate greater 

understanding (Paterson & Chapman, 2013). Reflective practices, for the assessment 

officers, involve three separate processes of 1) holding up mirrors to uncover caller bias 

and judgement, 2) refocusing on the child and facts, and 3) challenging and disorientating 

callers to facilitate a transformation in their thinking (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; Uhl-Bien, 

Meyer, & Smith, 2020). 

 The connection between the performance of emotional labour and professional work 

roles, as discussed in Chapter 4, allows the construction of these collaborative and 

reflexive practices to assess risk accurately and equitably. The interactions are tailored to 

the caller’s needs and assessment officers aim to encourage callers to practise 

independently and to make appropriate decisions. The work aims to reframe caller 

thinking and enhance the accuracy of assessment and decision-making. Through the 
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performance of emotional labour, assessment officers reduce the callers’ emotionality, 

permitting a logical and structured way of thinking.  

 

5.4.1 Uncovering bias and judgements 

 Assessment officers’ leadership work is practised through the work they do to 

influence and transform callers’ practice (Brown & Trevino, 2006; David, 2013), and to 

reframe callers’ thinking (Fairhurst, 2011). Issues of child safety and child protection are 

confrontational, sensitive and emotion-evoking and callers are likely to experience 

discomfort when faced with concern related to the basic care, safety and nurturing of 

children. Maxine explains:  

 

 We also do a lot of questioning […] and [callers] make these sweeping statements: 

‘mum's a drug addict’, well, ‘tell me what you see?’ […] You’ve got to tweeze out [...] 

agendas and biases. 

 

Maxine (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Assessment officers must verify the accuracy of the concerns by asking critical 

questions that involve scrutinising callers’ statements and reflecting on the callers’ 

interpretations of such statements. 

 

 What does that look like and how does that impact on the child and that is what it 

always comes back to. When you start talking in those terms bringing it back how 

many people have a mental health concern, but does that, but is that child protection, 

not necessarily. And it is talking through those things and […] those preconceived 

ideas, having you know a mental health issue and automatically linking that to child 

protection I think that would be definitely something they'd do without having those 

conversations. 

 

Bella (assessment officer department two) 

 

 Bella’s leadership practice is found in naming caller discomfort, by challenging and 

supporting callers in addressing this discomfort. Assessment officers practice leadership 

that aligns with the leadership work defined by Heifetz and Laurie (2001, p. 131) who 

regard leaders as those who ‘[…] ask hard questions and knock people out of their comfort 

zones. Then they manage the resulting distress’. The assessment officers identify the 

struggle in others and help them through these complexities of change (Aldao et al., 2010; 
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Augustine & Hemenover, 2009; Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001, p. 

133; Webb et al., 2012).  

 The assessment officers guide their callers through their concerns for the child’s safety 

and wellbeing by means of questioning through the application of the Mandatory 

Reporters Guide (MRG). As Heifetz and Laurie (2001, p. 140) state: ‘One can lead with 

no more than a question in hand’. It is more effective to gain an understanding of the 

actual and current risk, than endeavouring to predict future behaviours or risks (Murray 

& Thomson, 2010). The questions in the guide encourage reflection on current and 

normative thinking and assist in uncovering bias and value judgements. Furthermore, risk 

is more accurately assessed by using an actuarial tool than by conducting a purely clinical 

assessment (Nadelhoffer et al., 2012). The MRG provides assessment officers with 

questions to accomplish this: 

 

 We use the MRG to really say; ‘This is what we are actually looking for’, and I 

think that gives them a better idea in what they are looking for as in a child protection 

concern. I think also differentiating between, are they concerned about the family, or 

are they really frustrated with the process? 

 

Bella, (assessment officer, department two) 

 

 The application of this actuarial assessment tool, the MRG, is obligatory. Through its 

provision of concise definitions, the MRG assists callers in identifying accurate indicators 

of abuse, and thereby in appraising the information and determining the level of risk in 

an unbiased, non-judgemental way.  

   

5.4.2 Refocusing on the child and the concerns 

 Assessment officers are required to adapt their interactions to transform callers’ 

perceptions and behaviours. The use of the MRG also assists in decision-making on how 

to respond, reduce or eliminate the risk. Complexities and tensions arise when callers are 

unaware, unwilling or uncomfortable with responding to the identified child protection 

concerns. Kayla performs a guiding role through which she educates callers by applying 

the callers’ information to the MRG.  

 The questions in the MRG, and the answers provided by the callers, enable 

reconsideration of long held beliefs, offering alternative ways of responding and 

improving practice:  
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 …and if [the callers] can't answer all of these questions, 'Oh, I don't know, I don't 

know', then it is like, […] 'Can you go and find out?’, [or ‘Can you have] a chat with 

the [person who is working with the family?’]. Or, maybe, [‘Can you wait until] the 

end of the day and catch mum?’, and so, that kind of thing…  

 

Kayla (assessment officer, department two) 

  

 The questions in the Mandatory Reporters Guide provide structure for in-depth 

reflective conversations, using guiding approaches that hold their expertise, to lead callers 

through the complexities of child protection.  

 

 Talking to [the callers] about using the descriptors in the MRG, […] I find that 

really helps […]. [They’ll say,] ‘Oh, the child must be psychologically harmed’, [I 

reiterate that] we need to really look at the MRG […] and no [according to the MRG], 

the child is not psychologically harmed. […] I think the first step is getting people to 

accept it is a legitimate tool, then it is persuading them that it is actually really helpful. 

[…] If it is nothing else, this is the sort of information that we need to gather. [I ask 

them,] ‘Are you able to help gather some of it, because so far it is, the MRG is, telling 

us [it] doesn’t need [a statutory] response, so, but […], this is the sort of questions, 

that […] need to be answered. How can we get the information to try [and answer 

those]?’, and that starts making them think about their own practice […] and it is also 

stuff that they can then go and engage with the family about or talk to a family [about].  

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 The questions in the assessment tool allow Rosa to shift callers’ thinking by exposing 

the incongruities in their knowledge and information (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001), enabling 

callers to rethink the concerns and to improve their practice. The caller’s information is 

applied to the Mandatory Reporters Guide, and Rosa uses the tool’s structure to create 

space for leadership work, to discuss callers’ concerns and to decelerate the decision-

making. Patience and empathy are pertinent leadership qualities and the assessment 

officers validate their callers’ concerns and de-escalate their discomfort through 

reframing their thinking and practice. The independent work practice and the ability to 

manage emotiveness, allowing assessment officers to lead their callers through the 

decision-making process, is what connects the assessment officers’ work with leadership 

practices.  
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5.4.3 Challenging and creating transformation 

 Caller interpretations may be impaired because of their immediate field of work, 

background, individual or personal and professional experiences, work intensification, 

burnout, and level of training. Callers may also perceive contacting the unit as another 

layer in a largely bureaucratic system and may therefore censor or inflate their concerns. 

Reflexive practice and transformation are about being inquisitive and thought-provoking. 

Although the work involves engaging with highly skilled professionals and front-line 

specialists, when confronted with child protections concerns, these professionals may still 

require expert advice and support concerning child abuse and neglect.  

 Assessment officers manage caller emotionality, they shift callers’ thinking, and 

enable the callers to respond to child abuse and neglect as a group of people working 

together. Collaborative and reflexive practice is required to rethink solutions.  

 Telephone interactions have the benefit of placing the assessment officer on the 

‘outside’ and creating a space for holistic, unbiased and less emotive appraisal of the 

situation. This outsider position also creates a safe space and presents opportunities for 

reflective decision-making about child protection. Rosa uses her child protection 

experience to further encourage reflexivity. 

 

  […] I would ask them, ‘If you […] were, a child protection caseworker, and you 

would receive this information […], what action would you take?’ […] Right. I just 

put that forward and give [the callers] that opportunity to reflect, you know, ‘If it goes 

to Helpline, will it get past the first line?’ […] I don’t think [it is asking the callers to] 

do more, at times it is [asking them to] do different. 

 

Rosa (manager, department one) 

 

 Rosa challenges callers and allows them to consider alternative, more suitable 

responses to the circumstances. Through sharing her expert knowledge, Rosa encourages 

callers to be open-minded and to remain unbiased so they may effectively respond to child 

abuse and neglect. The physical distance from the immediate front-line work presents a 

further opportunity for assessment officers to take a leading role, to guide and engage 

with callers about child protection practices in a reflective and constructive manner.  

 

 […] I really, really love working through problems and trying to work out the best 

outcome for a child. […] I guess that is something [that] happens more frequently in 

[the unit], […] because there is just no time [when working front-line], you [are] just 

seeing client after client, like running everywhere crazy and so [as an assessment 
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officer] you actually have time to sit down and think about it and work out a plan and 

have access to that history as well so that is um, that’s a real positive. 

 

Josie (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 The distance between assessment officers and front-line workers holds the space where 

child protection concerns, and the caller’s needs, can be approached holistically. Where 

Rosa speaks of inspiring callers to think and practice in a different way, Julia tells of 

experiencing change in caller practice. 

 

 … And this is a, quite an experienced [staff member], quite high up […] and it was 

really […] nice that you could see that even though he is very skilled […], we can 

contribute and […] we can help him shuffle his thinking in child protection[…]. For 

that one case, you have made a little change then. Maybe […] that helps them think 

differently.[…] I kind of liken that to the person who sits outside the swamp, just […] 

passing tools to people to help them to get out of the swamp or [to] navigate through 

the swamp, […] 

 

Julia (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Julia’s practice, her level of expertise and knowledge enable her to lead callers in 

managing complex and difficult situations. In the workplace context of the study, 

assessing child abuse and neglect requires assessment officers to perform work tasks, 

mostly without prior notice or preparation. Julia journeys alongside the callers, works 

collaboratively through the labyrinth of child protection and its interconnected aspects.  

 Assessment officers continue to support callers’ transformation, as the callers remain 

best positioned, due to their immediate contact with the child and family, to assess child 

protection concerns accurately. 

 

And I said to her, look you need to go back, can you call, […] can you get that 

information and then come back to me, because at the moment I am concerned, but I 

don’t have enough information to know whether my concerns are grounded. She 

actually did that. So, that was a really good outcome. 

 

Vicky (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Assessment officers encourage callers to independently identify and respond to child 

protection concerns. The efficiency of caller interactions increases as callers are more 

acquainted with the processes. Chris explains:  
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 […] I know they are really busy up there and [they] don’t have time, but some of 

[the callers] have just been extraordinary in what they have done […]. The other day 

[a caller] noticed this child kept on presenting […] quite dishevelled and so [she] went 

[…] and went in and […] noticed that there had been all these presentations […]. So, 

it was just really like, and it wasn’t her client as such, but she noticed this kid kept on 

re-presenting. 

 

   Chris, (assessment officer, department one) 

 

 Callers become more confident in the management of child protection concerns as 

understanding of their role and responsibility in responding increases. Leadership 

happens when there is an understanding of the overall and historical context and when 

there is an ability to instil a strong sense of commitment and responsibility in others. The 

assessment officers take a holistic perspective when working through adversities and their 

communication aims to develop a greater understanding amongst the callers about the 

requirements and responsibilities in child protection. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 This chapter presents the findings from the re-analysis of the interviews and group 

discussions of the 20 assessment officers who participated in this study, to focus on 

leadership elements in their daily operations. The second analysis of the data signifies the 

role emotional labour and professional work role performances have in the context of the 

assessment officers’ informal and relational leadership practice. The findings demonstrate 

that the assessment officers’ leadership work aligns with leadership work as defined by 

contemporary leadership theorists such as Ospina and Foldy (2010), Heifetz and Laurie 

(2001), Evans (2012) and Evans and Sinclair (2015) as well as (Fairhurst et al., 2020). 

The assessment officers are leading callers in transforming their knowledge and skill in 

identifying and responding to issues that may adversely affect the child’s safety, welfare 

and wellbeing. 

 The findings demonstrate that assessment officers are the leading agents in respect to 

identifying and responding to child protection concerns. The performance of emotional 

labour aims to manage their own and their callers’ emotiveness, as well as to understand 

the callers’ perspective and emotions. Their emotional intelligence and their ability to 

perform various professional work roles aids in this process. 
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 The performance of professional work roles and emotional labour allow the 

assessment officers to assist callers in overcoming differences and difficulties. Their 

collaborative practice of recognising and valuing stakeholders’ input, and sharing 

information, facilitates enhancement in child protection practice. The assessment 

officers’ leadership practice is observed in the three spaces of leadership where they 

support callers and foster new relationships and connections. In these spaces they ask 

difficult and critical questions and compel transformation by challenging beliefs and 

practices (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; Uhl-Bien et al., 2020).  

 Through incorporating their expertise, emotional labour and work role performances, 

relationship building and negotiation skills, and their ability and willingness to learn from 

others, the assessment officers bring about improvement in the practice of their respective 

workforce’s child protection practice (Nicholson & Kurucz, 2019; Ospina & Foldy, 

2010). Their relationships with internal and external professionals form the foundations 

for understanding both the needs of the callers and those of the vulnerable children. The 

caller-assessment officer interactions foster robust conversations about concerns and 

responses to child safety. Although the callers’ concerns and emotive reactions are 

genuine and acknowledged, the information may be incomplete or limited due to callers’ 

subjectivity, interpretation and understanding of risk. The level of risk, often a reflection 

of callers’ own values, judgements and biases, is assessed more accurately and equitably 

using the Mandatory Reporters Guide and reflective practices.  

 The leadership practice, in the context of the assessment officers’ role, brings about 

cognitive and practice changes in callers and encourages individual responsibility for 

responding to child protection concerns. The assessment officers practise leadership work 

as they bring together and bridge the differing versions and views of ‘reality’ (Cherry, 

2017; Ospina & Foldy, 2010) in the field of child protection, enabling reflexivity and 

transformation. 

 In Chapter 6, conclusion, I offer a set of propositions that provide a rationale for 

understanding the performance of emotional labour and work roles as part of the 

assessment officers’ leadership practices. This final chapter presents an overview of the 

overall conclusions drawn from the study and provides an agenda for future research. 
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion  

 This research has answered the question; ‘How are emotional labour and leadership 

practice connected in the work of child protection assessment officers?’ The study 

examined how the performances of emotional labour and leadership practice are 

connected in the assessment officers’ work and how they stimulate cognitive shifts, 

changes in sense-making, reflexivity and improve risk appraisal skills in the caller and 

across the workforce.  

 In conclusion of this thesis I now offer a set of propositions that provide a rationale for 

understanding how the performance of emotional labour and leadership practice are 

interconnected in the assessment officers’ work. In this chapter I briefly provide an 

overview of the background, aim and purpose of the research and the key lessons from 

the literature review. Also, I provide an outline of the research design and key findings 

on emotional labour and leadership practices, followed by an overview of the key 

implications and limitations of the study for practice and for theory in the performance of 

emotional labour, leadership practice and the call centre industry. I conclude this chapter 

with an overview of the agenda for future research.  

 

6.1  Research background 

 My interest in researching the effects of emotions and emotionality was first piqued 

when observing the different approaches caseworkers in a statutory child protection 

agency deployed in the achievement of their work tasks and roles. The work involves 

engaging with vulnerable families where significant child abuse and neglect is present 

and the caseworkers accomplish their work tasks under these highly stressful conditions. 

Workloads are high and staffing resources often low and inadequate. However, I observed 

considerable differences in work practices, enthusiasm and skill between the various 

teams of caseworkers. A change of employment allowed me to observe the interactions 

and the work conducted by call centre assessment officers in child protection units. 

Although the work around child protection is similarly stressful in either workplace, the 

work performance of the assessment officers in the context of the call centre industry 

reflected higher levels of motivation, enthusiasm and support. Despite the highly emotive 

and stressful conversations, the interactions of the assessment officers consisted of 

encouragement and support and allowed the assessment officers to facilitate change in 

callers’ knowledge, understanding and practice of child protection. Their work tasks 
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encompassed managing the callers’ responses and emotional reactions and I became 

interested in finding out how the assessment officers were achieving these outcomes.  

 Leadership practice, as an aspect of the assessment officers’ role, was not my initial 

consideration for this research as none of the assessment officers are in formally 

appointed positions of leadership within their work context. Furthermore, I suspected that 

leaders, in a formal context, are those who possess strong leadership capabilities and 

traits. However, as a result of this research I have come to understand the assessment 

officers’ practice of the leadership as they engage in the performance of emotional labour 

in augmentation of their professional work roles. The assessment officers’ leadership 

work becomes apparent through the support, guidance and debriefing of the callers. They 

lead callers through the decision-making processes and responses to address concerns of 

child safety, welfare and wellbeing. The assessment officers, in addition to completing 

the mechanical and administrative work tasks, facilitate change in caller practice, 

potentially affecting the overall organisation. 

 

6.2  Research overview 

 This study examines the performance and phenomenon of emotional labour 

performance and its linkage with relational leadership work practised by assessment 

officers in a high-quality call centre. The study demonstrates that there are numerous 

ways in which leadership is practised and rather than viewing leadership as a set of 

competencies and traits, the critical aspects of leadership practice are found in the ability 

to understand and manage emotions and consequently to establish trustful relationships. 

The research findings demonstrate that assessment officers’ leadership practice occurs 

through constructing valuable spaces in which they empathise, build trust, make 

connections and allow for reflection and transformation.  

 Before I elaborate on the research findings regarding the spaces of leadership, I will 

first present the key lessons from the literature regarding emotional labour and leadership 

that have guided the research and provided the theoretical and methodological framework 

for the data analysis. Following this section, I will then outline the research design, 

research findings and conclusion from the study, as well as an overview of the research 

limitations and the agenda for future research.  
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6.3  Key lessons from the literature 

 This study is positioned in the research areas of emotional intelligence and emotional 

labour performance (see for example Bolton, 2000a; Bolton & Boyd, 2003; Brook, 2009; 

Fisher, 2019; Goleman, 1995, 1998; Hochschild, 2012; Picard et al., 2018), the call centre 

industry (see for example Chicu et al., 2018; Frenkel et al., 1998; Hanna, 2010; Koskina, 

2006; Marti-Audi et al., 2012; Taylor & Bain, 1999), and work on informal and 

contemporary leadership as theorised by leadership scholars such as Heifetz & Laurie 

(2001), Uhl-bien, Maslyn & Ospina (2012), Ospina and Foldy (2010), Drath et al. (2008) 

as well as Higgs (2017b), Nicholson and Kurucz (2019) and Cherry (2017). 

 The research participants are assessment officers in high-quality centre call centres, 

where they consult with callers from their individual department, regarding complex, 

emotion-invoking child abuse and neglect matters. In my exploration of the literature on 

the call centre industry, I focused on the examination of its purpose, history and the 

practices of operators in high-quality call centres. Although there are distinct variations 

in context and functions of call centres, most call centres are deemed centres of mass 

service delivery (Taylor & Bain, 2001), and are often represented as large-scale sites of 

mechanisation of customer contact work (Batt & Moynihan, 2002; Picard et al., 2018).  

 In contrast to the high-volume, sales and customer service-oriented call centres, high-

quality call centres address complex inquiries. The high-quality call centre operators 

enable sophisticated interactions and operators engage deeply with callers, aiming to 

guide, support and instruct them in complicated child protection queries. The work in the 

high-quality call centre demands the operators perform emotional labour extensively and 

enact their many professional work roles to effectively interact with callers.  

 In high-volume call centres, the emotion work is mostly managed through scripted and 

timed interactions. However, the performance of emotional labour and professional work 

roles are self-initiated and performed autonomously by the operators in the high-quality 

centres. The key findings of the literature have therefore concentrated on the performance 

of emotional labour. 

 Emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983, 2012), or the management of emotiveness in the 

workplace, is part of many work roles. Hochschild argues emotions and emotiveness are 

‘owned’ and ‘controlled’ by the organisation in exchange for the commercial value the 

organisation derives from their performance. However, the findings of this research 

demonstrate that assessment officers accomplish these performances independently from 

organisational demand and control.  
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 Others, refuting the organisations’ infinite control over the workers’ internal emotional 

conditions, also claim that workers practice their emotiveness entirely autonomously 

(Bolton, 2000b, 2005; Bolton & Boyd, 2003; Seymour & Sandiford, 2005; Zapf, 2002), 

or at least perform emotional labour in part independently from the organisation (Brook, 

2009; Fisher, 2019). Despite the assessment officers’ autonomous performance of 

emotional labour (Bolton & Boyd, 2003), they perform all their duties, including 

managing emotions, in exchange for salary and therefore, the organisation maintains an 

element of control (Brook, 2009). 

 Although the assessment officers respond to callers and child protection concerns in a 

collaborative way, they must assert a level of control when dealing with and managing 

the many complexities of child protection concerns and human interactions. The theme 

of leadership practices emerged and required exploration. I revisited and examined the 

leadership literature, to discover that leadership is practised by those who take control of 

situations, by those who acknowledge the associated complexities of these situations, and 

by those who subsequently provide collaborative responses to the situations and the 

concerns (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001). The current leadership literature argues that 

leadership is therefore not solely enacted by an individual, but rather, leadership is 

effected in collaboration with the other people in a group or work environment (Nicholson 

& Kurucz, 2019; Ospina & Foldy, 2010; Ospina & Uhl-Bien, 2012).  

 Leadership practice and the performance of emotional labour seem discordant as 

organisational management and business practices are ostensibly incongruent with 

empathic and caring practices. However, more recent leadership literature emphasises 

post-heroic, relational and socially constructed ideas of leadership practice, focusing on 

relational leadership, showing how compassionate and mechanical work aspects may 

clash as well as complement each other (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). 

 Relational leadership practice aims to build capacity and to develop opportunities for 

others (Fletcher, 2008; Fletcher & Kaüfer, 2003; Nicholson & Kurucz, 2019). Through 

coordinated action and shared accountability, relational leadership work emphasises 

education and guidance to prompt cognitive shifts, and change and improvement in 

practice to achieve desired outcomes (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). The assessment officers’ 

work involves supporting and guiding callers, thereby aiming to enhance and transform 

the callers’ knowledge and practice of child abuse and neglect. 

 Before I move to demonstrate the connection between the performance of emotional 

labour and the spaces in which the assessment officers make leadership work happen, I 
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present a brief overview of the research design in the next section.  

 

6.4 Discussion of the research design 

 This qualitative research explored how people make sense of and give meaning to any 

situation, their work and their personal interactions (Babbie, 2007, p. 32). The study has 

aimed to gain a better understanding of how people draw meaning from their 

surroundings, and how their understanding influences their behaviour (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2013). It is therefore imperative that qualitative research is conducted in collaboration 

with people and not on them. By using a qualitative interview method, I created 

opportunities for the participating assessment officers to describe subjectively and 

comprehensively their work roles and experiences. The qualitative method allowed the 

interviewees to maintain control over their own practice and knowledge.  

 Qualitative research methodology supports an interpretative, grounded exploration of 

the many professional work roles and relationships in the highly emotive context of the 

assessment officers’ work role. In the interviews and focus groups I concentrated on 

encouraging participants to share their personal views and their individual experiences of 

their work. The interviewees provided me with broad insight into their world and 

extensive information on their social circumstances (Patton, 2002; Warren, 2002).  

 As a researcher I must take into consideration the various framing devices inherent to 

the interview situation. For this research I applied the methodological theory of 

interpretivism and constructionism, as both recognise and accommodate potential 

conflicts of the interview situation. My status as insider-researcher, for its potential to 

influence the research on multiple levels, demanded due consideration. While my insider-

researcher status provided opportunities and a level of ease and familiarity among some 

participants, it simultaneously created complexities in recruitment, data collection and 

evaluation. The information provided by the participants may be reflective of their actual 

experiences, however, participants may have also censored information by withholding 

certain detail. Some assessment officers declined to participate as a direct result of my 

insider status. Although there are risks in all research, and irrespective of my (insider) 

researcher status, I have aimed to encapsulate the participants’ views and understanding 

of their work. 

 Using a layered data analysis approach, I initially drew on a thematic approach to 

surface the work roles and emotional labour performances of the assessment officers 

(Chapter 4). Further analysis of the data explored the connections between emotional 
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labour performances and the relational leadership practice of the assessment officers 

(Chapter 5). The two-staged approach to the data analysis enabled me to move to a more 

subtle understanding of the significance of the performance of the professional work 

roles and emotional labour, and its nexus to the assessment officers’ leadership practice. 

In the following section I discuss the research findings and research implications.  

 

6.5 Discussion of the research findings 

 The findings from the first data analysis showed the assessment officers’ reliance on 

their expert knowledge and their emotion management skills to perform the many 

professional work roles associated with their function in the call centres. The range of 

professional roles undertaken by the assessment officers far exceeds the basic 

description of their work as assisting and supporting callers. The research demonstrates 

that the assessment officers’ functions, through their significant performances of 

emotional labour, move beyond the mechanical aspects of their role.  

 The data reveal aspects of ‘leadership work’ in the assessment officers’ role and show 

that assessment officers ‘lead’ their department’s callers through the complexity of child 

protection and associated concerns. In addition, the management of their own as well as 

their callers’ emotionality and emotional displays are significant contributions to 

leadership practice. Surpassing the sole focus on the individual enactment of leadership, 

this study discovered that the assessment officers, through their relationship building, 

emotional labour and enactment of professional roles, enter the relational leadership 

space.  

 In section 6.5.1, emotional labour and professional work roles, I present an overview 

of the findings of the assessment officers’ emotional labour and work role performances 

and how these are connected to their work. In section 6.5.2 I demonstrate how the three 

spaces of leadership practice, a space of safety, a space of connections and a space of 

reflective and transformative practice, link the emotional labour performances to the 

relational leadership work of the assessment officers.  

 

6.5.1  Emotional labour and professional work roles 

 The performance of emotional labour, as implicitly demanded by the organisation, 

enables the assessment officers to maintain a professional appearance to aid their 

communication with callers (Hochschild, 2012). The findings of the research revealed 

that the assessment officers perform emotional labour and practise their work roles 
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autonomously. They also manage callers’ emotiveness and concerns about child safety in 

an independent, unscripted and individualised manner, and with high levels of skill and 

expertise. The findings confirm that assessment officers’ desirable impressions of the self 

and the roles they enact are necessary to suit the social and professional circumstances of 

the callers (Goffman, 1959).  

 The data also demonstrates that the assessment officer-caller interactions pertain to 

highly emotive and complex issues of child protection and child abuse. The topic of child 

abuse and neglect often leads to callers making normative statements based on the 

unknown, their personal values and their own judgement. The callers’ interpretations of 

child abuse and safety are often influenced by their emotional responses to these concerns, 

thereby obfuscating risk appraisal. Interactions therefore require expert exchanges 

(Holman, 2003), consistent with providing expert advice, coaching and guiding callers 

through practice, decision-making and responding to concerns of child safety.  

 In the context of child abuse and neglect, managing emotionality is essential; stress 

and emotions arising from one interaction or from work intensification cannot be 

transferred to the next caller or situation. The emotional labour is performed 

autonomously and effortlessly by the assessment officers and the management of their 

emotional displays is not enforced through training or explicit organisational demands 

(Gardner, Fischer, & Hunt, 2009; Seaman et al., 2018). 

 During telephone conversations, the assessment officers create a safe, restorative space 

which allows them to engage in professional debriefing and consultation with the callers 

(Nylander et al., 2011). The callers venture into the ‘back-of-house’ area and in this ‘safe’ 

space, they may display emotions and emotiveness freely (Boon, 2007; Leigh, 2017; 

Nylander et al., 2011). In the ‘behind-the-scenes’ space, callers may also take the 

opportunity to allow their professional façade to slip and to express a range of emotions. 

During these interactions, the assessment officers remain in the public view, in the front-

of-house (Goffman, 1959). However, as they engage with callers, voice-to-voice only, 

the assessment officers also enter the back-of-house arena. In this back-of-house space, 

where the assessment officers are unseen by callers, they multi-task and find themselves 

in a space where they do not have to contain their non-verbal communication. However, 

the assessment officers must impress upon the callers that they always have their 

undivided and uninterrupted attention.  

 Through the management of emotionality, assessment officers engage in meaningful 

conversations and accurately assess the levels of child protection risk. The callers’ 
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emotiveness, or ‘disruptions’ (Goffman, 1959, p. 206) are managed through the 

performance of emotional labour. This ‘dramaturgical discipline’ (Goffman, 1959, p. 

210) involves using a high standard of communication and interpersonal skills, aimed at 

reducing and eliminating the influence of emotionality on the assessment and decision-

making.  

 The accuracy of the risk assessment may be compromised due to callers’ anxiety and 

their emotionality dominating the conversation and the relay of information. The 

performance of emotional labour, in conjunction with the enactment of the different roles, 

allows the assessment officer to impress, convince and influence callers. The enactment 

of roles, ranging from consultant to support person and counsellor to expert, induce 

dialogue to procure relevant and pertinent information. The assessment officers’ multi-

role capacity, manifested in a single phone call, or over many calls, aligns the interaction 

to suit the callers’ needs, experience, competence and confidence (Goffman, 1959; Gregg, 

2012; Leigh, 2017). 

 The analysis of the data revealed the autonomous work practices of the assessment 

officers. The findings show that the mechanical and basic tasks of providing support and 

advice are extended through the assessment officers’ independent performances of 

emotional labour and professional work roles. Their work practices extend the practical 

responsibilities, construing their work as leadership practice. This emerging theme of 

independence required further investigation to provide a full and comprehensive answer 

to the research question of how emotional labour and leadership practice are connected 

in the work of child protection assessment officers.  

 The theme of leadership emerged from the data and first analysis and in response to 

this emergent finding I critically reviewed the literature on conventional and 

contemporary leadership. Current research confirmed that the work practices performed 

by the assessment officers are comprised largely of informal and relational leadership 

practice (Ospina & Foldy, 2010). Further analysis, from a leadership perspective, showed 

that the performances of emotional labour and professional work roles are connected to 

the leadership practice of the assessment officers.  

 The assessment officers’ practice of informal relational leadership has its foundations 

in how their role performances, their ability to understand others and their empathic 

practices are connected. Relational leadership work transpires when assessment officers 

navigate their callers through complex negotiations and discussions of child abuse and 

neglect. The findings demonstrate that assessment officers conduct their relational 
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leadership work in three spaces of leadership, spaces in which they facilitate the complex 

interactions.  

 Section 6.5.2, three spaces of leadership practice, frames the assessment officers’ 

leadership practice in the constructed spaces of safety, connections and reflections. Here 

I critically analyse the assessment officers’ engagement in emotional and professional 

leadership practices to coach, advise, guide and enhance callers’ practice, knowledge, 

decision-making and responses to concerns of child safety, welfare and wellbeing.  

 

6.5.2 Three spaces of leadership practice 

 In this section, the three spaces of leadership practice, I connect the spaces of safety, 

connections and reflexivity to the assessment officers’ practice of leadership that occurs 

through their emotional competence, relational and nurturing performances that enhance 

the abilities of other people (Quoidbach et al., 2015; St Leon et al., 2015; Uhl-Bien et al., 

2012). Through the process of change (Ospina & Foldy, 2010), the assessment officers 

build and enhance the capacity of their workforce in responding to child protection 

concerns. The work demands that the assessment officers adapt and negotiate social 

interactive skills to suit the circumstances (Harrison & Clough, 2006). 

 Analysis further revealed the significant part the informal leadership practice has in 

the assessment officers’ role. Their practice of relational leadership involves creating a 

space of safety, where they emotionally, educationally and practically support the callers. 

The calls themselves are considered safe spaces in which assessment officers engage 

callers and build professional relationships. The performance of emotional labour in this 

space enables the assessment officers to understand and subsequently manage the callers’ 

emotional reactions. It is in this space of safety that assessment officers support the callers 

as they work through caller discomfort, concerns and emotions regarding child abuse and 

neglect. In the second space of leadership practice, the space of connections, the 

assessment officers forge relations and collaborative practices to unburden caller 

concerns and assessment officers provide opportunities to unpack and challenge callers’ 

normative reasoning. Finally, in the third leadership space, the space of reflexivity, 

assessment officers construct opportunities to practice reflectively and to challenge and 

question callers on their beliefs and practices regarding child protection. In this space the 

assessment officers negotiate the callers’ misconceptions around child protection, 

facilitate decision-making and transformation of practice, and encourage the process of 

reflexivity. This process involves uncovering biases and judgements and encouraging the 



Charles Sturt University  Elisabeth C. Chapman 

 
  

 

132 
 

callers to refocus on the child and factual aspects of their concerns, devoid of emotionality 

and personal values. To enhance reflective practice, and to assess risk accurately and 

equitably, the assessment officers apply the callers’ information to answer the questions 

in the Mandatory Reporters Guide.  

 Assessment officers’ leadership takes place by naming the discomfort the callers 

experience and challenging and subsequently supporting the callers through their 

discomfort. The collaborative practice and comprehensive interactions (Bande et al., 

2016; Fairhurst et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2019; Ospina & Foldy, 2010, p. 299; Uhl-Bien 

et al., 2020) facilitate cognitive and practice changes that enable independent and 

confident decision-making and responses to children and young people at risk of harm. 

The quiet leadership (Evans, 2012) occurs through the assessment officers’ ability to 

listen deeply as well as their earned respect for modelling and sharing their knowledge 

and skills.  

 This study responds to the question of how emotional labour and leadership practice 

are connected in the work of child protection assessment officers. I discovered that the 

assessment officers practise leadership through connecting their performance of 

emotional labour with their many professional work roles. Although only some 

assessment officers speak directly of leadership roles and qualities, most disguise their 

leadership skills by reframing their leadership work, for example, as coaching, guiding, 

educating or supporting. Others prefer to depict their leadership work under labels such 

as building strategies, mentoring, and ‘planting a seed’ or ‘journeying alongside the 

caller’, all of which are necessary mechanisms of leadership practice. Participants were 

more comfortable to frame their work activities as leading by example rather than as 

leadership practices.  

 Traditional leaders may perform emotional labour to aid them and the organisation in 

achieving goals; more contemporary and informal leaders utilise emotional labour 

performance to move beyond the mechanical and administrative nature of their role. The 

emotion management, significant to the assessment officers’ leadership work, transforms 

the practice of responding to child abuse and neglect. Assessment officers aim to 

reconstruct and align caller emotionality to facilitate constructive discussions of the 

concerns and possible responses.  

 Despite not being appointed to formal positions of leadership, the assessment officers 

provide advice and access to resources, make recommendations, construct plans of action, 

stimulate cognitive shifts, changes in sense-making, reflexivity and aim to improve risk 
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appraisal skills across their workforce. Their leadership practice brings about cognitive 

and practice changes and encourages callers to take individual responsibility for 

responding to child protection concerns. In their work, the assessment officers bring 

together and bridge the various versions and views of the callers’ ‘reality’ of the concerns, 

enhancing caller practice and understanding of child protection, as well as their responses 

to child abuse and neglect. 

 The assessment officers are their department’s driving force in child protection and 

their leadership practice emerges as they come together as a group of people (Bande et 

al., 2016; Fairhurst et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2019; Ospina & Foldy, 2010; Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2020). They establish internal and external connections to develop independent and 

autonomous practice within their callers. The socially constructed phenomenon between 

informal leaders and followers (Avolio et al., 2009; Drath, 2001; Ospina, Foldy, Fairhurst, 

& Jackson, 2020) defines meaning-making in a community of practice (Ospina & Foldy, 

2010). Contrary to the more conservative leadership approaches of appointed leaders with 

leadership traits, the leadership practice of assessment officers occurs through a process 

of direction, alignment and commitment (Drath et al., 2008). Their leadership work 

enhances and strengthens caller ability and transformation of their practice (Iszatt-White, 

2012), empowering the callers to become child protection champions and advocates 

within their service.  

 

6.6 Key implications of the study 

 The practice implications of the research findings are simple, yet powerful. My interest 

in studying emotions and work performance did not initially involve conducting research 

from a leadership perspective. This research, however, demonstrates that worker 

exposure to emotions and emotional management may lead to workplace practices of 

leadership of facilitating change and practice improvement across agencies and groups of 

people.  

 The overarching research question of this study of how emotional labour and 

leadership practice are connected in the work of child protection assessment officers, has 

been answered through a layered approach to the data analysis. One clear finding across 

the study reveals that the work practices of assessment officers include significant 

emotional labour and professional work roles performances. These performances enable 

the construction of the spaces of safety, connection and reflexivity to make the relational 

leadership work of the assessment officers happen.  
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 In the following sub-sections, I outline the implications for leadership practice and the 

call centre industry, starting with the key implications for emotional labour. 

 

6.6.1 Key implications – Emotional labour 

 The findings indicate the significance of emotional labour to the work of assessment 

officers. Through the performance of emotional labour, the assessment officers build 

rapport, improve practice, and broaden capacity and independent work practices across 

the entire organisation’s workforce.  

 The assessment officers provide high-quality, individualised services, they reward and 

support the callers and thereby create and maintain a workplace culture that 

communicates the organisation’s implicit rules, values, and expectations about child 

protection responsibilities in the callers’ roles. The ability to personalise human services, 

through understanding and managing emotionality, is conducive to forming strong bonds 

between employees and clients (Fisher, 2019; Gutek, 1999; Quoidbach et al., 2015; St 

Leon et al., 2015) and training in this field will enhance organisational and individual 

worker performance and outcomes. Additionally, those supported by co-workers also 

enjoy greater job satisfaction and experience less stress (Cossette & Hess, 2009). The 

assessment officers’ leadership practice is achieved through their supportive and guiding 

interactions with the callers, contributing to the transformation of professional practice of 

the callers.  

 It may prove invaluable for workers in this industry, to promote and provide training 

in understanding and recognising emotional labour to encourage good practice and to 

develop individual and collective understanding of their roles and expectations. Each of 

the aspects of emotional labour performance identified in Chapter 4.3 could be 

incorporated into training programs for workers entering the field, to improve the 

industry’s effectiveness of training and support for its employees. For the researchers of 

emotional labour, this study has shown the importance of understanding the components 

of emotional labour that are utilised in work roles and has explored how the performance 

of emotional labour facilitates other aspects of the work such as leadership and education.  

 

6.6.2 Key implications – Leadership 

 In this study I have argued that leadership practice is constructed through relationships 

and connections with other people and it is therefore not consistent with a list of individual 
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traits and capabilities. The informal and relational leadership practices of the assessment 

officers involve managing caller emotions in spaces that are safe and valued by them. The 

leadership practice of assessment officers advances their individual department’s delivery 

of services. The expert knowledge and skills of the assessment officers sets them apart as 

informal leaders regarding child safety and wellbeing. Their relational leadership practice 

is about sharing expertise, having empathy and encouraging callers to make changes and 

be responsible for their responses to child abuse and neglect.  

 The findings of this study conceptualise a process of leadership practice that emerges 

from spaces of safety, connections and reflective practice. Spaces that are maintained by 

the community of practice, a safe arena for discussion and exploration of complex and 

emotion-provoking issues. In the spaces of safety, connection and reflectivity assessment 

officers support and educate callers, through which they endeavour to enhance and 

transform the professional development of staff across their department. In these three 

spaces of leadership practice the assessment officers construct meaningful connections 

and discussions, individualised to the callers’ circumstances, work context, workload and 

stressors. Their leadership work aims to enhance caller confidence and competence, 

enabling callers to manage the identified concerns of abuse and neglect independently 

and appropriately. The assessment officers maintain a level of involvement in the process 

of responding to child protection concerns and continue to provide support and advice.  

 The performance of informal and relational leadership of those working in human 

services drive practice changes and enhancements that benefit the organisation. Those 

working from this knowledge of leadership create a culture of learning and improving 

responses to children who are at risk of abuse and neglect. The implications of this study 

for workers, to gain an understanding of how their work constitutes leadership work and 

recognising this role, would empower them and give them a greater sense of autonomy 

and influence. The same understanding could be a great motivator and help improve 

emotional wellbeing. This study shows that detailed case studies of roles can provide 

much needed information on the way that informal and relational leadership operates in 

the workplace. The study also shows that leadership theorists need to take notice of the 

way that the performance of emotional labour facilitates processes of leadership. 

 

6.6.3 Key implications – Call centres 

 Emotional labour performance and its connection to relational leadership work 

contributes significantly to theory, organisational practices and service delivery in the 
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context of call centre work. Research conducted previously concludes that 

implementation of a scripted, inflexible production-line approach with strict rules and 

standards leads to reduced quality of service delivery (Gilmore, 2001; Picard et al., 2018). 

Call centre operators, in both high-quality and high-volume centres, must therefore be 

exceedingly skilled and possess expert knowledge and understanding of its industry 

context and human interactions.  

 Training programs, aimed at improving employees’ emotional intelligence, 

communication skills and performing emotional labour, will strengthen their ability to 

adapt professional practice. Efficiently managed emotivity will increase employee 

performance, resulting in increased profitability and credibility of the call centre’s 

purpose. Interactions that are unscripted and tailored to client needs will enable operators 

to lead callers in discussing issues in detail, empowering those seeking assistance and 

advice.  

 

6.7 Limitations of the research  

 This thesis makes several contributions to practice and theory. There are, however, 

limitations associated with the study. Having highlighted the more specific 

methodological limitations of the study in Chapter 3.7, in this section I outline more 

general concerns about the research presented in this thesis. In addition, I discuss how the 

limitations can be explored in future research and I provide general directions for further 

research that will contribute to the field of emotional labour, leadership and call centres. 

 Unquestionably, many avenues warrant further investigation to build upon this 

qualitative research. Given the nature of the interpretive qualitative methodology and the 

small number of human informants in this study, I cannot generalise findings across a 

broader range of workers, such as operators in other types of call centres, or child 

protection and community services workers. One possible way of enhancing the empirical 

rigour of the study presented in this thesis would be to employ a mixed-methods approach 

to study the experiences of the performance of emotional labour and its nexus to 

leadership in the assessment officers’ work. Ideally this current qualitative research will 

be supplemented in future with quantitative measures, including surveys and 

questionnaires, as well as comprising larger samples of assessment officers and including 

the service users. A study of this nature could be extended and further strengthened by 

taking a longitudinal approach and by spending several weeks or more in each 

organisation, immersing the researcher in the workplace culture and observing and 
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interviewing a wider range of assessment officers, support personnel and other 

stakeholders.  

 Future studies may also wish to clarify the differences between leadership practices of 

front-line workers and call centre operators and compare the leadership work practised 

by high-quality vs high-volume call centre employees. Each method is associated with a 

unique set of advantages and disadvantages and employing surveys, observations and 

qualitative focus groups and interviews could provide a more comprehensive picture of 

the phenomena. Triangulation and minimising methodological means will further 

enhance the validity of findings. 

 

6.8 Agenda for future research 

 With this research I have highlighted the work and roles of the assessment officers and 

the findings demonstrate that their work performance and roles are the practice of 

leadership. The study shows an alternative contextual model of leadership practice, one 

that focuses on the relationship between the recognised, expert skill required by this 

workforce and the practice of informal relational leadership. The findings answer the 

question how assessment officers connect the performance of emotional labour to their 

practice of relational leadership.  

 The study finds that assessment officers, in a high-quality call centre, engage in 

emotional and professional practices of advising and guiding their callers through the 

process of decision-making and transforming their responses to child protection concerns. 

Relational leadership is practised by stimulating cognitive shifts, changes in sense-

making, reflexivity and improvements in risk appraisal skills in the individual caller and 

across the workforce. The performance of emotional labour, together with the role 

complexity, form the foundations of the assessment officers’ relational leadership 

practice, through which they make substantial contributions to new knowledge, skills and 

ideas. 

 It is my intention, and hope, to pursue and be part of future research to explore whether 

the features of leadership work as exhibited by assessment officers are also evident in 

other and/or similar highly emotive occupations. Drawing upon the foundations 

established by this doctoral research and my personal and practice experiences, I aim to 

continue researching leadership from the emotional labour, role performative and 

relational leadership perspectives. 
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6.9 A final word 

 In closing, I argue that this thesis highlights the complexities underlying the 

connections between emotional labour and relational leadership practices in a highly 

emotive and unique work environment of a child protection call centre. My research 

sought to understand the complexity of leadership practice of the assessment officers and 

the significance of the performance of emotional labour in the leadership process. Despite 

the limitations, the study presents a nuanced perspective on the relationship between the 

assessment officers’ emotional labour performances and their relational leadership 

practice, whilst simultaneously generating valuable practical insights into theories of 

emotional labour and leadership and creating future research opportunities. 
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Appendix 1 – A day in the life of an assessment officer 

Disclaimer: 

 The reader is advised that the narrative in appendix 1 is my personal story and my 

interpretation of the role of the assessment officer. In no way am I implying the 

information contained herein is the experience of my colleagues or any other assessment 

officer who participated in this research project.  

 The reflections as described in this appendix are my own and are derived from my 

experience working as an assessment officer, a role I performed for almost six years. 

 

It’s just before 8am on any ordinary weekday, I have just arrived at work. I work in a 

call centre and I am one of the assessment officers here. The office consists of seven sit-

to-stand desks; contraptions attached to the tabletops of the desks that allow you to move 

the computer keyboard and screens up or down so you can stand and work or sit and 

work. We got those to benefit our health. This job is one of those where you are literally 

attached to your desk and sitting at your desk all day is not good for your health. Usually 

this early in the day, all computers are off, as are the office lights; I am the first one in 

today. Thankfully, the cleaners have already been; not only have they vacuumed the floor 

near the paper shredder, they have also turned on the air-conditioner. It is amazing to 

realise how much paper we use in a ‘paperless’ office. There are no files kept in the office, 

no filing cabinets in which to archive the paper we amass. This office is my world for the 

day and although the office is equipped with cordless headsets, I am confined to my desk 

and the office space.  

 I walk over to my desk, the one opposite the door, and even though it is facing the 

door, I can’t see it from my desk. Regardless whether I am sitting or standing, there is a 

6ft sound proofing screen blocking my view. All desks are screened off with these sound 

barriers to reduce the decibels created by five or six people talking on the phone at once. 

Behind me is a window that looks out over the grounds of the town’s local Catholic 

Church. Although it is quite serene, my colleagues and I are witness to an average of two 

funerals a week. Sometimes, as many as two funerals a day. Unfortunately, we do not 

witness as many weddings or christenings. In six years, I only saw a few weddings and 

happy celebrations.  

As I mentioned, I cannot see who enters the room, but I do not need to worry too much 

about people walking into the office. Those who walk through the door are either my 

colleagues, or an occasional ‘caller’, who is in fact a distant colleague who presents in 

person as they work on the same site. I work in a call centre and my main role is dealing 

with clients over the phone.  
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The name call centre is somewhat misleading; I am working as an assessment officer 

in a telephone advisory service. I am not selling anything, instead, I am answering calls 

of a complex nature and my roles are a construction of educating, explaining, justifying, 

encouraging, appraising, analysing, consoling, suggesting, manipulating, persuading, 

making light of, de-stressing, calming, helping, assisting, recommending, supporting, 

consulting, praising, following up, researching, and a range of other roles. Sometimes I 

perform a number of these roles in the one call, depending on the caller’s needs and the 

discussion. Thankfully this ‘call centre’ is a high-quality call centre, meaning that I am 

not restricted by time limits, nor do I have to follow a script when answering a call.  

This telephone service is not a typical call centre. The conversations I have are 

complicated, complex, comprehensive, sensitive, sad, shocking, distressing, upsetting, 

confusing and sometimes funny. I engage in in-depth and challenging conversations with 

my callers and together we must appraise child protection concerns. An assessment 

officer’s primary role is to appraise concerns for the safety, welfare and wellbeing of 

children. We work in an environment that is mostly about child abuse and neglect. The 

callers are professionals, staff and employees of each respective government department. 

The professionals contact the unit for advice and information, or to consult and talk about 

concerns they have for children whom they fear are at risk of harm, or whom they suspect 

of having been harmed. Sometimes the call is about parents who are suspected of not 

doing a good enough job of parenting, or it is about children who place themselves at risk. 

Essentially the callers are contacting the unit about concerns they have about substance 

use, mental health, disabilities, physical abuse, psychological harm, neglect or any other 

form of child abuse and sometimes they contact us about concerns that are not even listed 

here.  

The above explains my job is more than simply answering a phone call. Just to bring 

you back to my work, it is now 8 o’clock and I have 30 minutes before I log on to the 

phone system. This leaves me some time to get ready; I turn on my computer, open my 

email account; my own work email and the unit’s generic email account. The latter 

contains secure faxes, emails, and voicemails or other overnight notifications. The first 

thing to do in the morning is to check the generic mailbox.  

I discover there are six unread emails in the unit’s mailbox; all of them arrived after 

5.30pm last night. That means I will have a bit of work to do this morning. I had planned 

to finish my work from the previous day as I had been inundated with calls. It looks like 

that will have to wait now.  
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‘Ah well, let’s have a look at those overnighters’, I think.  

Smiling inwardly, I remind myself that this is a job in which planning and scheduling 

your work is just not possible. Nevertheless, I am quietly hoping that whatever is in the 

mailbox does not involve a lot of work. I discover six items in the mailbox; three 

voicemails, two after-hours notifications and a High Risk Birth Alert (HRBA). One of 

my colleagues looks after the HRBAs, so that’s an easy one; I forward this email and the 

attachment, kindly requesting she enters the information on the database. There is only 

one HRBA this morning. Some days we receive more than ten.  

Moving on I open the next item, a voicemail. It is from an emergency department 

registrar who has a mother of a young child in the hospital now, with the request to please 

ring him back. No other information is left. He left the voicemail just before 6pm last 

night. It is just after 8am now, some 14 hours later. I am prioritising this voicemail and 

call the hospital first thing. Before I do this, I log on to the database, Wellnet. The database 

allows you only three log-in attempts; using all three attempts and getting it wrong each 

time results in being completely logged out of the system. It can take hours to have log-

in details reset. Next, another log-in screen pops up and again, only three graces. Just 

logging in to your computer can be a very intense and stressful experience. My home 

page is opening, and I see all my incomplete work tasks. Quickly I am scanning the screen 

for what requires my immediate attention next.  

‘Um, yes the caller was going to report to the Statutory Agency, let’s see if that has 

happened’.  

The next record shows the reference number from the Statutory Child Protection 

agency has been populated. It is still being assessed as there is no recorded outcome yet.  

‘Okay, excellent, the caller has made the report’, I am thinking, ‘I’ll have a look at 

that a bit later’.  

It is rewarding to discover callers have followed up on my recommendations. I go back 

to the overnight notifications and open a new ‘inbound communication’, located on my 

front page of the database. For every inbound call we create a new record, a new client 

file. I am typing in the details of the ED registrar. It is likely that the doctor is not on shift 

yet or he is in a shift change-over meeting. The inbound record sits there as a reminder to 

ring the hospital a little later. A thought goes through my mind, I am wondering what 

might be happening for that mum and the child.  

‘Stop’, I admonish myself; ‘there is no point worrying about that now, I have 

absolutely no information to go by!’  
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Moving back to the generic mailbox I check what needs to be done next. I listen to the 

second voicemail; it is about a newborn, it’s a girl, no real concerns, however she asks to 

be called back after 9am. The time stamp on the message indicates the call was made 

around 11pm last night. Locating the mother’s profile on the database, I can see that the 

baby is still listed as an unborn child. Furthermore, the Statutory Child Protection agency 

has issued a High Risk Birth Alert for this baby and allocated a caseworker. Although it 

seems pertinent to update the baby’s status to ‘born’ it is not possible as the Statutory 

Agency has an open case for the mother and baby. Although I am afraid though that the 

nurse might not be back on duty until this afternoon, or tonight, I contact the hospital 

regardless, hoping that someone else at the maternity ward can talk to me. It is a matter 

of priority that the hospital staff is aware of the HRBA. The hospital staff need to liaise 

with the baby’s caseworker. This matter bothers me; the HRBA should be listed on the 

mother’s medical file and then staff would know to contact the caseworker directly. I am 

making a mental note to check this with the hospital when I ring them a little later today.  

I am about to move to another item in the inbox, but I cannot stop thinking about the 

newborn baby,  

‘You know what? I am ringing the hospital now; they need to know about the HRBA 

and they need to speak with the caseworker sooner rather than later’.  

It is now 8.20am and I am logging in on the phone system, to make the first outbound 

call of the day. Whilst the phone is ringing, I start my to-do list. There is no one available 

at the maternity ward; most staff are in a change-over meeting and those who are not in 

the meeting are occupied on the ward. I leave my name and number and ask for someone 

to call me back as a matter of urgency.  

The next item in the mailbox is an after-hours (AH) notification.  

‘Bonus’, I am thinking as I am reading the comprehensive information.  

The issue raised in the notification is very concerning though; a child has a fracture 

and the explanation that has been provided by the child’s parents is inconsistent with the 

actual injury. As I am reading the information, I question the outcome of the MRG. It 

doesn’t seem correct and I reapply the MRG based on the information. The MRG outcome 

recommends me to immediately contact the child protection helpline. Inwardly I smile, 

as it amazes me that I got the outcome I anticipated. Applying the MRG numerous times 

every day does make one familiar with it.  

The database reveals that almost every single concern for this child has been suspected 

risk of significant harm and has been reported to the Statutory Child Protection agency. I 
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am checking if there is current involvement from the Statutory Agency. There is, but the 

box for allocated caseworker is not ticked.  

‘Um’, I wonder, ‘has the same mandatory reporter who sent us the after-hours 

notification perhaps also contacted the Statutory CP agency?’  

I decide to ring the hospital immediately. The notification came through at 3am, so I 

am not expecting to speak with the person who made the notification. There is an 

alternative contact listed, a colleague who is also aware of the matter. The phone is 

answered, and I ask to speak with the person who is listed as the alternative contact; 

however, this person is not there. 

‘Is there anyone else who is aware of the child with the fracture who was brought into 

hospital last night?’, I ask.  

Thankfully the nurse I am speaking to knows all about it. He does want to know who 

I am and where I am calling from though. I am explaining my role and the role of the unit. 

Those questions are asked regularly. Still, now after five years there are staff who have 

never heard of the unit.  

The nurse explains what has happened and I take notes; he is reading from the medical 

file and tells me the child has been transferred to the ward.  

‘They found more injuries, bruises, healing cuts and other infections of different ages’, 

he says.  

The nurse continues to advise that the Social Worker was called out and that she has 

made a report to the Statutory CP agency; there is a reference number on the file. I am 

grateful for the work that has been done since the initial reporter faxed his information to 

us. I thank the nurse and ask him to note down in the file the name and phone number of 

the child protection office that has an open plan for the child. I am explaining to him that 

a further assessment is likely to take place and I urge the ward staff and social worker to 

liaise with the statutory CP agency directly. 

As a result of this call I create an inbound communication record on the database; I 

record an ‘event’ entering the information. I am moving between my emails and database 

as I am preparing an email to the person who made the initial notification and to the Social 

Worker. For comprehensiveness I attach the final decision report of the MRG I completed 

this morning. Just before I press ‘send’ I realise I have not yet included the phone number 

of the local child protection office. Quickly, I enter these details and proofread the email 

before sending it. 
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I am moving between my two computer screens. I am entering a number of activities 

to my incomplete ‘event’ to indicate that I have contacted the caller, that I have conducted 

a search on the database, and applied the MRG, as well as having emailed the mandatory 

reporter a feedback email, and I create a record to remind me to contact the CP office 

later on.  

 

Morning 

It is now 8.45am and I am hoping callers will hold off ringing the unit this morning. 

There are a few things to follow up from yesterday and already today’s work is banking 

up. There are still some more items in the mailbox; there is the third voicemail, it is a 

message for my colleague and all I do is forward the message to my colleague and 

categorise the email in the generic email box with her name. The last item in the mailbox 

is a feedback notification from the Statutory Child protection agency. It is about a report 

I made to the Helpline a couple of days ago, advising me that the concerns reached the 

threshold of Risk of Significant Harm. I download the feedback fax so I can attach it to 

the event I created in the database. Before I do that, I update the appraisal record in the 

event first and change its status to indicate that it has met the Risk of Significant Harm 

threshold (RoSH). This feedback letter is a reminder for me to do this small but easily 

overlooked task of updating the appraisal. We accurately record this otherwise the stats 

will be out and our work, even though it is quality work, is about accountability, 

transferring quality conversations into numbers and figures.  

 Everything updated and attached, it is now almost 9am and one of my colleagues 

comes in.  

‘How are you today’, she asks, followed immediately with the next question,  

‘Any after hours or voicemails?’  

‘Yes’, I confirm, ‘three voicemails, one for you and two faxes, one AH but it was open 

and the other one was a feedback from CP, report has met RoSH, but I already knew that. 

All is good.’  

‘Anything I can do?’ she asks.  

‘No just ring your caller back’, I say, ‘I’ve emailed you the voicemail and I have 

labelled it with your name in the unit’s mailbox’.  

The morning seems to progress fast and time is running away from me. In between the 

calls that are coming in throughout the morning, I find a moment to follow up on that 

second voicemail. I haven’t heard back from the hospital yet, so I decide to ring the 
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statutory agency first and tell them the baby’s born, provide them with all the details. The 

caseworker thanks me for letting her know and says she will call the hospital. This is a 

nice outcome, and I am pleased with the agency’s collaboration. Sometimes the 

communication is difficult, and it takes a certain amount of effort to share information 

with other agencies, but it was efficient this time. Still entering details of this last call on 

the database, the light on my phone flashes and it is ringing. 

 

Caller emotiveness 

The caller is worried about a pregnant 19-year old woman. The young mum-to-be has 

not attended any of her ante natal appointments. The caller gives me the woman’s name 

and age. She is worried as the pregnancy is now in its 30th week and it has been several 

weeks since the woman presented at the hospital to book in for delivery.  

‘Are there any medical concerns for mum or unborn baby?’, I ask.  

Thankfully there aren’t any. Next, I ask where the father of this unborn baby is, but 

the caller doesn’t know anything about him. The caller has only spoken with the mother 

at the booking appointment. At the time of the booking-in appointment the mother-to-be 

told the caller that she had not received any ante natal care yet. There is no further 

information and I go back to the start. I get the full details of the caller now, correct 

spelling, her employee number, telephone number and her role. Next, I verify the caller’s 

and the client’s details on the database. 

 There is no profile on our database for the 19-year old woman. I am checking with 

the caller if she has a date of birth and a residential address for the mother-to-be, or any 

other identifying details or information. The caller gives me the details she knows and 

still, I cannot find anything on the system. As I am searching on the database, I am 

listening to the caller about the client’s presentation, her behaviour, her apparent 

reluctance to engage by distancing herself from the caller and evading answering certain 

questions.  

‘The mother didn’t want any social work involvement, I don’t know, she just seemed 

in a real rush to get out of here. Like, she didn’t want to talk to me’, the caller says.  

Realising this is the caller’s interpretation of the interaction, I ask the caller if a follow-

up ante natal appointment was made at the time.  

‘Oh yes’, she says, ‘there is an appointment, an ultrasound this afternoon and she will 

come back this Friday so the doctor can check her over and the midwife will be there. 
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She has also been referred to the Young Mothers’ Group and she told me she was really 

keen for that’.  

It seems as though the caller did have a conversation with the young mum after all.  

‘Okay’, I say, ‘mum is booked in to deliver and she agreed to come to the ultrasound 

this afternoon and see the doctor’.  

Ante natal care is a choice, it is not a mandatory or legislated requirement. The caller 

refers to her workplace policy and she states that she must ‘report’ women who have not 

received ante natal care. Again, I remind the caller that not receiving ante natal care is not 

a child protection matter per se. I ask the caller to wait and see what happens today, and 

when the young woman turns up, to see how she and her unborn baby are doing.  

Often callers refer to policy that stipulates reporting women who do not come to ante 

natal care. On many occasions I have asked for a copy of the policy. I know such a policy 

does not exist. In this situation, however, I talk a little more about the young woman’s 

demeanour and have a conversation about why the client may have behaved like this and 

what might be going on for her. We are talking about the client’s young age, limited 

support, personal or cultural background, experience and maybe because she is unfamiliar 

with the hospital and procedures and perhaps, she was just nervous?  

‘Maybe the baby was not planned, and the mother is still coming to terms with the fact 

that she is going to be a mother in a couple of months’, I say, allowing the caller to 

consider this.  

There are many reasons why people behave certain ways; history, previous 

experiences with the service and cultural implications may have influenced the person’s 

behaviour and actions on the day.  

‘Well yeah, I suppose, I hadn’t thought of that’, the caller replies.  

I recommend that when she next sees the mother, she engages in a general conversation 

with her. It is about working a little differently, I suppose, not working more or harder.  

‘So maybe when you see mum this afternoon, ask her about her home, how she has 

prepared for the birth or who else is there for her to support her and the new baby’, I 

suggest.  

I get the sense that the caller is not yet convinced, that she is not quite comfortable. 

Maybe I have missed something? It is difficult to base your assessment on other people’s 

observations, values, judgements, biases, experiences and interpretations. 

’How is the mother’s mental health?’, I ask.  

The caller doesn’t know, and I am trying to be more specific.  
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‘How did she score on the Edinburgh scale?’  

The answer is reassuring; the EDS did not indicate that she was depressed or has any 

suicidal ideation. Something to be grateful for. The level of risk is low, and I suppose I 

am trying to convince her that my appraisal of low-level risk is accurate. As I ask 

questions, I explain the usefulness of the MRG and where to find it and where to find 

other information that is really helpful for callers when they have concerns. The outcome 

or recommendations for the concerns for the unborn child will be low and the MRG is 

suggesting that the caller documents and continues the relationship with the client when 

possible. I am rephrasing the concerns the caller has raised, reminding her of the services 

and actions the mother has taken and how the service is providing ongoing support at this 

stage. I am suggesting, should any of this change or should the caller have new concerns, 

that she re-applies the unborn MRG, or she can call me back. I am getting a sense that the 

caller’s mind is more at ease; the outcome of the MRG has given some credibility to my 

initial appraisal. 

‘Okay, so if I see mum this afternoon, I can just ask her a few more questions?’, the 

caller checks with me.  

‘Yes, that would be great, maybe you can also check with the Young Mothers’ group 

to make sure the mother has contacted them and talk to the worker who runs that program 

and tell them about your concerns and the mother’s limited ante natal care, maybe they 

can check in with mum and encourage her to attend ante natal care’.  

We talk some more, going back over some of the information, reassuring the caller 

before I terminate the call.  

Often, I multi-task when I am interacting with callers, though I still give them the 

impression that they have my undivided attention. Well, they do have my full attention; 

once I answer the phone I have nowhere to go, and I have no reason to terminate the call 

until such time when I am satisfied I have all the information and the caller is satisfied 

and confident with the outcome of the call. Often during the calls, I search the internet, 

the database, send email requests to relevant services or people, I do lots of things. You 

can’t do this when you are face-to-face with people.  

My facial expressions tend to be animated and it is much easier to manage your facial 

expressions and body language when you are conversing on the phone. When I talk to the 

callers on the phone, I like walking around the office, standing up, sitting down, pacing 

or placing my feet on an opened drawer or even up on my desk. Especially as the calls 

can be in excess of 45 minutes. There is no time limit on our calls and only once I am 
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satisfied that I have all the information, I have applied the MRG and I have gone through 

all questions with the caller, will I end the phone call. 

Following this call, I finalise entering the information on the database and I summarise 

the concerns, the discussion, and agreed actions in a feedback email to the caller as 

confirmation. I am entirely reliant on the callers to action any plans and recommendations. 

It is not part of my role to provide practical assistance, I am merely at my desk, on the 

phone from which I advise, teach and coach the callers how to work with their clients 

effectively.  

Later I get another chance to ring the hospital where the baby was born and the HRBA 

was issued. As I had expected, the nurse who left the voicemail is not on duty; in fact, she 

is on a week’s holiday. I speak with another nurse at the maternity ward and advise her 

there is an open plan for the baby with the Statutory Child Protection Agency. The nurse 

is telling me that the Statutory CP agency has already been in contact with the hospital to 

check on the baby and on the mother. Thankfully the nurse is aware that an HRBA was 

issued and she tells me that she would have phoned the Statutory CP agency herself had 

the caseworker not called her just then.  

‘I don’t know why they rang you guys last night; there is this HRBA sitting right on 

top of her medical file and all the details are on it’, the nurse advises.  

I am smiling and thank her. She further informs me that caseworkers will come to the 

hospital this morning. I can imagine the purpose of their visit. My mind goes back to the 

‘old days’ when I was working in statutory child protection myself. I am trying to block 

the thought, but I cannot help it. There is every chance that this baby girl will be assumed 

into care. It is a sad thought, not just for the mother who will be going home without her 

newborn, but also for the newborn; there is no guarantee things will turn out for the better 

once she is removed from her parents.  

Next, I follow up on the first voicemail; the doctor who wants to talk about a mother 

who has been hospitalised. I am informed that the doctor is not on until 7pm tonight. I 

ask if there is anybody else who knows what he phoned for. The doctor did not mention 

the mother’s name. The nurse asks me to wait; I can hear her asking the other staff nearby 

if they have any knowledge of this matter. There is some mumbling and I am being told 

that I am going to be put through to the mental health unit. I speak with a nurse who 

answers the phone at the mental health unit and I repeat the information I have been given. 

The nurse is aware of the concerns and knows who the mother is. She tells me,  
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‘Mum was brought in by ambulance after a mental breakdown and yes, she has three 

children’.  

I ask her how mum is and where the children are at present.  

‘The family live with the grandparents, so the children are cared for. Two are at 

school, the oldest two I think, the younger one is at home with grandma. Mum has been 

transferred to the mental health unit’, she says.  

As she is talking to me, I use the online MRG and enter the information, answer the 

questions and the outcome of ‘document and continue the relationship’ indicates that this 

is a low-level concern and I save the final decision report. The nurse is providing me with 

a few more details of the family, such as names, address and dates of birth, and I am 

asking questions to clarify the matter fully.  

 ‘The mother’s mental health seems to be situational; I do not have any concerns for 

the children, the family’s looking after them’, the nurse assures me. ‘Mum has been 

stressed as she had recently lost her job and she will have a mental health assessment 

this afternoon’.  

As the children are cared for by family and mum is currently receiving treatment, I 

advise the nurse that the child protection concerns at this stage are low level. I encourage 

her to monitor the situation and to check with the grandparents to see how they and the 

children are doing. This means that the nurse should make a note in the client’s file and, 

where possible the relationship should continue for further monitoring. I give the nurse a 

reference number and I share with her that we do not have any previous information or 

concerns about this family.  

‘The grandparents have already been to visit, after dropping the older two at school 

and they brought along the youngest child’, the nurse tells me. She has also seen the 

youngest child, ‘The little one appears well, and the grandparents seemed concerned and 

supportive’, she adds.  

It is a rewarding moment when things are falling into place. Back to my home page 

and see what else is there. I might be able to clear up some outstanding work before the 

next caller wants to talk to me.  

 

Complexity of interaction 

There are a few incomplete records on my workload. I really need to get that done; we 

have roughly 24-hours to complete these records. Chances are that I will get plenty more 

calls before the day ends. And, yes, there is one now.  
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‘Oh, not now!’, I cringe inwardly.  

There will be a chance later in the day to finish that record, but for now I close the 

screen on my computer, saving what I have entered. Next, I place my headset back on, I 

turn it on, get my notebook ready and answer the phone. The caller starts talking 

immediately, she sounds either angry or distressed so I let her go for a moment. At this 

point I do not even know who is talking to me, but I know what her role is and where she 

works. Her tone and choice of words convince me that she is angry. She is telling me she 

is angry with her client, who is a mother of a newborn baby who is only couple of days 

old.  

Over time I have learned to let people tell their story, to allow them to voice their issues 

uninterrupted. Sometimes people just need to blow off steam. Listening quietly and 

attentively gives them the sense that someone is validating their concerns. After a moment 

or two, she slows. I acknowledge her frustration, 

‘That doesn’t sound very good at all, listen, let me get your details first and then we’ll 

go over your concerns and we can have a look at what we know and what we can do’.  

The caller is giving me her name, role and workplace. Next, I ask for the names of the 

mother and child she has concerns for. I deliberately choose the word ‘concerns’. I know 

she is angry with the mum, but I want her focus on the baby. That baby is the reason for 

ringing me and I need to know what is happening with this baby and what the mum is 

doing, or not doing. The caller sounds exasperated as she explains why she is upset with 

the mother. What she is not telling me is how the mother’s actions are having an impact 

on the child. My next step is therefore bringing her attention to the newborn baby,  

‘What is happening for the baby?’  

The caller tells me that the mother is a single parent who is staying with family in an 

area of town that the caller considers as ‘a well-known area for substance use and illegal 

activity’. She is still not telling me what is happening for the baby. Instead, I ask the caller 

if the mother is using any illicit substances. The answer is no.  

The caller is using language and terms that I do not consider appropriate; it is racist 

and she expresses herself in a judgemental and value-laden manner. I am not okay with 

this and I am trying hard to keep calm and trying not to get upset and angry with the 

caller. After all, I need to know what is happening with this baby. My next step is trying 

to change the caller’s way of thinking and curtailing her language and choice of words. I 

ask about the mother, the father. It slows her down, it makes her think. I then ask 

questions, purely to determine what her concerns relate to.  
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 ‘How was the baby when mum left the hospital?’. 

 The caller explains there were no concerns for the baby at all. She elaborates that mum 

did not leave the hospital against medical advice and mum agreed to attend the clinic after 

the weekend, which happens to be today. I ask the nurse what time mum is supposed to 

attend. 

 ‘Anytime today, it’s a drop-in clinic, but I don’t like my chances, because, well, you 

know what they are like’, she says.  

 The comment is exasperating, again, the choice of words and the insinuations are 

angering me. I am looking at the time, it is still before midday. How am I going to tell 

this caller that there is still a lot of day left in ‘today’, without being sarcastic and 

inappropriate? I hold my forehead and at that moment I am rather pleased I can hide 

behind the phone.  

 ‘People, people’, I am thinking, ‘have some faith in others, those judgements! Heaven 

forbids if you don’t fit the mould’.  

 However, instead of saying this, I am going back over her information and our 

conversation. My choice of words is allowing me to describe the factual parts, and I am 

trying to keep the emotion and judgement out. 

 ‘All we know is that we have a mum with a little baby who went home after delivery, 

which was okay with the medical staff and the mother agreed to follow up with the clinic 

after the weekend’.  

 The caller interrupts me, her voice getting louder as she speaks,  

 ‘Oh no, mum came back to the ED, the day after discharge, for pain management and 

she called the midwife on duty the following day to ask about making bottles and how to 

do it correctly’.  

 The caller’s tone of voice is indicative of anger and I am trying to work out why. This 

mother is accessing services as we would like and recommend new mothers to do. The 

conversation is confusing. There is a moment’s silence, before I continue to try and 

confirm that I have understood her correctly. She agrees with my recount of her story and 

she seems to accept my assessment of ‘no risk’. To further encourage, and persuade, the 

caller to look at the situation from a different perspective, I make some suggestions,  

 ‘Can you give the mother a call and ask her how she and the baby are? Just let her 

know that you are aware she attended the ED over the weekend and that she has called 

the midwife about bottle feeding. Might be a good opportunity to remind her of the clinic 

appointment?’  
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 I am still not convinced that the caller is confident with this, she tells me that she will 

do some further ‘investigation’. Her comment confirms that I was right about the caller 

not being convinced of my plan of action. The whole interaction with this caller is 

worrisome; she is in a role where she is responsible for teaching new staff. It is my role 

to educate this caller. The caller’s racism throughout the conversation is too much, I am 

upset with her and myself as I have not been able to stop her. Without upsetting her I want 

her to reflect on her own behaviour. I say to her,  

 ‘I suppose it is not about investigating, we’re not police, but it is really about 

supporting mum and baby. We know that mum attends and accesses appropriate services, 

which is positive. Let’s continue working with mum. It is best for her and the baby to stay 

engaged, we don’t want to lose her.’  

 I am hoping the caller has understood my comments the way I intended. This call has 

left me feeling nauseous. There are times when I would really like to tell them that people 

are not attending their service or not returning because of the way they talk to clients. I 

mean, if they leave me feeling uncomfortable, what about the vulnerable clients they work 

with? Of course, I never do, and thankfully callers such as these are rare.  

 Hopefully she will reflect on the conversation as much as I do. Before I enter the 

records on the database, I start to compile a feedback email to this caller. In it I am clearly 

outlining what we discussed and what I have recommended. The interaction has made me 

feel uneasy; have I missed something, or have I forgotten to ask the caller something? 

Comparing my level of concern to the caller’s, I am wondering how two people can 

interpret a situation so differently? In my head I am ticking off the things we discussed; I 

checked if there were concerns for drug use and mental health and there weren’t any. 

Why then is the caller so adamant that mum is not doing the right thing by this little baby? 

Whatever it is that is making this caller so angry with the mum, I am unable to grasp. All 

I was hearing is that the mother and baby are doing fine, and mum does all that we could 

wish for. 

 I questioned my colleagues on their interpretation. After I have relayed the phone call 

in as much detail, my colleagues come to the same conclusion as I did. They also conclude 

that mum and baby are doing fine, maybe even better than we could have wished for. We 

have a rather robust conversation and I am relieved that my colleagues are as astounded 

and confused by the call and caller’s attitude as I am. Sitting back at my desk, I complete 

the email to the caller. Firstly, I thank her for calling us and next I provide the basic details 

that she might find necessary to document in the medical notes, such as date of contact 
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and reference number. In my email I make it clear that based on the information she has 

provided there are no concerns of child protection. I have not applied the MRG, simply 

because there was not a type of abuse that I could identify. Furthermore, I outline the 

recommendations and suggestions on how to work in a culturally sensitive manner and 

suggests the caller engages with a worker from the mother’s cultural background.  

 As I am writing this, months later, the caller has not contacted the unit again about this 

mother. Therefore, and I can only assume, because I will never know for sure, mum and 

baby are doing fine. Although I always try to cover all bases and issues, there is still an 

unknown aspect of my job that I must accept. There is always a level of uncertainty; has 

the caller understood the information correctly, has the information been translated 

correctly? There is always a possibility that the caller has told me a censored or an 

embellished version.  

It is now almost lunch time and I realise that I have missed my 10-minute morning 

break. It is important you take your breaks because otherwise you end up spending the 

entire day in the office, being cooped up. We are very diligent too about our breaks, but 

sometimes calls take priority. Lunchbreaks are only 30 minutes, exactly half an hour and 

no flexibility. We must take our lunchbreak between 12 and 2pm, for it is less busy. We 

stagger our breaks, leaving enough people on the phones always.  

My colleagues and I discuss other concerns, we debrief and have a laugh. We take 

turns in playing devil’s advocate, ‘What if…. and how about …?’, as well as talking each 

other through certain issues. Between calls, I complete database work. Most calls require 

follow up; I gather more information, do further analysis, recording and finalising. I am 

always grateful if there is an hour or two in the middle of the day where the calls seem to 

slow down, and I can follow up and finalise matters. It is a sense of achievement to be 

able to complete and close your events.  

 

The experience of working with professionals 

Later that afternoon I receive a call from a nurse at the maternity ward and she is telling 

me she has rung before and she knows there is not much she can do because the father is 

in gaol for Domestic Violence offences. The caller is worried because the mother has told 

her that she does not know when the father will be released, and when the father is 

released the mother wants to resume her relationship with him. I check the system and 

notice the caller’s previous contacts with the unit. I look at the records, there are a few 

calls recorded from this caller. 
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‘She must be worried’, I think.  

When I am looking at the details in the records, I can see that the mother has two other 

children, she has given birth to a baby girl only two days ago and she wants to leave 

hospital and go home. I tell her that if the father is indeed incarcerated, we know that 

mum and the children are safe. The caller is worried.  

‘So, there is really not much else that I can do?’  

The caller tells me that mum, the two siblings and the newborn baby will be living 

with the grandparents. We discuss safety planning with the mum and explain the impacts 

of Domestic Violence on her children and her own wellbeing.  

‘I am sure you have already done this but you may want to reiterate the need for safety 

planning, there is an enforceable AVO in place so let mum know about the consequences 

for the father should he be breaching the AVO, he is likely to go straight back in gaol’.  

I notice it is a 2-year order, I also suggest the caller ring the local police station to see 

if they have a date for the father’s release. She is hesitant. I explain the legislation that 

permits the caller and other services to exchange information that relate to concerns for 

the safety, welfare and wellbeing of children. The caller is pleased she can at least do 

something. After I hang up, I check the system, there are a few records from the other 

units; I decide that I need to create an event, there is too much history for these children 

and the situation is too volatile, too concerning. In addition, I will do some follow up. It 

is easier and more comprehensive to record matters as an event. Although it is more time 

consuming and cumbersome, it is structured and easier to add further information and 

appraisals. I apply the MRG, there is an AVO. The MRG outcome is to contact the unit, 

so there is further justification to create a comprehensive event.  

Not five minutes later the caller phones again, this time she is telling me that she has 

phoned the local police and they were not able to tell her when he will be free, but they 

told her which gaol the father may be in. She proceeds to tell me that she has rung that 

gaol and she was told that he has not been in that gaol for a long time, but they did not 

provide her with any further details. It is good to see that this caller has taken some 

initiative.  

‘Okay’, I say, ‘I am going to ring the Child Protection Unit at Corrective Services and 

see what I can find out, I will ring you back’.  

I quickly confirm the mother’s last known address with the caller and update our 

records and give the caller a reference number. I call Corrective Services and staff are 

helpful and advise me the father was released a couple of months ago but is still under 
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supervision of Probation and Parole (P&P). I obtain the contact details for the local P&P 

office. My call goes to voicemail; I leave a message and I quickly ring the nurse back. I 

tell her what I have discovered, and I am suspecting that this will cause her more concerns. 

I am telling her that I have left a message for the parole officer to call me back. For the 

caller’s ease of mind, I provide her with the details of the parole officer, name and contact 

phone number. As soon as I hang up, the phone rings again. Thankfully it is not my phone 

this time, it is my colleague’s phone. That means that I can start documenting some of the 

actions for this last contact. As the office is quite small and all the assessment officers are 

in relatively close proximity of each other, I cannot help but overhear my colleague telling 

the person on the other hand that they will see if I am available.  

‘Oh, what now?’, I am thinking, ‘who is after me?’.  

Thankfully it is the parole officer, I am pleasantly surprised as I hadn’t expected a call 

back so soon. The officer confirms the father is out of gaol, residing with his parents and 

that he is closely supervised by her. The officer is telling me that she has been in contact 

with him and his partner and that both deny having contact with each other. This is news, 

and I double check with the parole officer to confirm that the partner, the mother of the 

three children, is aware that the father of the children has been released from gaol. The 

officer confirms this and says that the mother has regularly contacted her since the father’s 

release. The parole officer is aware of the AVO. She subsequently tells me that the mother 

has tried to vary the order a few times, but police are refusing to amend the orders. They 

are convinced it is not safe for the mother and children to have any contact with the father. 

The parole officer is unaware of the mother’s intention of resuming the relationship with 

her client. She thanks me for the information, and we say goodbye. 

Next, I ring the nurse from the maternity ward back. This calling back and forth is 

almost comical and we are laughing. The caller is appreciative of my assistance. At this 

point there is not much we can do. We know that the children are with the maternal 

grandparents and we can only go by the information we have; both mum and dad deny 

having had any contact with each other. However, we also know that the mother has not 

been entirely honest. She has told the caller that she didn’t know when the father was 

going to be released from gaol, when in fact he has been out of gaol for some months and 

she is aware of this.  

The caller agrees to continue her contact with the mother and to continue to support 

her. We discuss support services and the caller suggests referring the mother to a domestic 

violence counsellor. Further to this, I advise the nurse that if mum or any of the other 
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family members tell her that the mother or the children have been in contact with the 

father, to contact the Child Protection Helpline immediately as contact with the father 

constitutes a breach of the AVO. The children are fine and safe at this moment. The nurse 

will continue to engage with the mother and I make a note on the database, to remind me 

to give her a call back the following day to check how things are working out. The day is 

nearing the end and it is only 20 or so minutes before I can log out and go home. My 

phone rings… 

I am not excited about getting a call this late in the day, but really, I have to wait and 

see what it is about. 

‘Oh no, not now, I want to go home on time!’ 

It can be anything, you never know, and I can be off the phone in five minutes. The 

call can be easy and quick, or complex, and I might end up spending the next 30 to 40 

minutes on the phone. I am hoping for the first option; I had planned to go home at 

5.30pm. The caller gives me her name and all the details; it is one of our repeat callers.  

‘This won’t be too bad’, I am thinking. ‘What can I help you with today?’, I ask. 

 Surprisingly, this time the call is not an easy one, in fact, what she is telling me is 

concerning. Although the information is worrisome, we do not yet have enough 

information to ring the Statutory Child Protection agency. I take her details and record 

what the caller has already planned to do in response to the concerns. She is going to ring 

the family the following morning and we agree on a time I can contact her. Quickly I 

share with her the information we have on our database. I record some basic details on 

the database, just so that I won’t forget to follow up and complete this the next day. We 

are laughing about our late contact, both of us have had a busy day and we both want to 

go home. It is now only a couple of minutes before my shift finishes. I clear up my desk, 

write myself a list of things to do tomorrow. The good thing about this job is you rarely 

end up with crisis work, late finishes or overtime. The day finishes at 5.30pm exactly and 

I am making sure that I’ve got all my stuff ready to go for the next day. All my work will 

still be there tomorrow. My colleagues are waiting for me as I am turning off my 

computer. We are not supposed to, nor do we want to, leave the site by ourselves, it is 

winter, it is dark, and we are usually the last ones on the premises. We walk out and close 

the door behind us. 
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Appendix 2 – Preliminary research questions 

 

Preliminary research questions 

1. How do assessment officers in a high-quality call centre engage emotional and 

professional practices to coach, advise and guide their callers through their practice, 

decision-making and responses to concerns of child safety, welfare and well-being?  

 

2. How are the performances of emotional labour and leadership work connected in the 

assessment officers’ work? 

 

3. How do assessment officers stimulate cognitive shift, changes in sense-making, 

reflexivity and improvements in risk appraisal skills in the caller and across the 

workforce? 

 

The questions were refined to the following final research questions  

1. How are emotional labour and leadership practice connected in the work of child 

protection assessment officers?  

 

2. How do the assessment officers use the performance of emotional labour to create 

spaces for leadership practice to emerge?  

 

3. What are the emerging leadership practices that are created by the assessment 

officers’ emotional labour performance?  
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Appendix 3 – Assessment officers’ archetypical roles 

 Three archetypical roles of the Assessment officers consisting of many leadership, 

assessors and administrative roles, the Assessment Officers’ perform in their work.  
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Appendix 4 – Inbound communication – dynamics  

 

Terminate call 

Verify caller and caller   purpose 

Information      exchange 

Search  
details and  
exchange  
with caller 

Further concerns  
raised for safety of  
child or children?  

Agree on plan/outcome 

Inbound  communication 

Appraisal Child Protection Concerns 

Discuss  
issues and  

information 

No 

Apply MRG and professional    judgement 

Supporting     caller  ?  

No 

Yes 

Explore concerns  
and debrief, counsel  

and assist caller 

Yes 

Follow up 
Concerns   still  

present?  

Re-appraisal of risk  
and caller supports 

No 

Review plan/outcome 

Close event 

Yes 

No 
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Appendix 4 – Form Background information and demographics  

(Participant to complete prior to focus group/interview)  

 

1. Age range  

 20–29 

 30–39 

 40–49 

 50+  

2. Gender  

 Male 

 Female 

 Not stated 

3. Your cultural background 

 Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander 

 Other, __________________________ 

 Not stated/do not wish to disclose 

4. Your qualifications 

 Diploma _________________________ 

 Bachelor degree___________________ 

 Master degree ____________________ 

 Other (or current study undertaken, please indicate below) 

 _________________________________ 

5. Number of years in workforce (i.e. since graduation)  

 0–5 years 

 6–10 years 

 11–15 years 

 16+ years 

6. Type of employment prior to commencing with the unit  

______________________________________________________________________

___ 

7. Length of service with current employer, in this unit?  

 Since establishment 

 4–5 years 

 1–3 years 

 Less than 12 months 
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Appendix 6 – Interview questions – Department 1 

1. Describe a typical call you receive at the unit and how do you respond? 

 

a. What causes a positive reaction to a call or caller? 

b. Please describe that reaction. 

c. How did you feel after that call or your interaction with that caller?  

 

2. What causes a negative reaction to a call or caller? 

a. How do you respond/react to those calls or callers? 

b. How did you feel after that call or your interaction with that caller? 

 

3. Can you recall a call that was significant to you and explain why it was significant to 

you? 

a. How did you respond/react to that call? 

b. How did you feel after that call or your interaction with that caller?  

 

4. When you are emotionally or otherwise affected by a call, what do you do? 

 

5. As a manager how do you respond/support/assist assessment officers with their 

reactions or emotions to their work? 

 

6. What do you see are essential requirements for an assessment officer to do their job 

well and to continue doing so? 

 

7. What do you think will assist assessment officers in their role and in dealing with 

emotions and feelings? What do you do yourself to deal with the emotional side of 

this work? 

 

8. Do you have anything else that you would like to add that would help me understand 

your experience of the emotion side of the work? 
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Appendix 7 – Focus group/Interview guide – Department 2 

 

1. I’d like to talk about how you work and how you respond to calls?  

a. Describe to me a usual day.  

b. What happens for you when a call comes in?  

c. How do you handle inquiries? For example, script, manner, length, expected to 

question.  

d. What are the more common inquiries/calls you receive or callers you speak with?  

 

2. Talking to other AOs they spoke about how there were a range of roles that they 

have in their work for example being an expert adviser, just listening, counselling 

etc.  

a. What roles do you notice yourself responding with to calls? Can you explain the 

tasks do you perform and/or complete in relation to these different roles? 

b. How do you generally describe your role as a DEC assessment officer, or what 

different roles do you have? 

c. How do you think the callers perceive your role?  

d. What reasons do callers have for contacting you? 

 

2. I’d like to talk about some of the more significant calls or inquiries you receive  

a. What makes certain calls significant? (for instance, is it about the concerns that were 

raised or the caller response or emotions) 

b. How do you respond to the callers, or how do you react or try not to react?  

c. Describe some of the roles you may adopt/assume/play/take on during a call? 

d. How do callers express their feelings? 

e. How do you manage/handle that (their distress/feelings/anxiety etc.)?  

 

3. I’d like to talk about some of the times when you enjoy your role as assessment 

officer 

a. What makes your job enjoyable? What would you be doing? 

b. When you enjoy your job, can you tell me about how that makes you feel? 

c. What do you do with or after those enjoyable moments at work (share, ignore)? 

 

4. I’d like to talk about some of the calls or callers that are challenging, what are those 

challenging factors that you may dislike? 

a. What made you dislike your job in that instance? (difficult callers, stressful call, 

follow up) 

b. How do your respond in those instances? 

c. What might be a cause for potential conflict and how do you manage that?  

d. How did you ‘move on’ from that call/er?  

 

5. Other AOs talked about cooperation and support within their team and management.  

a. Let’s talk about your work as a team?  

a. How do you interact, work together and support each other? 

b. How do you perceive your role in the team?  

c. What help, support, experience, etc., do you consider to be helpful in performing 

your duties as an Assessment Officer?  

  

In closing, do you have anything else to add that would help me understand your role 

and experience of emotions being an assessment officer?



 Elisabeth Christina Chapman  

Charles Sturt University 95032417 
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Appendix 8 – Consent letter  

Emotional Labour in a Call centre Environment: A Qualitative Study of Team Interactions and 

Work Performance 

Name of participant:                                                                                                      . 

Name of researcher:  Lisa Chapman – DBA Student Charles Sturt University. 

              

This research is aimed to generate information and to get an understanding about the way people 

interpret the workplace behaviours and the impact this has on them and their own workplace 

performance. This research is part of a Doctoral Study at Charles Sturt University, particularly 

focused on call centre workplace behaviour and in specific how emotions that arise in the course 

of work may influence team dynamics and performance. Your participation in this research is 

sought as you are currently employed as an employee associated with the NSW Health Child 

Wellbeing Unit. 

 

The proposed interview will be approximately 1 hour in length and questions are related to staff 

behaviour in the workplace. This consent form is something you sign in agreement to taking part, 

and the following points identify what you are agreeing to. 

 

1. I consent to participate in the research as detailed by the researcher and I have been provided 

with a Plain Language Statement for me to retain 

2. I understand that after I sign and return this consent form it will be retained by the researcher 

3. I agree for the researcher to contact me to arrange a time, date and location for the interview 

to take place 

4. I understand that my participation will involve an interview and I agree that the interview will 

be audio recorded and transcribed 

5. I understand that my name and other identifying details will remain confidential and I agree 

to act in accordance with confidentiality and non-disclosure of the interview content 

6. I have been informed that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time, without 

explanation or prejudice and to withdraw any unprocessed data I have provided 

7. I understand that information will be shared with supervisors at Charles Sturt University and 

that it is the intention that the result of this research will be disseminated through final thesis 

and journal publications. 

 

Participant signature ___________________________ 

Email   ___________________________ 

Date   ___________________________  
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Appendix 9 – Plain Language Statement  

 

My name is Lisa Chapman and I am a student at Charles Sturt University enrolled in a 

Doctorate of Business Administration. The research I am conducting is interested in 

interviewing people about organisational behaviour and emotions in staff and how this 

influences team dynamics. My research involves generating information, through focus 

groups and interviews about emotions and the way in which they are expressed and have 

an influence on team interactions, in an organisational environment. 

 

You are invited to participate in this research project which is being conducted under the 

supervision of Dr Fiona Douglas Associate Head of School, Lecturer in Management at 

Charles Sturt University. Any ethical concerns you may have about how this research is 

conducted or any queries about your rights as a participant, please contact me, Lisa 

Chapman, the principal researcher of this study on 0411 217 814 or via email 

chapmanlisa@hotmail.com, or in writing via PO Box 1838, Dubbo NSW 2830. 

Alternatively, you may contact my principal supervisor Dr Fiona Douglas at Charles Sturt 

University via email fdouglas@csu.edu.au. This research project (ID 200/2014/04) was 

approved by a Human Research Ethics Committee on 10 June 2014. 

 

Please understand that your participation is voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw at 

any stage, or to withdraw any information you have supplied, you are free to do so. Your 

confidentiality is guaranteed and your participation is appreciated. Please indicate that 

you have read and understood this information by signing the accompanying consent 

forms provided.  

 

 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

 

Lisa Chapman 

DBA student Charles Sturt University 

June 2014 

 

 

mailto:chapmanlisa@hotmail.com
mailto:fdouglas@csu.edu.au
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Appendix 10 – Coding Scheme  

SKILLS 

Competence of AO 

Complexity of job 

Confidence 

Counselling role of AO 

Efficiency 

Efficient work practice 

Emotion management 

Expertise / Skill 

Expertise of AO 

(experience) 

Hope 

Humour 

Listening 

Manipulate 

Maturity of AO 

Mindfulness 

Negotiating 

Personal issues in AO 

Personal life 

Persuasion 

Professional development 

AO 

Professional judgement 

Professionalism 

Projecting positiveness 

Respect 

Role / skills 

Self-awareness AO 

Self- care 

Self-development 

Skills of AO 

Supervision 

Supervisor support 

Taking the emotion out 

Time efficiency 

Time management 

Time out 

Training of other staff 

within organisation 

Trust 

Work hours/environment 

Work/life balance 

 

 

ASSESSMENT OF RISK 

Advice 

Asking questions 

Assessment 

Assessment of risk 

Assessment tools 

Broader thinking 

Caller responsibility in CP 

Child focus 

Child protection 

responsibilities 

Connecting dots 

Consultation  

Directive 

Finding out more 

Follow-up work  

Gap in/lack of information 

Giving direction to caller 

Holistic  

Outcome 

Perspective 

Plan 

Risk 

Serious 

Unpacking 

Whole picture 

 

 

ANXIETY REDUCING 

WORK 

Anxiety 

Calming callers down 

Calming caller  

Care for caller & caller 

emotions 

Emotions of callers 

Empathy for caller 

Empathy for families 

Facts 

Fixing issues (manager) 

Reducing caller anxiety as 

part of plan 

Repeat callers 

Slowing down caller 

Slowing Caller down 

Support for AO 

Support for callers 

Talking down caller 

 

 

CHALLENGES 

Building relationship 

Burnout 

Caller burnout  

Capacity building 

Challenges 

Change 

Change in practice  

Change management 

Change of work conditions 

Changing caller 

practice/capacity building 

Coaching 

Communication between 

callers 

Conflict 

Confrontation 

Control 

Controlling the call 

Disbelief 

Emotion work 

Emotions 

Emotions in AO 

Facts 

Frustration 

Gap in caller knowledge 

Gap in/lack of information 

Helpless 

Humans 

Caller responses 

Infusing into Health 

IT / Systems 

Jargon 

Judgemental 

Knowledge of Caller 

Labelling 

Labels/terminology 

Language 

Language (matching 

callers) 
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Managing emotional 

response AO 

Monitor 

Negative labels 

Organisational structure 

Part time vs Full time 

employment 

Performance/acting 

Physical responses to 

emotions 

Pondering 

Powerless 

Reading the caller 

Recording/monitoring and 

review 

Repeat callers 

Responsibility of caller 

Responsibility of Caller 

Role of AO/validation 

Role of CWU 

Similar concerns previous 

calls 

Staff retention 

Statistics 

Stress AO 

Subjectivity 

Tension during calls 

Ticking boxes 

Time restrictions 

Training of other staff 

within organisation 

Unique calls 

Unknown factors  

Verbal contact 

Vicarious trauma 

Workload/stress 

Workplace/work 

environment 

 

 

COPING MECHANISMS 

Acting/performance 

Assertiveness AO 

Banter 

Being removed  

Breaks 

Breathing space 

Compartmentalising 

CP Helpline 

Debrief 

Desensitisation 

Feedback on own practice 

Feedback to callers 

Hope 

Humour 

Job satisfaction 

Manager support 

Maturity of AO 

Mindfulness 

Peer support 

Positive feedback 

Positive work 

Reflective practice 

Respect 

Satisfaction 

Self-awareness AO 

Self-care 

Self-development 

Supervision 

Supervisor support 

Support 

Support for Managers 

Support team 

Taking the emotion out 

Team 

Teamwork  

Time efficiency 

Time management 

Time out 

Validation 

Value role of AO 

Verbal contact 

 

UNIQUENESS OF THE 

WORKPLACE 

Capacity building 

Change 

Change in practice  

Change management 

Change of work conditions 

Changing caller 

practice/capacity building 

Coaching 

Distancing self 

Educating callers 

Educating Caller 

Enabling Caller 

External opportunities 

Facade 

Face to name 

Faceless person 

Filter (role of AO) 

Guiding 

Infusing into Health 

Policy/Procedure and 

legislation 

Positive change 

Professional judgement 

Professionals vs public 

Promoting CWU 

Providing advice 

Reflective practice 

Supporting/coaching and 

capacity building 

Taking the emotion out 

Verbal contact 
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Appendix 11 – Keep Them Safe Factsheet No 4a Child Wellbeing Units 
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Appendix 12 – Keep Them Safe Factsheet No 3a Mandatory Reporter Guide 
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Appendix 13 – Mandatory Reporter Guide 4 

  

 
4 Please access https://reporter.childstory.nsw.gov.au/s/mrg for the latest online version of the MRG. The 

MRG in this appendix was current at the time of the research, however, PDF format of the MRG is no 

longer available. 
 

https://reporter.childstory.nsw.gov.au/s/mrg
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