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Abstract

Habibie Ibrahim
A Study of Emotions and Emotional Intelligence in Malaysian Child and Family
Social Workers
The Contribution of Emotions and Emotional Intelligence to Working
Relationships and Decision-Making Processes of Child and Family Social
Workers: A Malaysian Case Study
Keywords: Empathy, emotional expression, emotional regulation, spirituality,
gender differences, local culture, social constructionism

This research aimed to investigate the contributions of emotions and Emotional
Intelligence (EI) to social work practice with children and families in Malaysia. A
mixture of methods within an ethnographic approach was used. The Assessing
Emotions Scale (AES) (Schutte et al., 2007) was completed by 105 child social
workers. The levels of EI and differences in EI according to certain demographic
characteristics were identified. Individual interviews with 25 child social workers
were conducted to explore their perceptions concerning emotions and EI in the
workplace. Observations were carried out over a period of three months to
investigate how emotions were expressed in terms of behaviour. The quantitative
results showed that levels of EI were high (mean=131.69, SD=12.483). The
workers were reported to be emotionally intelligent in perceiving emotions,
dealing with their own and others’ emotions and utilising emotions in their
professional conduct. There were no significant differences by gender (pvalue=0.367>0.05), marital status (p-value=0.694>0.05), age group F (d=3, 101),
P>.05=1.468) or length of service F (d=4,100), P>.05=0.331), but there was a
difference with regard to educational level F (d=3,101), P<.05=6.878). The
qualitative research findings seemed to show that skills in empathising,
expressing and regulating one’s and others’ emotional experiences, as well as
religious practice factors, contributed to EI. The qualitative research findings also
revealed the strength of religious beliefs in Malaysian social workers, which
facilitate the qualities of EI. The present study implies that the spiritual and
religious dimension of practice should not be ignored in social work education
and training.
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PART I
CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.0

Introduction

The present research is about emotions and emotional intelligence (EI)1 in the
workplace. The contributions of emotions and EI to working relationships and
decision-making processes were explored in the context of Malaysian culture. To
begin with, the scenarios of social work practice in Malaysia, as well as the roles
and functions of emotions in social work practice with children and families, are
discussed. A brief introduction to Malaysia is also provided. Furthermore, the
legal, political and social contexts of Malaysia are also discussed in this chapter.
1.1

Genesis of the Research

The Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development (2014) reports that
the number of children identified to have been abused and neglected in Malaysia
is increasing year by year. Due to this, statistics on the number of children who
have been moved to children’s institutions indicate that their numbers are also
increasing. According to the Child Act 2001 (Act 611), there are four definitions
pertaining to a child being in need of care and protection: 1) the child has been
or there is substantial risk that the child will be physically, emotionally or sexually
abused by his/her parent or guardian, or that his/her parent or guardian knows of
such injury or abuse or risk but has not protected him/her or is unlikely to protect
the child from such injury or abuse, 2) the parent or guardian of the child is unfit
or has neglected to or is unable to exercise proper supervision and control over
the child, placing the child with a bad association, 3) the parent or guardian of the
child has neglected to or is unwilling to provide him/her with adequate care, food,
clothing and shelter, and 4) the child is allowed to be on any street, premise or
place for the purpose of begging or receiving alms and carrying out illegal
hawking. Any protector who is satisfied on reasonable grounds that a child is in

1 Henceforth, EI will be used throughout this thesis as the initialism for emotional intelligence.
1

need of care and protection may take the child into temporary custody2 (Child Act
2001).
At the same time, the number of qualified and experienced social workers in
Malaysia is considered limited (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2011). This
limitation creates difficulties when any child who is taken into temporary custody
must be brought before the Court for Children within 24 hours (Child Act 2001).
There are between two and six child protectors and rehabilitation officers located
in each district in Malaysia (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2011). A
minimum of two officers (one male and one female) are required to be the
representatives for male and female clients. Nevertheless, the minimum or
maximum number of officers depends on potential cases in each district.
Consequently, social workers now face the challenge of forming the best working
relationships and decisions within a shorter period of time. In cases of child
abuse, neglect and/or children in need, when a child is in temporary custody,
several factors will be taken into account before a decision is made. These factors
include information about the parents, the child and contextual matters. The
decision is based on the assessment of the family’s functionality and parental
strengths, and family and individual risk factors, as well as needs and resources
(Howe, Dooley & Hinings, 2000).
In the context of the helping professions, such as social work, the relationship
between social workers and clients is generally very important. A good
relationship between these two parties is encouraged as a basis for
understanding problems faced by clients and identifying their strengths.
Professional

relationships

such

as

counselling

relationships

or

social

worker/client relationships are not relationships between two co-workers, even
though they have some attributes in common. This type of relationship involves
a quality of social bond that differs from the bonds experienced by clients
(Rogers, 1942). This requires particular skills suitable to clients’ circumstances,
especially those clients who are considered fragile.

2

In Malaysia, the term ‘custody’ is used under the Child Act 2001. It is similar to the term ‘care’ as it has
been used in England.
2

The role and function of emotions in organisations have been neglected (see
Luksha, 2006). Luksha (2006), however, proposes that emotions play an
important role in human cognitive processes and actions. In discussing emotions
and EI in the social work profession, we may consider the argument concerning
the dominance of rationality in public administration and suggest that emotions in
management and the management of emotions play a significant role in the
outcomes of public administration (e.g. Vigoda-Gadot & Meisler, 2010). EI has
been considered as the ability to reason about emotions, as well as the capacity
to use feelings, emotions and emotional information to assist reasoning (VigodaGadot & Meisler, 2010). Thus, EI may also contribute to the development of social
work/service user relationships (see Ingram, 2012). However, literature relating
to EI and social work is rather limited.
EI refers to the capacity for recognising our own feelings and those of others for
motivating ourselves and managing emotions well in us and our relationships
(Goleman, 1998:317). In his book Working with EI, Goleman represents a
framework of EI that reflects how an individual’s potential for mastering the skills
of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship
management translates into success in the workplace (see Anderson, 2005).
Further, Goleman’s model of EI offers these four major domains and postulates
that each of these domains becomes the foundation for learning abilities or
competencies that depend on the underlying strength in the relevant EI domains.
For instance, the EI domain of self-awareness provides the underlying basis for
the learned competency of accurate self-assessment of strengths and limitations
pertaining to a role, such as leadership. According to Goleman (2001), the
competency level of this framework is based on a content analysis of capabilities
that have been identified through internal research on work performance in
several hundred companies and organisations worldwide (see Emmerling &
Goleman, 2003). In social work practice, self-awareness (e.g. self-reflectiveness)
has also been identified as building clinical competence, which prevents
boundary violations and burnout as well as offering protection against client
violence (Urdang, 2010). In the UK, emphasis has been given to developing EI
and enhancing resilience in social work students (see Anderson & Burgess, 2011)
due to the benefits they can offer in the social work curriculum. These two
qualities (EI and resilience) could help an individual to maintain his/her personal
3

well-being. Kinman and Grant (2010) suggest that EI, reflective ability, aspects of
empathy and social competence may be the key protective qualities in social care
contexts. Dr Laura Biggart, in her ongoing research project ‘EI and Performance
in Child and Family Social Work’ (2012–2015), has examined the factors that
constitute good performance in child and family social work practice.
The present research is entitled ‘A Study of Emotions and EI in Malaysian Child
and Family Social Workers’. It is noted that the concept of EI is quite new in
Malaysia, and thus the present research is expected to contribute academic
material concerning EI in the Malaysian context. This research attempts to
investigate the meaning of emotions and EI and their potential contributions to
social work practice. As the researcher of this study, I really hope the research
findings will be important in providing baseline data for future research. For
example, future researchers could study the relationship of the findings with other
phenomena, such as stress, job performance and mental health, to explore the
role of EI either as a moderator or a mediator. Moreover, research done in both
Western and Asian countries has to date rarely focused on the contributions of
emotions and EI to working relationships and decision-making processes (e.g. in
relation to placements in cases of child abuse and children in need). Previous
research in child and family practice has emphasised factors that predict child
abuse and need. In the Malaysian context, the research has not been extensive
or profound due to several constraining factors, such as the perception that
emotion is a private and sensitive experience that is not suitable for discussion.
The studies conducted have also been limited to the incidents, reasons and
policies relevant to child abuse and children in need (e.g. Alavi & Din, 2007;
Khadizah Alavi, 2003; Wan Seng & Alavi, 1997).
1.2

Key Research Questions

The advantage of being human is having feelings. Feelings are one part of
emotions. For example, an individual’s emotions may be disturbed or excited
because he/she is experiencing a feeling that has touched him/her, whether that
experience is happy, harmonious, calm, exciting, safe, sad, shameful, degrading,
angry or hateful. Without such feelings, humans cannot fully experience
relationships or the impact of their interaction with their environment. Each human
action and thought will be surrounded by the feelings that are relevant to the
4

situation and stimuli from the environment in question. Thus, this research takes
the view that feelings and emotions exist through and/or in relationships or are
caused by relationships. Moreover, we can experience feelings that stimulate us
to take relevant action. For example, an individual may find it is easier to form a
good relationship or make a decision when he/she experiences a positive
emotion, and that it is also possible to do so more quickly than when he/she
experiences a negative emotion such as anger and sadness (Howe, 2008).
In social work contexts, practitioners may have relevant feelings, such as the
desire to help people or to care for them by helping them to resolve problems
pertaining to themselves, their families or their environments. Practitioners need
to be able to understand and regulate feelings, whether these are their own or
the service users’ feelings about situations, the practitioners’ or the agencies’
abilities or the resources available. Social workers who inappropriately
demonstrate their feelings about service users may cause the service users to
become overdependent on them, while those who reveal too little about their
feelings can cause service users to think that they are not interested in their
problems (DuBois & Miley, 2005). This requires the social workers to be
competent in relation to their own and others’ emotions.
There are two theories that view emotions as fundamentally interpersonal
processes: one views emotions as relational phenomena, while the other
perceives them as a form of communication (Parkinson, Fischer & Manstead,
2005). Rivera’s (1984) theory states that emotions are located between, rather
than inside, people and function as adjustments of their current relations (in
Parkinson, Fischer & Manstead, 2005). This means that each individual emotion
derives its particular meaning, not from its subjective character, but rather from
the movements it implies towards or away from others. In addition, emotions often
serve to communicate messages to other people (see Parkinson, Fischer &
Manstead, 2005). In terms of EI, those who have low levels of EI might fail to
develop good relationships with other people. This is because they do not
understand others’ feelings and emotions: they lack empathy. People who face
problems and who share them with those who have high EI (i.e. those who
understand others) will benefit from that sharing. They will feel that they are
helped (Howe, 2008). In the helping professions, as Howe (2008) suggests,
5

practitioners need to provide relationship-based help in order to establish trust
and a feeling of safety.
Morrison (2007) has studied the role of EI in relation to five areas he views as
fundamental to social work: 1) relationships with service users, 2) evaluation and
observation, 3) decision-making, 4) cooperation, and 5) stress management. EI
is a new aspect of management and a subject of debate. For instance, some
have argued that it is used by higher management to measure performance
(Morrison, 2007), while others have seen it as having positive potential in social
work practice. However, very few studies are directly relevant to practice in social
work settings (Morrison, 2007). In a recent article by Ingram (2012) concerning
EI in social work practice, the author proposed that EI, such as empathy and
emotional regulation, can be integrated into a model for practice that emphasises
the centrality of seeking and using the views and perspectives of service users in
social work practice. Ingram also proposed that EI contributes to the development
of social work/service users’ relationships. Thus, due to the limitations of research
and material concerning the contributions of emotions and EI to social work
practice (see Ingram, 2012), the present research was conducted in an effort to
identify the contributions of and interrelations between emotions, EI and social
work practice.
To become competent professionals, workers in helping fields should have
knowledge of relevant theories (see DuBois & Miley, 2005) and social skills in
assisting people (Richard, 1993; Howe, 2008). In terms of social skills, they
should have the ability to balance their emotions and those of others in a variety
of situations and circumstances. As Howe (2008:23) writes in The Emotionally
Intelligent Social Worker, service users who are under stress are likely to make
professionals feel stressed as well. At such times, the professional/service user
relationship is in danger of breaking down. Emotionally intelligent social workers
have to be particularly aware of their own feelings and defences on such
occasions. Furthermore, social workers’ personal feelings such as over-empathy,
fear, guilt and anxiety about the response of the community have an effect on
practice (Horwath, 2007). Emotions do impact on the processes of working
relationships and decision-making. The present research also considers that
relationships can be made more easily and rationally when emotions are stable.
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Moreover, values and ethics in social work practice also involve application of
emotional elements (DuBois & Miley, 2005). Thus, EI can be drawn with practical
skills and reflective practice and by keeping the engagement of service users and
their perspectives central (see Ingram, 2012).
According to the Department of Health (1999:vii), all agencies and professionals
should work together to promote children’s welfare and protect them from abuse
and neglect. This applies to those who work in health and education services, the
police, social services and the probation service, and others whose jobs bring
them into contact with children and families. It is also relevant to those working in
the statutory, voluntary and independent sectors. Sharing information and
experiences is very important in building relationships. This needs to be
emphasised as an ongoing communication process and recognition of all levels
of partnership (BGCA Organization, 2009).
A child’s welfare is best maintained within his or her own family, when his/her
social and psychological developments are fostered in this context (Fernandez,
2008; Howe, 2005; Ballou et al., 2001; Landry et al., 2001; Sara, Jay & Keith,
1992). The present research considers that the child’s voice needs to be heard
alongside that of his/her parents, and that his/her wishes and feelings need to be
considered in working together. Winter (2009) emphasises the importance of
social workers developing long-term and consistent relationships with the young
children whose lives they are involved in. Managing the competing issues in such
situations can certainly lead to stress among social workers. In the UK, this is
considered important and it is emphasised within legislation that social workers
should work in partnership with parents by engaging them in decision-making.
Taking children’s wishes and feelings into account is key. The significance of
effective and appropriate relationships has been highlighted, not only as an
important factor in working with families, but also in the learning environment and
in the development of relationship competency between social work students and
their practice teachers (Lefevre, 2005). This demonstrates how the concept of
relationship is important in the social work profession.
Social work education has also emphasised the importance of self-awareness as
social work students develop and seek professional qualification. They need to
be aware of their own feelings, attitudes and relationships with clients, which are
7

major factors in helping processes (Urdang, 2010). In terms of decision-making
processes, self-awareness can facilitate ethical decision-making and could
contribute to the tenets of beneficence and non-maleficence in services rendered
through counselling (Evans, Levitt & Henning, 2012). One of Goleman’s (1999)
basic emotional and social competencies concerns self-awareness: he refers to
EI as “knowing what we are feeling in the moment, and using those preferences
to guide our decision making; having a realistic assessment of our own abilities
and a well-grounded sense of self-confidence” (p.318). Meanwhile, Hay Group
identifies self-awareness as
knowing one’s internal states, preferences, resources, and intuitions. The
Self-Awareness cluster contains three competencies: 1) Emotional
Awareness: Recognising one’s emotions and their effects; 2) Accurate
Self-assessment: Knowing one’s strengths and limits; and 3) SelfConfidence: A strong sense of one’s self-worth and capabilities.
(2005:3)
Sabah is one of the regions where this research took place. The citizens in Sabah
are of multiple ethnicities, cultures and religions. More than 30 ethnicities are said
to be found in this country (Ismail Hj. Mansor, 2001). Social workers are also
required to be competent and knowledgeable about their clients’ cultural diversity.
Understanding and accepting the uniqueness of an individual’s culture can build
a closer relationship between both parties (Zastrow, 1995). Normally, people are
happy to have their culture or belief accepted, especially when they are being
accepted by somebody who is considered as a professional. According to the
Office of Minority Health in the United States (2009), cultural competence as
applied in the nursing profession is interpreted as a set of behaviours, attitudes
and skills that enable nurses to work effectively in cross-cultural situations.3 One
approach that has been recommended is localisation of social work, which
involves using fundamentally different social work knowledge bases and
approaches with different cultural groups (Graham, Bradshaw & Trew, 2009).
“Engaging through learning – learning through engaging” is an alternative

3

Due to the lack of research on emotions, EI and social work practice, studies on emotions, EI and the
nursing profession are frequently referred to in this study.
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approach to professional learning about human diversity that is proposed by
Comerford (2005). Comerford notes that “this approach seeks to capitalize on the
learning process itself as a mechanism through which learners simultaneously
engage one another around issues of culture, identity and difference, and learn
through engagement” (2005:113). Furthermore, more attention needs to be given
to psychological and emotional aspects of child protection – for example,
recognition of the complexities involved in challenges such as working with
resistant and involuntary clients (Ferguson, 2005).
The present research was also conducted in an effort to investigate the
differential presence of EI (if any) among Malaysian social workers in the context
of their demographic characteristics and the degree to which EI in relationships
is a learned skill (Goleman, 1995, 1999). Other previous studies suggested that
the ratings were positively correlated with age, whereby older participants rated
themselves and were rated higher by others on the Emotional Competence
Inventory (ECI)4 than younger participants. Particular life experiences were also
associated with higher ECI scores (Hay Group, McClelland Centre for Research
and Innovation, 2005:38). Participants with higher job levels rated themselves
higher on the ECI than those with lower job levels (Hay Group, McClelland Centre
for Research and Innovation, 2005:38). Furthermore, gender differences in selfawareness and social awareness were found within self-assessment and ratings
by others, whereby females rated themselves and were rated by others (both
males and females) higher on the ECI than males (Hay Group, McClelland Centre
for Research and Innovation, 2005:39). However, testing of the relationships
between self-rating of EI and work group, gender and educational level showed
no significant relationships (Hay Group, McClelland Centre for Research and
Innovation, 2005:40).
As mentioned in the early part of this chapter, there has been little research on
either EI in the social work profession in general or its contributions to working
together and decision-making processes in child placements in particular. There
is literature on EI and its relationship to social work, but it is rather limited.
However, “EI is, alongside professional values, one of the cornerstones for

4

ECI is a 360-degree tool designed to assess emotional competencies of individuals and organisations. It
is based on emotional competencies identified by Dr Daniel Goleman, who worked with EI (1998).
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effective social work, which current social work teaching, practice, management
and research can ill afford to ignore” (Morrison, 2007:246). In addition, EI has
been said to be “the capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of others,
for motivating ourselves and managing emotions effectively in ourselves and
others. An emotional competence is a learned capacity based on EI that
contributes to effective performance at work (Hay Group, McClelland Centre for
Research and Innovation, 2005:2).
The primary research question is as follows: does EI contribute to better working
relationships and aid decision-making processes in child welfare? The subquestions pertain to the following objectives:
1.

To investigate the usefulness of the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) in
the context of Malaysia.

2.

To investigate the differences in EI and demographic factors among child
social workers.

3.

To investigate whether social workers believe that good working
relationships require the consideration of emotions and EI.

4.

To investigate how social workers perceive the contributions of emotions
and EI to decision-making processes.

5.

To investigate how gender informs perceptions of EI in working
relationships and decision-making processes.

In the next section, an introduction to Malaysia is provided, as the present
research was conducted in Malaysia. Moreover, the section also covers certain
factors affecting social work practice in Malaysia, particularly relating to children
and family social work. These factors have become major issues in discussions
of how social work services in Malaysia are delivered, and they include the legal,
political and social contexts. The religious and cultural composition of the
population is also covered. Furthermore, the impact of religious and cultural
composition on social workers’ EI is also explored.
1.3

Malaysia: Location and Composition

Malaysia covers an area of 330,252 sq. km (Malaysian Economy and Figures,
2009, in the Ministry of Female and Community Development). It comprises West
10

Malaysia (also known as Peninsular Malaysia) and East Malaysia, which consists
of Sabah and Sarawak on the Borneo Island (see Appendix 1 – Map of Malaysia).
Both these provinces are divided by the South China Sea, which measures 531.1
sq. km. Peninsular Malaysia is 131,805 sq. km, abutting Singapore in the south
and Thailand in the north. Sabah covers 73,997 sq. km, and Sarawak has an
area of 124,450 sq. km (Unit of Economic Planning Malaysia (UPEM) and
Department of Statistics, 2010).
There are 13 states in Peninsular Malaysia: Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Perak,
Selangor, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, Malacca, Johore, Kelantan, Terengganu,
the Federal Territory and the Federal Territory of Putrajaya. Pahang is the largest
state in Peninsular Malaysia, with an area of 35,965 sq. km (Department of
Survey and Mapping Malaysia, 2009). Meanwhile, Sabah is made up of five
divisions: Tawau, Sandakan, Kudat, Pantai West and Pedalaman (Sabah Survey
and Mapping Department, 2010). The Federal Territory of Labuan, which is
located on the west coast of Sabah, has an area of 91 sq. km (Sabah Survey and
Mapping Department, 2010). Sarawak, on the other hand, is made up of 11
divisions: Kuching, Sri Aman, Sibu, Miri, Sarikei, Limbang, Kapit, Bintulu, Kota
Samarahan, Mukah and Betong (Sarawak Survey and Mapping Department,
2010).
The capital city of Malaysia is Kuala Lumpur. Malaysia comprises various ethnic
groups and religions, with the Malays being the largest ethnic group in Malaysia.
Meanwhile, Islam is the dominant religion, with Muslims forming the majority of
the country’s population. However, other religions such as Christianity, Buddhism
and Hinduism also coexist in this country. From the constitution aspect, the
Malays are the people who practise the Malay culture, speak the Malay language
and are Muslim. In the Malaysian context, the term native or ‘bumiputera’ is often
used. The natives are regarded as Malaysia’s original race, which encompasses
various ethnicities – among them are the Malays, the Iban, the Kadazan, the
Dusun, the Orang Ulu and many others. In terms of economic welfare, Malaysia
ranks second in South-east Asia after Singapore, although there are wide
disparities between the capital city of Malaysia, other industrialised and touristoriented regions and the most remote parts of the country (Malaxi, 2005).
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The total population of Malaysia is 29.3 million (Department of Statistics Malaysia,
2012), with 26.9 million Malaysian citizens and 2.3 million non-Malaysians. The
Malays represent 14.8 million of the population. The bumiputeras (other than the
Malays) comprise 3.4 million, hence, together, they represent 65.8% of the total
population in Malaysia. Furthermore, about 6.5 million of the country’s population
is made up of Chinese inhabitants, while Indians comprise 1.9 million. Other
races constitute 2.6 million of the whole population. Almost 85% of the Indian
population in Malaysia is of Tamil origin (Department of Statistics Malaysia,
2010). In addition, over half of Sarawak’s population and 66% of Sabah’s
population are bumiputeras, who are non-Malays (Department of Statistics
Malaysia, 2010). Until the 20th century, most of them practised their own
traditional beliefs but many have now embraced Islam or Christianity. In addition,
Malaysia has people known as the ‘Serani’, who originated from Europe, as a
result of colonisation, and also those who have come from the Middle East.
Malaysia’s population density is not uniform, with nearly 23 million of the 29
million Malaysians residing in Peninsular Malaysia (Department of Statistics
Malaysia, 2012).
1.4

Organisation of Social Work in Malaysia

Professional social work in Malaysia was first introduced by the British Colonial
Administration in the 1930s. It mainly focused on the problems of migrant
labourers from India and China. The Department of Social Welfare was
established in 1946 when social problems of displacement, juvenile delinquency
and poverty became more prominent. Following this, social work services in
Malaysia were introduced through the provision of probation programmes for
juvenile delinquents, protection homes for women and young girls, residential
care for the disabled and the elderly, and financial aid for the needy (Malaysia
Association of Social Workers, 2015).
The social work profession in Malaysia is recognised under two ministries: 1) the
Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development, and 2) the Ministry of
Health. The Malaysia Social Welfare Department (JKMM)5 is under the

5

JKMM is the initialism for the Malaysia Social Welfare Department. In the Malay language, it is called
Jabatan Kebajikan Masyarakat Malaysia (JKMM).
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jurisdiction of the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development. Other
agencies under the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development are
the National Population and Family Development Board (LPPKN), the
Department of Women Development (JPW), the Institut Sosial Malaysia (ISM)
and the Institute for the Empowerment of Women (NIEW). Every state in Malaysia
(note: Malaysia comprises 13 states and 2 provinces, i.e. Wilayah Persekutuan
Kuala Lumpur and Wilayah Persekutuan Labuan) has its own welfare
department, at the state and/or district level (see Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2015 at http://www.jkm.gov.my/index.php?lang=en). Diagram 1
shows the structure of one of the agencies, the Ministry of Women, Family and
Community Development (where social work is located in Malaysia). The
Malaysia Social Welfare Department is a department with the task of creating a
caring and prosperous Malaysian society. Diagram 2 shows the organisational
chart of the Malaysian Social Welfare Department located in Kuala Lumpur.
Meanwhile, Diagram 3 shows the welfare departments at the state level. There
are divisions at the state level, as shown in the organisational chart of the
Malaysia

Social

Welfare

Department

(http://www.jkm.gov.my/content.php?pagename=carta_organisasi&lang=en).
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Source: Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development (http://www.kpwkm.gov.my/documents/10156/589b3c44-d4c4-
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Minister
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Diagram 1: Organisational chart of the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development
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Diagram 2: Organisational chart of the Malaysia Social Welfare Department
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The Malaysia Social Welfare Department provides services for categories of
needy people: children, senior citizens, families, disaster victims, communities,
and disabled people (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2015). Services for
children provide children with protection from all forms of danger, including abuse,
torture, cruelty, discrimination and exploitation (Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2015). Children’s services also include rehabilitation and
development.
Diagram 4 shows the categories of service users and general services of the
Malaysia Social Welfare Department:
Diagram 4: Categories of service users
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SERVICES
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Disabled People

Community
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e

Caring Service
Unit

Care
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Childcare Centres

Diagram 5 shows the types of children’s services provided by the Malaysia Social
Welfare Department.
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Diagram 5: Types of children’s services

1. PROTECTION

2. REHABILITATION

3. DEVELOPMENT

Institutional
Services

Institutional
Services

 Children’s homes

 Probation hostels

 Children’s
institutions’ sports
championship

 Special protection
centres

 Sekolah Tunas
Bakti (for male
juveniles)

 Children’s
institutions’ band
competition

 Taman Seri Puteri
(for female
juveniles)

 Vocational skills
training

External services

 Human capital
development

 Fostering
 Children’s
protection teams
& children’s
activity centres
 Witness service
programme

 Children education

 TASKA 1Malaysia
External services
 Children’s
welfare
committee
 Service for
abandoned
children

Social welfare officers,6 including assistant social welfare officers, are
responsible for welfare services (Child Act 2001). Any social welfare officer is
appointed as a child protector under Section 8 – Appointment and powers of
protectors, and/or as a probation officer under Section 10 – Appointment of

6

The titles for child protectors and probation officers in the Malaysia Social Wlefare Department are social
development officed and assisstant social development officer under the Public Services Comission of
Malaysia. (These are different from the titles used in the Child Act 2001). Only documents such as the
Social Workers Act 2012, Malaysia (draft), use the terms associate social worker, social worker, specialist
social
worker
and
clinical
social
worker
(source:
http://www.ciasw.unimas.my/wpcontent/uploads/2012/08/Pauline-Meemeduma _Expectations-of-the-new-Act.pdf).
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probation officers (Child Act 2001). According to the Child Act (2001), social
welfare officers are appointed to exercise their powers and perform their duties
as protectors and probation officers throughout Malaysia. Currently, there are 297
child protectors and/or probation officers in the country (Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2015).
In Malaysia, the child protectors’ and probation officers’ qualifications range from
higher school certificates to diplomas and bachelor’s degrees, and their income
grades start from S27. Workers with higher school certificates and diplomas are
offered grade S27, with a starting salary of RM1,362.00 (£237) for the higher
school certificate holders and RM1,661.95 (£290) for holders of diplomas (i.e.
Diploma in Public Administration). Compare this to the social worker salary in the
UK: a social worker earns an average salary of £26,489 per year or £2,207 per
month

(source:

http://www.payscale.com/research/UK/Job=Social_Worker/Salary). Their task
descriptions include counselling, supervising daily activities for drug abusers and
prisoners, supervising and controlling juvenile offenders, and managing
assistance to disabled people, the elderly, poor people and victims of disasters
(Public

Services

Commission

of

Malaysia,

2016,

source:

http://www.spa.gov.my/deskripsi-tugas/diploma2/2994). Their title is assistant
social development officer, grade S27. Meanwhile, workers with bachelor’s
degrees are offered grade S41 (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2015), with
a starting salary of RM1,909.00 (£333) for those with bachelor’s degrees
recognised by the government of Malaysia and/or RM2,112.86 (£369) for workers
with bachelor’s degrees with honours that are recognised by the government of
Malaysia

(source:

http://www.peperiksaanspa.com/pegawai-pembangunan-

masyarakat-s41/). Their job descriptions include policy implementation,
administration at department level, and implementation of inspectorate training
programmes designed by the Ministry. Their title is social development officer,
grade S41. Under the Public Services Commission of Malaysia, the position titles
are social development officer and assistant social development officer.7 In the

7

The titles for child protectors and probation officers in the Malaysia Social Welfare Department are social
development officer and assistant social development officer under the Public Services Commission of
Malaysia. (These are different from the titles used in the Child Act 2001.) Only documents such as the
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UK, social work is a graduate profession and workers will need either an honours
or a postgraduate degree in social work. In terms of salary, there are no fixed
national salary scales but a newly qualified social worker should expect to earn
£22,000 per annum. With further responsibilities and experience, this can rise to
around £40,000 per annum (Prospects, source: https://www.prospects.ac.uk/jobprofiles/social-worker). Regardless of their grades, as they are appointed as child
protectors and/or probation officers they are responsible for cases pertaining to
children and families. The Malaysia Social Welfare Department under the Public
Services Commission of Malaysia recruits individuals or workers with at least
higher school certificates as assistant social welfare officers at the Malaysia
Social Welfare Department (see Public Services Commission of Malaysia, 2015,
at http://www.spa.gov.my/web/guest/deskripsi-tugas/diploma2/2994). Individuals
with a diploma degree, such as a Diploma in Public Administration or Diploma in
Human Development, are among those recruited (see also Public Services
Commission of Malaysia, 2015, at http://www.spa.gov.my/web/guest/deskripsitugas/diploma2/2994). Currently, Malaysia has not emphasised the academic
backgrounds and qualifications of its workers as fully as the Western countries.
In Western countries, social workers hold bachelor’s degrees in social work.
Nevertheless, in its normal practice, the Malaysia Social Welfare Department
would send its new workers for short-term training for them to gain skills and
knowledge of social work practices. However, the qualifications and academic
backgrounds of social workers have recently been emphasised in the Malaysia
Social Worker Act (i.e. Bachelor of Social Work). The Malaysia Social Worker
Act, however, has been an ongoing issue, and approval for it has been sought at
the parliamentary level since 2011.

Hospitals under Malaysia’s Ministry of Health are further organisations where
social workers are located. Compared to the Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, medical social workers in hospitals are more specialised (i.e. they
have degrees in social work), possessing a higher level of qualification and a
more extensive academic background. Most Malaysian medical social workers

Social Workers Act 2012, Malaysia (draft), use the terms associate social worker, social worker, specialist
social
worker
and
clinical
social
worker
(source:
http://www.ciasw.unimas.my/wpcontent/uploads/2012/08/Pauline-Meemeduma_Expectations-of-the-new-Act.pdf).
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are degree holders with specialisations and have qualifications at master’s level.
This reflects the history of British colonisation. The first specialisation in social
work began in the early 1950s, with the British expatriates being posted to local
government hospitals as ‘almoners’ until the locally trained social workers
replaced them following the end of British administration (MASW, 2015). Hospital
social work in Malaysia holds an important position as compared with other areas
of social work (Crabtree, 2005). The recruitment of medical social workers is run
by Malaysia’s Ministry of Health itself. Diagram 6 contains the organisational chart
of Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Kota Kinabalu, which shows the structure of its
agencies and where the medical social work is located within it.
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Source: Queen Elizabeth Hospital Kota Kinabalu, Sabah (http://hqe.moh.gov.my/web/HQE/carta%20HQE%202016%20BM.pdf)
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Deputy Director
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(Ministry of Health, Malaysia)

Diagram 6: Organisational chart of Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Kota Kinabalu

Cases are normally referred to the Malaysia Social Welfare Department. For
example, in a case concerning children beyond parental control, the parent or
legal guardian of the child can make a written application to the Court for Children
for admission to any Malaysia Social Welfare Department institution, stating that
they are applying to recover the child’s behaviour (children beyond parental
control). This is stated in the Child Act 2001, Section 46(1). The behaviour can
be any act that may lead to a dangerous crime or moral hazard. Based on the
letter, the court will order the social welfare officer or probation officer to
investigate the situation by providing a probation report. The court will also set a
date for a meeting of the applicant, the child and the probation officer. The court
will then decide whether to order the child to be placed under the probation
officer’s supervision for a certain period ranging from one to three years. It can
also impose a condition – that is, placing the child in a probation hostel for not
more than a year. After staying at the hostel, the child will be monitored for the
remaining time under the Supervision Order. If the child is still demonstrating the
negative behaviour, he/she will be sent to Sekolah Tunas Bakti for boys or Taman
Seri Puteri for girls, accordingly, for a period of three years. After being
discharged from the institution and returned to the family, the child will be
supervised by the probation officer for one year. The child can be returned to the
institution if he/she violates the prescribed conditions (Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2013).
In cases requiring child protection, such as child abuse, cases are normally
reported to the social welfare officer near the residence of the child. Cases
reported to any police station or police guardhouse by any member of the Child
Protection Team/Centre for Childhood Activities will be referred directly to the
nearest hospital (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2013). Section 41(1) of
the Child Act states that
Any child who is in urgent need of protection may on his own application
in the prescribed form be received by the Protector into a place of refuge
if the Protector is satisfied that the child is in urgent need of protection.
Normally, social workers in Malaysia refer to certain written laws or regulations.
Regulations relating to children in Malaysia include the Child Act 2001 –
Children’s Regulations (Place of Safety) 2007, Juvenile Court Act 1947 –
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Probation Hostels Regulations 1982, Women and Girls Protection Act 1973 –
Rules for the Protection of Women and Girls (Sanctuary) 1982, Child Protection
Act 1991 – Regulations for Child Protection Team (Procedure & Practice) 1995,
Rules of Juvenile Welfare Committee (Protection and Duty) 1976, and the Child
Care Centres Act 1984 – Regulations for Community Child Care Centres 2007
(Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2013).
Competency is ‘good practice’ that is a requirement and it is emphasised in
Malaysia. There is not much difference between Malaysia and Western countries
in relation to ‘good practice’; where Malaysia uses the term ‘competency’,
England uses ‘proficiency’ instead (Health and Care Professions Council, 2012).
According to the Division of Planning and Development of the Malaysia Social
Welfare Department (2010), a competent social worker in Malaysia can be
assessed on the following capabilities, whereby he or she is one who

1. carries out his or her work based on the values stipulated in the code of
professional ethics.
2. ‘thinks’ conceptually about the phenomenon of individual and social
problems that are brought to concern.

3. accesses and uses social work knowledge in an effort to understand the
issues involved.

4. selects and applies appropriate and effective professional knowledge in
addressing individual and relevant social problems.

5. identifies and considers some alternatives to reach professional solutions
concerning individuals and their problems.

6. designs the objectives and strategies of intervention plans based on
social work knowledge.
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7. implements the intervention plans using appropriate and effective social
work skills.

8. studies and reflects on the practice in providing professional learning and
the direction of practice in the future.

Malaysian social workers are required to display the capabilities stated above so
that they are recognised as competent workers. Malaysia practises 10 standards
of competency for social work practice (Malaysia Social Welfare Department,
2010). Six of these are generic (see Diagram 7), whereas the other four standards
are specific competencies (see Diagram 8). Generic competencies are the basis
for all professionals in human service sectors, while the specific competencies
are those needed by all social work practitioners.
Diagram 7: Generic competencies
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Diagram 8: Specific competencies

1. The ability to work with individuals, families, groups, communities and
organisations with knowledge, skills and methods of social work
intervention.

2. The ability to work in accordance with the ethics of social work.

3. The ability to work professionally in settings (organisations)

4. The ability to reflect on their professional practices.

Knowledge of the capabilities and competencies above is assessed through an
examination called Competency Level Evaluation (PTK).8 Generally, PTK is a
method of evaluation to ascertain the required level of competence in terms of
knowledge,

skills

and

personal

characteristics

(source:

(https://www.um.edu.my/docs/default-source/about-um_document/career/staffbenefits/local-staff/career-development_ptk.pdf). The aim of this evaluation is to
test the abilities and competencies of employees as a condition of salary
placement and consideration for promotion. Workers who fail to perform well in
this examination/evaluation will not be offered promotion and will be required to
resit. In addition, social development officers and assistant development officers
are also required to attend training organised by the Institut Sosial Malaysia
(ISM).
In England, there are 15 standards of proficiency compared to competencies in
Malaysia (see Health and Care Professions Council, 2012): the abilities to 1)
practise safely and effectively within their scope of practice, 2) practise within the
legal and ethical boundaries of their profession, 3) maintain fitness to practise, 4)

8

The Competency Level Evaluation is referred to in the Malay language as Peperiksaan Tahap
Kecekapan (PTK).
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practise as an autonomous professional, exercising their own professional
judgement, 5) be aware of the impact of culture, equality and diversity on practice,
6) practise in a non-discriminatory manner, 7) maintain confidentiality, 8)
communicate effectively, 9) work appropriately with others, 10) maintain records
appropriately, 11) reflect on and review their practice, 12) assure the quality of
their practice, 13) understand the key concepts of the knowledge base relevant
to their profession, 14) draw on appropriate knowledge and skills to inform their
practice, and 15) establish and maintain a safe practice environment.
1.5

Legal, Political and Social Contexts

Malaysia is a developing country and the national economy is still of a moderate
size. Hence, the distribution of national income for the purpose of the people’s
welfare is still low. The government cannot meet all the need for welfare
expenditure. For example, equality of education still cannot be obtained for all
children and groups in every state, even though this is among the government’s
manifesto commitments. School dropout among children, especially in rural
areas, is also inevitable. Poverty and unemployment of parents, as well as the
extreme difficulties of life, are believed to be the influencing factors in children’s
malformed characters (Anisah Che Ngah, 2002).
In 2008, the government of Malaysia allocated RM494,738,700 to the Malaysia
Social Welfare Department (Annual Report 08, Malaysia Social Welfare
Department). This amount was allocated for current, forthcoming and one-off
programmes and policies. Additionally, in the same year, the Malaysia Social
Welfare Department reached 104.6% in its performance and expenditure. This
means that the Malaysia Social Welfare Department showed a good performance
in its annual budget.
The government of Malaysia realises that children are an important part of
society. Children are an asset and younger generations will become the leaders
of the country in future. In 2014, there were 15,567.7 million children in this
country out of a total population of 30,097.9 million in Malaysia (Department of
Statistics Malaysia, 2014). Hence, the government of Malaysia is concerned with
its children’s well-being. Malaysia ratified the Convention on the Rights of the
Child on 17th September 1995. This convention focuses on children’s safety,
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welfare, survival, protection, development and participation. As part of its
commitment to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Malaysia is committed
to executing its responsibility in ensuring the safety and well-being of children.
Furthermore, the government has also approved the importance of children in its
Vision 2020,9 in which children and family institutions are among the priorities in
its effort to achieve a modern and developed country.
1.5.1 Definitions of Children
In the Malaysian context, a variety of factors impact on how children are defined.
These include the Islamic perspective, local cultural practices, approaches based
on biological growth and relevant legislation (Nazrisyam Abu Bakar, 2003; Anisah
Che Ngah, 2002). From the Islamic perspective, children are categorised as
those who have not reached puberty, usually ranging from the age of 9 for girls
to 12 years for boys. Puberty is seen as the time when an individual changes
from his/her childish self into a mature adult (Nazrisyam Abu Bakar, 2003).
Islamic theologians agree that puberty is the reason why a person becomes
responsible as a ‘mukalaf’ for carrying out God’s orders. A ‘mukalaf’ is seen as
being able to reason, while children under the age of 9 years for girls and 12
years for boys are regarded as immature and vulnerable to being misled by
others.
Generally, in the context of Malaysian society, children are defined as those 15
years and below (Nazrisyam Abu Bakar, 2003). This means that people in this
age category still behave like children, are immature and lack a full understanding
of life. According to Kamus Dewan (2005), however, children can be defined as
those who are younger, normally below seven years.
Malaysia’s Juvenile Courts Act 1947, revised in 1976, Section 2, states that
“Children are people aged below 18. Juveniles are people who have reached the

9

Vision 2020 is a vision introduced by the fourth prime minister of Malaysia, Dr Mahathir Bin Mohamad,
during the tabling of the Sixth Malaysia Plan in 1991. According to this vision, by the year 2020, Malaysian
society must be fully developed economically, politically, socially, spiritually, psychologically and
culturally.

28

age of 17 years, while youngsters are those who have reached 14 years old”. In
addition, Section 2, Part 1 of the Children and Young Persons Act 1947 states
that children are those aged 14 years or younger (in Jal Zabdi Mohamad Yusuf,
2008). Meanwhile, the Adult Age Act 1971 (Section 2) states that “According to
Section 4, the age of boys and girls is limited to 18 years and everyone who has
reached that age is considered as an adult in Malaysia”.
Penal Code 1987 (Section 83) accords conditional protection to children aged
over 10 years but under 12 years who are not yet able to think and understand
their own actions and their effects. The Adoption Act 1952, on the other hand,
says that children are below 21 years; thus, someone aged 21 years or over
cannot be registered as an adopted child.
Such varying definitions can cause confusion in the application of law and could
result in injustice. In view of this weakness, the Child Act 2001 broadens the
definition of a child to “one who is under the age of 18 years”. However, in
practice, working definitions of a child may still depend on social workers’ own
values and perceptions. Nevertheless, it must be stated that Malaysia lacks
documented resources that can be used as secure reference points for the
present research. At this stage, the discussion is based on observations and
informal interviews between me and the participating social workers. In Malaysia,
according to the Child Protection Act 2001, adult age is set at 18 years in order
to ensure that a child’s benefits and personal safety are guaranteed.
1.5.2 Social and Cultural Context
Social problems concerning children in Malaysia include abuse, neglect,
abandonment of babies, street children, children beyond parental control,
children involved with crime, underage marriage, prostitution, child trafficking,
and so on. According to the Malaysia Social Welfare Department (2008), there
were 1,307 cases of children requiring protection and rehabilitation between the
years 2006 and 2008. The state of Johor recorded the highest number of cases
(222) during this period. Furthermore, Selangor recorded 160 cases, while Kuala
Lumpur and Sabah reported 42 and 35 cases respectively. However, these were
only the cases that were reported to the Malaysia Social Welfare Department.
Other, undocumented cases, were only reported to nearby hospitals and police
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stations. 2,780 cases of children who required protection and rehabilitation were
recorded in the year 2008 (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2008). Of the
total number of cases, Selangor recorded the highest (i.e. 989 cases), followed
by Kuala Lumpur (i.e. 595 cases). Meanwhile, the state of Sabah recorded a total
of eight cases. However, these eight cases in Sabah were only the reported ones.
It is believed that there were many unreported cases unknown to the public.
Dropout children are another problem in Malaysia, especially in the case of
children in remote areas. Parental attitudes that do not place enough emphasis
on formal education are still very evident in this country. One example is that
parents still believe that a girl needs to complete only primary school education.
This is further compounded by families’ poverty levels. The eldest child normally
bears the responsibility of helping with domestic duties, such as taking care of
the younger siblings, doing household chores, and so on. The eldest son, on the
other hand, is expected to help the father to find extra income for the family.
According to the law, this is clear evidence of neglect since the children involved
are still at an age when they are supposed to be in formal education.
In Malay society, custom plays an important role in educating children. However,
in a traditional Malay community in particular, the process of children’s education
runs without planning. The most important basics provided for children are food,
clothing and emotional affection. These necessities are only equipped until they
become adults. This happens because the parents themselves do not have the
consciousness to develop their children’s talents and potential. This especially
happens in traditional villages. Additionally, their circumstances are worsened by
poverty and illiteracy, which further push them behind others in many aspects of
life.
In child abuse cases, it has been reported that the abuser’s marital status is a
major factor (Anisah Che Ngah, 2002). Much abuse happens when the victim’s
parents are in the process of divorce: inflicting abusive acts on the children is a
strategy for them to release their anger and disappointment. In addition, judges
generally order that abused children should be separated from their family and
sent to a substitute family or a social welfare home. However, this action can
cause psychological problems in the children, who have lost the opportunity to
express and experience feelings of affection for themselves, their siblings and
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parents. Subsequently, social workers frequently ask the following question:
would it be better if the abuser, rather than the abused child, is removed to
undergo treatment and is separated from the family, so that the abused child can
be left with the non-abusing parent? Thus, they suggest that the child abuser
should be placed in a special sanctuary or in jail where he or she can receive
counselling or psychotherapy. Needless to say, this is one of the issues that is
discussed during decision-making processes.
Another issue is that of abandonment of babies, reported as being carried out by
unmarried couples and those below 18 years of age (Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2008). Even though they are still categorised as children, they have
committed serious crimes. The crime is a consequence of having an illegal
relationship that results in conception and birth. Sexual relationships in Malaysia
(this is not only emphasised by Islam, but also by Christianity and Hinduism) can
only be experienced in the context of a legal husband–wife relationship. In
addition, according to the local societal context, sexual relationships are only
accepted among married couples, and some cases – adults and not children. In
the process of deciding whether the wrongdoer (the child) should be put in a
rehabilitation centre, many social workers express feelings of anger, disgust and
equivalence because the child has committed grave offences (i.e. adultery and
abandonment of a baby). This demonstrates the role of religion and morality in
the Malaysian context according to society’s expectations.
Another issue that involves children, especially in the remote areas of Sabah and
the villages in Peninsular Malaysia, is the issue of underage marriage. This
mostly happens due to poverty in families. When marrying off the daughter at an
early age, the parents hope that the husband will look after the well-being and
safety of their daughter. Marriage is seen from the perspective of the particular
community. Because of poverty, also, the children do not receive formal
education. This case of underage marriage is an example of the conflict between
the family’s rights, the religious context, and the legal act in protecting the welfare
of the children. In this case, social workers are unsure whether the children need
protection or not. For instance, Siti Nur Zubaidah, a 10-year-old child, was forced
by her father to marry a 41-year-old man at a mosque in Machang, Kelantan. It
is said that the man was a friend of Siti Nur Zubaidah’s father, who was in the
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same religious group. After the wedding, Siti Nur Zubaidah was said to have been
abducted by her husband to Batu Caves, Selangor. However, the wedding was
legal according to Islamic law (Detik Daily, 17th March 2010).
A girl who has reached puberty and maturity in thinking is ready to get married.
What is more important is that all the conditions for the marriage comply with
Islamic and civil laws. However, what worries social workers is when the girl is
unable to carry out the tasks and responsibilities of a wife, either physically or
spiritually. This religious approach for the marriage context was used during the
time of Prophet Muhammad s.a.w.10 and among the Arab race. Physically, Arab
children are bigger and stronger than the Malay children in Malaysia.
Section 8 of the Islamic Family Law Act (Federal Territory) clearly states that no
marriage will take place if the boy is below 18 years or if the girl is below 16 years,
except in certain circumstances with written consent from the kadi syariah.11 The
same allocation is also mentioned in the Islamic Family Law Enactment 2002,
Kelantan, Section 8, Part II. However, the Child Protection Act 2001 (Act 611)
states that it is pointless to interfere in a marriage if both children have agreed to
be married even though they are below 18 years. This mostly occurs in families
that practise extreme Islamic teachings and also those afflicted by poverty.
1.5.3 Shortage of Professional Social Workers
The shortage of professional social workers who can effectively manage abuse
and child neglect cases is a serious problem. Social workers handle too many
abuse cases to the point that they cannot manage the cases adequately. To add
to the problem, the number of child abuse and neglect cases has increased
drastically, causing the ratio between social workers and the clients for child
abuse cases to be 1:20 (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2008). This has
caused stress among social workers because of the heavy workload. The issue
of protection and care involves various kinds of cases, such as abuse, neglect,
adoption and care. The Malaysia Social Welfare Department allocates three to

10

s.a.w. is a short form of ‘ṣall Allahu ʿalayhi wa sallam’. It is an Arabic expression to be pronounced after
mentioning the name of Prophet Muhammad that means “May Allah honour him and grant him peace”.
11
Kadi syariah means a kadi in the Syariah Court, who is appointed under Section 91. A kadi is a person
who marries couples.
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eight appointed social workers (i.e. child protectors and/or child rehabilitation
officers) to handle cases related to children, depending on the size of the area,
namely, the district and administrative divisions. The gazetted social workers also
carry out various tasks and hold different responsibilities in the department; some
even hold administrative posts. These responsibilities do at times affect their main
tasks of taking care of the children who are in need of protection.
On the other hand, there are cases where social workers suggest that children
must be moved to a safer place far from the locality of their parents. However,
the court usually decides that parents are eligible caretakers who are in charge
of the children. It is the job of a social worker to prepare psychosocial reports for
the children and families. Social workers also accompany children to court. When
the court’s decision contradicts the welfare officer’s suggestion, it will affect their
emotions to a certain extent – for example, causing them to feel disappointed,
angry and unappreciated. Moreover, social workers also mention that there are
certain times and/or circumstances when judges do not involve social workers in
decision-making. This consequently gives them a negative experience and may
have a bad effect on them when they are handling cases that involve decisionmaking in the future. In addition, social workers think that if abuse victims do not
have behavioural problems, they should be placed at home with their mother or
other family members. Besides, they also perceive that emotional improvement
between parents and children is the most effective goal because this will ensure
the children’s normal development and growth, especially in terms of their
behaviour. Therefore, it is better if the doctors, lawyers and others who are
involved in the children’s protection team do not remove children from their
families. This is because these social workers believe that the alienation this
creates in children will result in more serious psychological problems.
The gaps between policy and practical realities result in court orders that separate
the child from the family and send them to a substitute family or placement in a
welfare home. The underlying implications of this action can cause psychological
problems to the children. By separating them from the siblings and parents, they
lose a place in which to express their feelings of affection. Thus, the real issue is
who actually needs treatment and who needs to be separated from the family?
Indeed, the reality is that the treatment is essentially needed by the abuser and
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not the victim. The abuser is the one who should be sent to a special sanctuary
or put behind bars, where he/she can get counselling and psychotherapy, or
serve a jail sentence for his/her deed.
1.5.4 Religious and Cultural Compositions
Several aspects that are relevant to social work services in the Malaysian context,
particularly responsibilities to children and families, were discussed in the
previous section. In carrying out their duties, social workers deal with various
factors that can create physical and emotional stress. These factors include
dealing with clients who need help and whose conditions are fragile, emotional
and sometimes egoistic; the demands of human service organisations; frequent
changes of policies and practices; and limited resources. These factors will either
directly or indirectly affect their emotions and well-being. Furthermore, the
religious aspect of life and its effects on EI also need to be discussed. This is
because the present research considers religion as a potential resource for
balancing the emotional state of human beings. As Malaysia is one of the Asian
countries whose people still believe in applying religious values, religion could be
one of the important aspects in the study of EI.
The Malaysian population is a great blend of various cultures. Having said that,
the Malay culture is the most prominent, followed by the Chinese and the Indian
cultures. The close association of ethnicity with religious affiliation is quite
apparent. The best example is the Malays, who profess an Islamic faith as
required by law. Meanwhile, the dominant religion among Indians is Hinduism
followed by Christianity and Islam. Needless to say, there are very few Chinese
people in Malaysia who have converted to Islam (Saw, 2007). Other bumiputera
ethnic groups such as the Kadazan in Sabah and the Iban in Sarawak have
contributed not only a greater variety to the ethnic structure in Malaysia, but also
a wide range of religious affiliations. As noted by Saw (2007), when the
bumiputeras are compared to the Malays, the Chinese and the Indians, it can be
seen that they are the only people with a majority professing to be Christians and
a second-largest group that is Muslim. However, a sizeable proportion of the
ethnics still practise some form of tribal and folk beliefs. In this section, since I am
a Muslim, I will emphasise the Islamic perspective in relation to the present
research. Nevertheless, I respect and value all religions in the world that preach
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modesty and good virtues as well as promoting peace among their followers.
Besides, all religions invariably agree that peace is an absolute necessity and
religion plays a vital role in the peaceful development of all nations.
The concept of ‘kesyumulan’ in Islam involves being clean and fulfilling trust and
meeting responsibilities in one’s personal life and profession. This upholds the
values that are included in professional work (Osman Ayub, 1988, as cited in
Rorlinda Yusuf et al., 2006). The concept also involves the effort to build a quality
personality (Syakhsiah) and public relations. Therefore, an individual with a very
good character, according to the Al-Quran, is an individual who is able to take
good care of his/her relationship with God and also relationships with other
people (Al Imran:Sentence 112). This shows that Islam emphasises having good
relationships with others as a complement to having a good relationship with the
Inventor, as mentioned in the following Hadith: “Obey Allah, follow the evil with
goodness as it will certainly wipe him out, and act towards mankind with good
manners” (story by Al-Bukhari and Muslim in Ahmad Fahmi Zamzam, 2004). The
description regarding the favoured relationship among humans is further
supported by another Hadith: “Indeed you cannot help humans with your
property, so help them with a clear, bright face and kindness beauty” (Al-Bukhari
and Muslim) and “There is no one among you who is considered religious before
one loves your relative like you love yourself” (story by Anas in Muhammad
Muhsin Khan, 1997). According to these Hadiths, no human is considered
religious until he or she improves his or her relationships with others by being
polite and kind.
Islam emphasises handling emotions in safeguarding personal benefits. The wellbeing of humans is found to be in line with the concept of emotions and spiritual
affairs, as already mentioned by Western psychologists and contemporary
researchers (Bar-On 1997; Goleman, 1998; Mayer & Salovey, 1999). Spiritual
intelligence is associated with an individual’s capability to answer questions
related to meaning and values of behaviour or human actions in the context of
living. The ability to comprehensively synergise these three quotients –
Intellectual Quotient (IQ), Emotional Quotient (EQ) and Spiritual Quotient (SQ) –
is proven as the real appreciation of human values, which is universal in nature.
According to Goleman (1998:241), individuals who have a wide perspective on
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these values, such as believing in God and the doomsday, will see all challenges
as only a temporary defeat.
The attention given to emotions as an important aspect that had been underexamined (although it was brought to attention for comparison with other
important subjects under review) occurred in about the same age as man’s efforts
to think wisely. During the dominance of philosophical wisdom, emotions were
located opposite the rationality upheld as the basis for actions and decisions and
for conducting the true way of life. In fact, physiologists, biologists and
psychologists have stressed that emotions were owned by the nature and biology
of human experiences. Thus, emotions were initially perceived as relatively
similar, unattractive and difficult to study using the method of cultural analysis.
However, interest in studying emotional experiences has increased during the
past four decades in the fields of anthropology, psychology, sociology,
philosophy, history and feminist studies. Desire to understand the role of the
emotional aspects of personal and social life has also increased in response to
several factors, which include dissatisfaction with the dominance of the cognitive
view of humans as mere machines that process information (e.g. Sanz de Acedo
Lizarraga, Sanz de Acedo Baquedano & Cardelle-Ellawar, 2007; Naqvi, Shiv &
Bechara, 2006). Subsequently, this has renewed the desire to understand
sociocultural experiences through the perspective of those who undergo and
encounter these experiences, coupled with the development of interpretive
approaches in social sciences that are more appropriate for studying a
phenomenon once perceived as inchoate (see Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Conversely, success beyond the limits of the psychological frame, which
originally showed a new rising concern, covering emotional issues in social
relationships, communication and cultural aspects, has raised emotion theory to
the level of real sociocultural theory (e.g. Ellsworth, 1997; Fridja & Mesquita,
1994; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). This cultural approach enables scholars of
anthropology to stay close to and maintain their personal interest in the study of
emotions; these scholars include those who are against psychological aspects.
The conclusion that can be drawn from the development and movement of the
views that have brought emotions into the arena of sociocultural studies involves
the view of scholars on emotions. Most scholars agree that the anthropology and
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sociology of emotions are not merely a natural or biophysiological phenomenon.
Basic aspects or primary emotions, such as facial expressions, are indeed
universal occurrences in all cultures, and, thus, can be said to be natural.
Similarly, basic emotions such as fear, anger, resentment, hatred, sadness and
happiness may be associated with specific reactions in creatures, and their
signalled expression is used in the survival of those individuals and groups
(Kitayama & Markus, 1991). However, according to some scholars, diversity of
reasoning and situations, experiences, meanings, modelling and regulation of
emotions is inherent in human history and culture (e.g. Butler, Lee & Gross, 2007;
Basabe et al., 2000). Besides, the diversity that exists within the context of history
and culture also suggests that subjective experiences and emotional beliefs are
socially acquired and structured (Parkinson, Fischer & Manstead, 2005). Since
the change of views on the concept of emotions, more researchers are interested
in studying emotional experiences, particularly in the field of anthropology and
sociology. Hence, the present research attempts to link these two areas in
relation to emotions, EI and cultural context.
The present research was conducted to explore EI and cultural beliefs about
emotions. According to Thoits (1989), cultural beliefs about emotions include
what should be felt or not felt and expressed or unexpressed; ideology about
emotions; common understandings of the causes and consequences of
emotional experiences and interactions; beliefs about whether emotions can be
controlled or not; and circumstances (determined by social contexts) from the
requirements of society (expectations) to conform to emotions. Issues that can
be seen in the context of cultural beliefs (i.e. the area of focus) are the types of
emotions that can be felt or not felt, and expressed or unexpressed, and beliefs
about whether emotions can be controlled or not, which reflect the issue of
ideology of emotions in the setting of child and family practice (i.e. working
relationships and decision-making processes). Thus, the primary research
question was to investigate whether EI contributes to better working relationships
and aids decision-making processes in child welfare.
1.6

Summary

A brief introduction concerning emotions and EI and its relation to social work
practice was given in this chapter. Due to the traditional views that emotions are
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irrational and can contribute to ethical problems in professional practice, the
positive side of emotions has been ignored in research studies. As human beings,
however, social workers are not exempt from encountering emotional
experiences, especially when dealing with vulnerable clients. Thus, being
competent in emotion management is important. The contributions of emotions
and EI to the helping professions have been studied broadly (e.g. the nursing
profession); however, research in this area is rather limited. For this reason, the
present research focuses on two aspects of social work practice, i.e. working
relationships and decision-making, with the aim of providing baseline data for
future research.
The present research has emphasised and tries to understand emotions within
interpersonal relationships by examining the everyday social settings in which
they occur. Malaysia is an Eastern country that was chosen as the research
location. As Malaysia’s cultures differ from those in the Western regions, together
with the fact that some traditional cultures are still practised in the country, social
factors were prioritised in this research in understanding emotions. The present
research, however, does not deny the biological aspects of emotional processes.
The study is intended to draw attention to how emotions and EI are always
produced in social work practice and/or particular contexts that give them their
meaning and shape the ways in which they unfold. Furthermore, the perceptions
of contributions of emotions and EI to professional practice and EI differences
between demographic characteristics are also examined.
This thesis consists of eight chapters, which are categorised into five parts. Part
I consists of two chapters: the introductory chapter and the literature review. Part
II has only one chapter, the chapter on research methodology. The analyses and
discussions of quantitative data are placed in Part III, while Part IV includes the
analyses and discussions of qualitative data. Part V is the final chapter, which
concludes the thesis.
Chapter Two summarises the literature on emotions and EI, outlining the
conception of emotions and EI from emotions and intelligence, as well as the
development of various approaches and instruments for measuring EI. The
chapter also discusses research findings to date, its limitations and directions for
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future research. This review focuses on the literature from areas of science and
management in relation to the application of EI.
Chapter Three describes the research methodology of this study. It starts with the
philosophical debate on emotions and EI. The research strategy, which is the
ethnographic framework, is also discussed in this chapter. In addition,
quantitative and qualitative data collections and analyses are also explained in
detail.
Chapter Four presents the quantitative analyses and interpretation of data
obtained from the 105 Malaysian child and family social workers who participated
in the present research. The analyses and interpretation of data were conducted
using descriptive and inferential statistics. The EI scores measured by AES are
also discussed in this chapter. A comparison of the sample means and standard
deviations (SD) between demographic characteristics was conducted as a
prelude to an argument for investigating the usefulness of AES in the Malaysian
context. The results of the statistical analysis are also presented in Chapter Four.
Chapter Five outlines and discusses the analysis of the qualitative data. In this
chapter, different kinds of emotions as identified by the participants are
discussed. The different kinds of emotions were described as being experienced
by the social workers in their daily practices and working environment involving
children and families. The meanings and how emotions were interpreted by the
child social workers according to the Malaysian local context are also discussed.
Chapters Six and Seven further discuss the findings of the qualitative part of the
present research. Chapter Six discusses the perceived contributions of emotions
and EI to working relationships. Meanwhile, Chapter Seven discusses the
contributions of emotions and EI to decision-making processes.
Chapter Eight presents the conclusions for this thesis, its contributions to
knowledge, its strengths and limitations, recommendations for policy and
practice, directions for future research and practical implications.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.0

Introduction

The primary context for the present research is social work with children and
families in cases of child abuse, neglect, children in need and child rehabilitation.
However, I will also discuss working relationships and decision-making
processes in general, whereby all categories of service users will be emphasised,
including children and families. In this chapter, the literature review relates to
emotions, EI and their contributions to working relationships and decision-making
processes, particularly in social work settings. The review starts with the
philosophy of emotions, as the origins and concepts are important in relating
emotions to aspects of EI. The review moves on to definitions of EI and the
assessment of its contributions to social work’s core tasks. Finally, past research
findings on EI and its relationships with gender and other social characteristics in
humans are also reviewed.
2.1

The Philosophy of Emotions

There are a number of theoretical perspectives on emotions. Emotions are
sometimes referred to as mood, and thus these two terms are often used
interchangeably (see Beedie, Terry & Lane, 2005). However, emotions are
argued to be direct responses to events, issues, relationships and objects that
are important to people (Lazarus, 1991; Fridja, 1988), whereas mood is longerlasting, more diffuse and not always linked to something specific (Isen, 2000;
Weiss, 2002). Another term, ‘affect’ is also used; it is a broad term including
emotion, mood and disposition (Barsade & Gibson, 2007). In general, four types
of emotions have been identified: anger, fear, sadness and happiness (Turner,
2007). According to Turner (2007), anger, fear and sadness are examples of
negative emotions, while happiness is a positive emotion. These examples of
positive and negative emotions have been considered to be primary. Turner
(2007) adds that disgust and surprise are also considered to be primary. Shame
and guilt are not primary but the elaboration of primary emotions. Other examples
of emotions such as interest, anticipation, curiosity, boredom and expectancy are
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less likely to be primary, and in fact they may not even be emotions at all, but,
rather, cognitive states (Turner, 2007).
To begin a discussion concerning emotions, it would be helpful to think about the
idea or concept of emotions from several perspectives: psychological,
sociological, cognitive and physiological. Psychologists, sociologists, economists
and even physical scientists have become more interested in studying emotions
in recent years (Cappelletti, 2005; Naqvi, Baba & Antoine, 2006; Salovey &
Grewal, 2005). Some theorists stress psychological factors, while others
emphasise behavioural and subjective aspects. In addition, some deal only with
extremes, whereas some mention that emotions add colour to human
behaviours. In a nutshell, there is no consensus of opinions among different
theorists (Strongman, 1987). However, the interplay between biological, social
and cognitive processes in emotions is becoming increasingly tractable and
emotional phenomena are now studied in the context of theories and
methodologies that require collaboration among social, cognitive, developmental
and clinical neuroscientists (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999). Cole, Martin and Dennis
(2004) conclude that most emotion theories share a tendency towards seeing
emotional regulation as influenced by neo-Darwinian thinking. That is, emotions
are perceived as “biologically prepared capabilities that evolved and endured in
humans because of their extraordinary value for survival” (Cole et al., 2004:319).
William James (1884) distinguishes two groups of phenomena in emotions: a
group of physiological phenomena, and a group of psychological phenomena
called the state of consciousness (in Arnold, 1968). Our individual thoughts and
definitions will almost certainly range over some or all of the following aspects:
feelings, behaviour, physical or physiological responses and situations
(Strongman, 1974). Strongman notes that emotions are subjective, internal
feelings. They are behavioural and physiological changes that happen in “definite
situations” and have “effects on others” (1974:14).
Emotion theory was first introduced by William James and Carl Lange in 1887
and was known as James–Lange theory (in Cannon, 1968). This theory states
that external experience that stimulates an individual will stimulate the body, and
consequently an experience of emotions or changes in feelings will occur. This
means that an individual feels sad because he or she cries tears or feels afraid
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because his or her heart beats rapidly (Amal Jamaludin, 2009). The James–
Lange theory of emotions attempts to distinguish between mental processes
which have no obvious physiological concomitants and those in which
straightforward, easily observable changes occur. The James–Lange theory
suggests that “emotion: 1) occurs when people mentally perceive some fact, 2)
that this will produce some mental effect which is emotion and, 3) that this
produces bodily expression” (Strongman, 1974:15). This theory proposes that
emotions happen as a result of physiological responses, rather than being the
cause of them. Meanwhile, the Cannon–Bard theory (1927, in Strongman, 1974),
also known as thalamic theory, suggests that the neurophysiological side of
emotional expression is subcortical. Cannon (1927, in Strongman, 1974) argues
that “all emotions depend on a similar chain of events” (in Strongman, 1974:17).
Another psychologist who studied emotions was McDougall. McDougall (1928)
argues that “what we call emotions and feelings occur as adjuncts to several
basic processes; they come from the way in which we perceive our environment
and our various bodily changes” (in Strongman, 1974:18). These early theories
provide useful knowledge from the perspective of psychological and physiological
phenomena regarding what emotions are, how emotions occur and the effects on
an individual. If an individual knows what emotions are and how they occur, the
individual can recognise their effects and understand how to cope and deal with
them. More importantly, all emotions, from love, joy and happiness to anger, fear
and sadness, are significant in understanding ourselves and others. Emotions
help people to discover the wonders of their lives and warn them when they are
in danger (see Meyer, 1997).
On the other hand, Goldie (2000) summarises conventional psychological
thinking about emotions. Goldie (2000) explains the phenomena of emotions
using a combination of philosophy and science. The role of culture is also
considered in his explanation of the phenomena of emotions. He explores the
links between emotions, moods and characters. He also explores the contexts of
emotions in relation to phenomena such as consciousness, thought, feeling and
imagination. He clarifies how individuals are able to make sense of their own and
other individuals’ emotions, and he also proposes how individuals can explain
whichever emotions lead them to their responsive actions. He outlines six
explanations referring to psychological aspects: 1) when a person experiences
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an emotion, he/she is engaged with the world, grasping what is going on in the
world and responding accordingly, 2) an emotional experience or action out of
the emotion can be made intelligible by reference to the thoughts which are
involved in it, 3) an emotion can be educated, 4) emotions partially shape and
determine what we value, 5) emotional responses can reveal to us what we value
and what might not be epistemically accessible to us if we did not have such
responses, and 6) we should respect our emotional responses and listen to what
they have to say to us and about us. These illustrate how emotions make their
contributions to individuals’ relationships with their environments.
Referring to psychological perspectives (Strongman, 1974, 1987; Lyons, 1980;
Sartre, 1948), the present research concludes that, overall, emotions or feelings
include specific internal feelings (e.g. hatred, anger, sadness, fear and happiness
– a person experiences these subjectively) and physiological response.
Physiological response includes all physiological changes in the body that occur
during an emotional experience, such as a racing heartbeat or having a stomach
ache when a person is in a frightening situation, or any forms of emotions and
feelings that are performed overtly – these include bodily movements and
changes in facial expressions when a person experiences internal feelings (e.g.
a person has slow movements and bows his or her head when he or she feels
sad, or smiles when he or she experiences happiness).
The majority of research that falls particularly within the social approach to
emotions has been concerned with expressions and recognition. The social
approach highlights not only the importance of emotional expression but also
gender as a personal characteristic that needs to be considered in relation to
differences in emotional expression (see Strongman, 2003). Strongman (2003)
argues that sociologists and anthropologists tend to see emotions as phenomena
that occur ‘out there’ and not as something internal. However, Lazarus (1991)
considers facial expression as an important basis for communication and
recognition of emotions in other people. According to Lazarus (1991), the face
provides valuable information about an individual’s emotional state if one knows
how to read it. However, the origin of facial expressions is debatable. They may
be innate, sociocultural or both. Lazarus proposes that each emotion has its own
pattern of expression and physiological activity. Meanwhile, a theory of emotions
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and adaptation requires propositions about the role of appraisal in each individual
emotion (Lazarus, 1991). Consequently, as per Salovey and Mayer’s (1990)
definition of EI, this perspective allows people who are emotionally competent to
perceive and identify feelings in themselves and others. They have an ability to
integrate and facilitate their thinking. Furthermore, they also understand their
emotions and know how to think about feelings (in Morrison, 2007).
For many years, social psychologists have focused on emotional expression and
its recognition in relationships ranging from friendship to love. Frijda (1969, 1970),
a social psychologist who is interested in studying emotions, states that when
someone expresses an emotion, he or she refers to three events, and when
someone recognises an emotion, he or she uses three systems of identifying the
response. He suggests the following (in Strongman, 1974:167):
1) People recognise emotions by the situations in which they
occur. If they are asked to describe their fear, they usually refer
to some recent situations in which they felt afraid.
2) Emotional expression anticipates actions. People observe
emotional expression in others and ask what behaviours are likely
to follow it.
3) People experience emotions. The meaning of any expressive
behaviour may be bound by our subjective emotional experiences
or attitudes.
Hence, this allows the conclusion that there exist some immediate, apparently
intuitive perceptions of expressive meanings. As concluded by Crawford et al.
(1992), the idea that emotions are expressions of some instinct, bodily responses,
as well as signals or gestures to others as built on perceptions and cognition is
important to people’s use and understanding of the concept. Crawford et al.
(1992) also state that emotions are memory, reflection and evaluation.
Psychological theories of emotions are limited in scope and content (Crawford et
al., 1992). Crawford et al. (1992) note that such limitations are reinforced by the
ways that psychologists have chosen to study emotions. They add that even
social constructionists have chosen methods such as questionnaires that fail to
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capture much of the richness and complexity of emotional experiences. A method
is therefore needed that will recognise that emotions are constructed in both
interaction with self and interaction with others and that enables the development
of theory encompassing such interactions (Crawford et al., 1992). Therefore, the
limitations of psychological theories only emphasise that theories concerning
emotions are cognitive, motivational and relational (see Lazarus, 1991), internal
feelings of states and behaviours (see Strongman, 1974, 1987), and
physiological and psychological phenomena – the James–Lange theory (in
Sartre, 1948). The psychological theories of emotions tend to isolate the
importance of external factors, which are discussed based on sociological
perspectives. Due to these limitations, sociologists who are interested in
emotions have focused on the sociocultural determinants of feelings and the
sociocultural bases for defining, appraising and managing human emotions and
feelings (Hochschild, 1998). Hochschild (1998) argues that emotions emerge as
a result of a newly grasped reality. He also adds that emotions bear on oneself
and clash with the template of prior expectation. As emotions bear on oneself,
they become a means by which individuals continually learn and relearn about a
just-now-changed, back-and-forth relation between oneself and the world, as it
means something just-now to oneself. Meanwhile, Crossley (1998) emphasises
the role and importance of communication in emotions. He argues that emotions
are involved in communicative actions through experiences, and that any theories
that fail to acknowledge and account for this therefore seem inadequate
(Crossley, 1998). For example, the role of conversation between two or more
people is identified as important in creating emotional meanings (Fussell, 2002).
Edwards (1997, 1999, as cited in Xanthopoulou, 2008) analyses talk in interaction
and looks at traditional emotion research in psychology, which provides a
contrasting perspective that demonstrates how emotions are constructed
concepts that are produced in interaction and talk. Further, emotional
experiences can be influenced by the individual’s or group’s conception of
emotions (Goldie, 2000). Goldie (2002) also analyses some studies regarding the
conception of emotions and concludes that cross-cultural differences in individual
or group conceptions of emotions seem to point towards emotions being social
constructions. Not only are individual or group conceptions of emotions socially
determined, but emotional experience itself is too (Goldie, 2002).
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The present research considers both the psychological and the sociological
perspective in an effort to understand the roles of emotions in relationships (see
Scheve & Luede, 2005). Physiological theories, also known as naturalistic
theories, maintain that emotions are products of natural processes that are
independent of social norms and conscious interpretation. This view shows that
emotions result from hormonal, neuromuscular feedback from facial expressions
and genetic mechanisms (Ratner, 1989). Ratner (1989) states that almost all
psychological theories and naturalistic explanations of emotions manifest
variations on a basic theme. He argues that naturalistic theories are extreme and
moderate positions, which only emphasises natural aspects of emotions and give
short shrift to social aspects. On the other hand, Ratner (1989) mentions that
social constructionists maintain that emotions depend on social consciousness
concerning when, where and what to feel, as well as when, where, and how to
act. Consequently, Clarke (2003) suggests that the study of emotions tends to
polarise into two firm strands or camps: 1) biological or innate, where basically
emotions are perceived as pre-existing, and 2) social constructionist, where all
emotions are experienced and learned in the interaction between self and society.
Thoits (1989) states that cultural beliefs about emotions include the question of
what should be felt or not and be expressed or not; ideology about emotions;
common understandings of the causes, consequences and results of emotional
experiences and interactions; beliefs about whether emotions can be controlled
or not; and circumstances (determined by social contexts) from the requirements
of society (expectations) to conform to emotions. Issues that can be seen in
cultural beliefs (i.e. the area of focus) are the types of emotions that can be felt
or not and expressed or not, and beliefs that emotions can be controlled or not,
which reflect the issue of ideology of emotions in the setting of child and family
practice (i.e. working relationships and decision-making processes).
Overall, I would suggest that emotional processes have numerous components
(i.e. responses to events, motivations for action, appraisal, physiological
changes, action tendencies and expressions, regulation, and subjective
experiences). This process arguably influences and is influenced by
communication and sociocultural environment. Research has found that people
benefit from recognising and responding to their emotions and to others – for
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instance, when decoding, understanding, experiencing or giving empathy
appropriately. The present research, however, did not investigate how emotions
occur in particular. The main objective was to explore whether the Malaysian child
social workers experienced emotions in the workplace, what types of emotions
they experienced, why the experienced emotions occurred, and their perceptions
of emotions in the workplace. As emotions are still traditionally viewed by some
people and might also be seen by Malaysians as disruptive, it is important to
explore how social workers manage their experienced emotions. From here
onwards, the terms ‘EI’ and ‘skills’ (such as emotional intelligence) may relate to
professional practice including the core tasks of social work (e.g. working
relationships and decision-making). Explorations concerning emotions, EI and
social work core tasks are elaborated below.
2.2

Emotions and Human Relationships

Emotions are thought to be one of the factors that have a large influence on
relationships (Scheff, 2006). It has been argued that societies, for example, are
intimately held together by positive emotions that people feel towards social
structures and cultures, and conversely societies can be torn apart and changed
by the arousal of both negative and positive emotions (Turner, 2007). Emotions
are said to be the energy that is generated by biological and transactional needs;
they are nonetheless implicated in meeting these biosocial needs. More
importantly, emotions represent an independent source of motivational energy –
above and beyond biosocial needs – that has a great effect on the structures and
cultures of a society (Turner, 2007). At the micro level, it also suggests that in
their interaction with others individuals should have certain kinds of emotions that
can tie individuals together. Individuals’ emotions also articulate their personal
relationships and understanding of the world (Salovey & Mayer, 1998). Turner
(2007) proposes that one of the ingredients of strong ties and solidarity is
increasing the arousal of positive emotions. Furthermore, Turner suggests that
by increasing humans’ emotionality, it will be possible to create a new way to
generate stronger social bonds; however, three of the four primary emotions (i.e.
anger, fear and sadness) are negative and do not bind individuals together.
Other, more dangerous emotions such as vengeance and righteousness are also
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generated by the combination of anger and happiness, and these emotions can
fuel violence and disruption of social bonds.
Goffman (1967, in Scheff, 2006) focuses on the emotional/relational world (ERW)
– what might be called the micro-world of emotions and relationships. Scheff
agrees with Goffman regarding the ERW and suggests that one of the main
reasons that Goffman’s work on emotions is important is that if people are to have
more than a passing understanding of themselves and their society they need to
become better acquainted with the ERW. However, Scheff also criticises
Goffman’s ideas regarding emotions. According to Scheff, Goffman only
concentrates on embarrassment, shame and disgust. Scheff argues that
Goffman has almost nothing to say about other important emotions, such as fear,
pride and love. Scheff has argued that Goffman’s approach to relationships is
only

based

on

negative

relationship

outcomes

such

as

loneliness,

disconnectedness and alienation, but positive relationship outcomes such as
solidarity, secure bonds and moments of profound unity are omitted. With regard
to young children in care, the relationships between social workers and children
are said to be related to social workers’ personal attitudes and values regarding
children and childhood (Winter, 2009). In professional relationships, active and
dynamic engagement can lead to the development of a bond that facilitates next
steps (Dunkle & Friedlander, 1996; Viederman, 2002). Meanwhile, in the context
of decision-making, there is evidence that feelings and emotions experienced
during decision-making can have

positive

effects on decision-making

performance (Seo & Barret, 2007). Isen, Daubman and Nowicki’s (1998)
research findings show that positive affect has a bearing on interpersonal
problem solving. Creation and maintenance of good interpersonal relationships
often involves finding ways of resolving disputes or negotiating arrangements of
various kinds. When these would benefit from a creative approach, positive
feelings might facilitate interpersonal processes (Isen et al., 1998).
Segal and Jaffe (2008) state that building relationships involves difficult and
complex emotions. It is suggested that these difficult and complex emotions have
an effect on everyone involved in nearly any type of relationship. Moreover, it has
been argued that through exposure to complex relationships, individuals gain a
better understanding of emotional expression and social competence (Segal &
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Jaffe, 2008). Carr (2004, as cited in Saarni, 1997) discusses this idea further by
connecting emotions to relationships and relationships to emotions. It has been
argued that EI is important in forming successful human relationships (McQueen,
2004; Schuette et al., 2001). For example, Schuette et al. (2001) conducted
seven studies on EI and interpersonal relations. Their research findings show that
EI is connected to interpersonal relations, where higher scores for EI are related
to higher scores for empathic perspective, social skills, cooperative response
towards their partners, inclusion and affection, and satisfaction in relationships
with prospective partners. Carr (2004) cites the work of Saarni (1997), who
emphasises how being emotionally intelligent begins and ends with one’s social
and cultural environments because one’s social environment defines his or her
emotional maturity and appropriateness. If people cannot emotionally interact
with and relate to their peers, they will not be able to understand the social world
around them effectively. Lopes, Salovey and Straus (2003) state that EI is
significantly correlated with several indicators of quality of social interaction.
Furthermore, EI has been shown to have an effect on important life outcomes
such as forming satisfying personal relationships and achieving success at work
(Salovey & Grewal, 2005). It has also been suggested that researchers need to
take into account both emotional skills and personality in order to understand
social and emotional adaptation (Lopes et al., 2003). In the social work
profession, and particularly when working in partnerships, it has been argued
that, as social workers deal with clients who are considered fragile, they need to
understand the clients’ situations and their levels of emotion. Howe (2008)
suggests that emotionally intelligent social workers will most likely create
therapeutically positive relationship environments. Hence, it seems that EI might
be an important quality in social work. In the next section, this concept will be
more fully explored.
2.3

Emotional Intelligence

It could be argued that all definitions of EI represent a combination of cognitive
and emotional abilities (see Cherniss, 2001). From the psychological perspective,
psychological deficits and disability are generally considered as clinical
disabilities. Meanwhile, there is a relatively new branch of psychology called
positive psychology, which is primarily concerned with the scientific study of
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human strengths and happiness (Carr, 2004). EI is one of the topics of central
concern in positive psychology, along with topics such as flow, optimism,
giftedness, creativity and wisdom (Carr, 2004). Whichever term or definition is
used, be it ‘EI’ (Mayer, Salovey & Caruso, 2008), ‘emotional competence’
(Goleman, 1999), ‘introspective skills’ (Locke, 2005; Seager, 2002), ‘multiple
intelligences’ (Gardner, 1984, 1993), ‘alexithymia’ (Parker, Taylor & Bagby,
2000), ‘social intelligence’ (Thorndike, 1921), or “the idea of acting wisely in
human relationship” (Morrison, 2007:250), it will be considered acceptable in
(transferable to) the Malaysian context. This research area is quite new and little
relevant research has been done. However, this research considers that in the
Malaysian context these concepts might be applied and practised by both newly
qualified and experienced social workers according to their own personality traits
(see Baron, 2000) and when they consider the concepts of empathy and
emotional understanding and think about feelings (Salovey & Mayer, 1990, as
cited in Karnaze, 2009). However, Saarni (2000) argues that emotional
competence differs from the related construct of EI. Saarni’s working definition of
emotional competence is
the demonstration of self-efficacy in emotion-eliciting social
transaction. Self-efficacy is used to mean that an individual
believes that he or she has the capacity and skills to achieve a
desired outcome. That particular desired outcome will reflect
cultural values and beliefs, but those values and beliefs will have
been transformed by the self into personal meanings.
(2000:68)
Based on some of the literature, Saarni notes that EI is conceptually related to
many other psychological constructs, such as ego strengths, constructive
thinking,

hardiness,

practical

intelligence,

openness

to

experiences,

psychological mindedness, alexithymia, emotional awareness and emotional
creativity. Saarni suggests that research on the relationship between all of these
constructs and EI is required to further establish the validity of the EI construct.
There are many other aspects of intelligence apart from that measured by
traditional IQ tests, and these include the ability to understand and regulate one’s
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own emotions, which is categorised as intrapersonal intelligence, and the ability
to understand and manage relationships, which is categorised as interpersonal
intelligence (Gardner, 1984). In related literature, EI has been conceptualised in
two distinct ways: 1) a set of abilities for processing emotional information (Mayer,
Caruso & Salovey 2000), and 2) a set of personality traits (Baron, 2000; Goleman,
1999). Mayer, Salovey and Caruso’s (2000) ability model of EI presents four
branches of EI: 1) emotional perception, 2) emotional integration, 3) emotional
understanding, and 4) emotion management. According to Mayer et al. (2000),
people who are skilled at perceiving emotions are better informed about their
environment and so may adapt better to it. Meanwhile, those who acquire skill in
emotional integration are more likely to view things based on multiple
perspectives: an optimistic perspective when they are happy, a pessimistic
perspective when they are sad and a treat-oriented perspective when they are
anxious or angry. Furthermore, people with well-developed emotional
understanding can understand how one emotion leads to another, how emotions
change over time, and how the temporal pattern of emotions can affect
relationships. The final branch, which is emotion management, applies to people
with well-developed emotion management abilities, such as the ability to choose
whether to experience emotions or to block the experience of them.
Different definitions of EI are significant for various reasons. Mayer and Salovey,
for instance, have developed a measurable definition of EI. According to them, EI
is conceptualised as an ability since cognitive ability necessitates the
operationalisation of construct via performance measures (Mayer et al., 2000).
With respect to personality traits, the Mayer–Caruso–Salovey Emotional
Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) is significantly related to but not redundant the Big
Five personality traits (Mayer, Salovey & Caruso, 2002). In addition, MSCEIT is
also related to important psychological variables including psychological health
and well-being – for instance, in perceiving personal growth and positive relations
with others. Meanwhile, Goleman emphasises the personality characteristics of
EI and how they affect individuals’ actions and decisions (see Goleman, 1995).
Scholars and researchers are still questioning what it means to be emotionally
intelligent. In an effort to define what it means to be emotionally intelligent, some
researchers have categorised EI into two parts, which are intra- and interpersonal
intelligences. Intrapersonal intelligence is based on the information-processing
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capacities of an individual, and usually indicates personal self-awareness and
empathy. Meanwhile, interpersonal intelligence is the ability to read the moods,
intentions and desires of others (Gardner, 1984, 1993). However, there is an
opinion that people who possess interpersonal skills can form relationships with
other people easily, read other people’s feelings and respond accurately, lead
and organise other people, and handle disputes successfully (McQueen, 2004).
Referring to the personality trait approach, EI is considered as a mixture of
behavioural dispositions and self-perceived emotional abilities in using and
identifying emotions (Petrides, Fredrickson & Furnham, 2004). The constructs of
EI traits encompass individuals’ dispositions that relate to perception, processing,
regulation and utilisation of emotional information. These emotion-related
dispositions are said to be located at the lower levels of personality hierarchies
(Mikolajczak et al., 2008). Assessment via performance measure is therefore
inappropriate since the construct reflects personality and not cognitive skills.
Consequently, EI traits are operationalised via self-report instruments.
It has been argued that the distinction between ability and personality is based
on the two different approaches to measuring an emotional construct. Ability is
measured by cognitive test, while personality is measured by a self-report
inventory, which is not on the theoretical domain of the construct (Petrides &
Furnham, 2001). One of the popular ability scales is known as the Mayer–
Salovey–Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test, Version 2.0 (MSCEIT V2.0), which
was developed by Mayer, Salovey and Caruso (2002). MSCEIT has a 141-item
scale designed to measure four specific skills: 1) perceiving emotions, 2) using
emotions, 3) understanding emotions, and 4) managing emotions. Each of these
skills is measured utilising two tasks. For example, perceiving emotions is
measured with the face and picture tasks, facilitating thought is measured with
the sensation and facilitation tasks, understanding emotions is measured with the
blend and change tasks, and managing emotions is measured with the emotion
management and emotional relationship tasks (Mayer et al., 2003). Another
instrument, the Schutte EI Scale (SEIS) (1998), which was originally developed
as a self-report inventory of ability, is considered to be a measure of trait
personality due to the self-reporting nature of the assessment. Ability and trait
personality measurement approaches will lead to the assessment of two
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fundamentally distinct constructs – cognitive ability and personality. Self-report
measures of emotions are used and form a broad range of assessment
instruments. These measures rely on individuals not only experiencing their
emotions but also accurately reflecting their awareness of phenomena through
the use of rating scales. Self-reporting allows individuals to monitor, assess and
integrate information about their emotions. The individuals have the opportunity
to express themselves in a standardised format, which only they have access to.
There is a view that self-report methods are perhaps the most efficient and
easiest techniques to measure emotions (Schutte et al., 1998).
Ciarrochi, Chan and Caputi (2000) state that EI is not related to intellect quotation,
but to empathy, which is a specific personality measure. They also state that EI
is related to an individual’s ability to manage his/her moods but not to his/her
ability to prevent moods from biasing his/her judgement. Reynolds, Scott and
Jessiman (1999) suggest that empathy is one of the interpersonal skills that is
dependent on workers’/practitioners’ attitudes and behaviours. They stress that
workers’ empathy is an important facilitator for building constructive interpersonal
relationships. However, according to Singer and Lamm (2009), empathy is a
highly flexible phenomenon. It is influenced by several factors, such as contextual
appraisal,

interpersonal

relationships

or

perspectives

adopted

during

observations of others (Singer & Lamm, 2009). Clients’ perceptions of helping
relationships are also important, as these perceptions could enable them to
advise professional workers about the degree of empathy that exists in the
relationships (Reynolds, Scott & Jessiman, 1999). Meanwhile, Decety and
Jackson (2006) suggest that the ability to monitor and regulate cognitive and
emotional processes is important in an effort to prevent confusion between self
and others. They propose that this kind of ability is a functional model of empathy.
Self-consciousness and empathy are also reported to have a correlation in
psychological mindedness, which involves awareness of self and others (Shill &
Lumley, 2002; Beitel, Ferrer & Cecero, 2005). Other research reports that
psychological

mindedness

involves

awareness

and

understanding

of

psychological processes, such as thoughts, feelings and behaviours. In addition,
psychological mindedness is correlated to mindfulness as well as cognitive and
effective indices of empathy (Evans, Baer & Segerstrom, 2008; Beitel et al.,
2005). This demonstrates that empathy is a skill that correlates to Salovey and
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Mayer’s (1998) definition of EI. Salovey and Mayer (1998) focus on a discrete set
of emotion-processing abilities, where one of the subsets is emotional
understanding – which is thinking about feeling (empathy). According to them, EI
is “the subset of social intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one’s own
and others’ feelings and emotions, to differentiate between them and to use this
information to guide one’s thinking and actions”. The Salovey and Mayer (1998)
model of EI identifies four different factors of EI: the perception or recognition of
emotions, the ability to use emotions according to situations, the ability to
understand emotions, and the ability to manage emotions.
Another personality construct that is conceptually similar and overlaps with the EI
construct is alexithymia (Parker, Taylor & Bagby, 2001). The overlap occurs
between Gardner’s concept of personal intelligence – namely, intrapersonal
intelligence. Gardner’s concept of intrapersonal intelligence addresses the ability
to identify, label and differentiate between feelings, as well as to represent them
symbolically. Meanwhile, the alexithymia constructs are 1) difficulties in
identifying feelings and distinguishing between feelings and the bodily sensations
of emotional arousal, 2) difficulties in describing feelings to other people, 3)
constricted imaginal processes, and 4) a stimulus bound (Parker et al., 2001).
Parker et al. (2001) stress that alexithymia and EI are independent but strongly
correlated constructs. Other constructs, such as openness, achievement
(intelligence) and personality, are related traits (Harris, 2004). Openness and
achievement factors are found to correlate with the intelligence factor. A study by
William et al. (2009) provides useful evidence that levels of openness and
achievement can moderate stress regulation, particularly stress reactivity. There
is a partial but not complete consensus of opinion concerning EI and its
identification. The clarity of EI terms may help to develop our understanding of
how EI can be used in social work practice, especially in working relationships.
Even though the concepts and constructs of EI and/or emotional competence are
still contested, they have importance because of their clinical and therapeutic
implications. Parker (2000) found that the development of reliable and valid
measures for EI/emotional competence offers clinicians and researchers a
number of useful new clinical tools. Mayer, Caruso and Salovey (2000) argue that
the Multifactor EI Scale (MEIS) and MSCEIT have important relationships with
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outcomes such as behaviour. Furthermore, they have also found that EI scores
correlate with teacher–parent evaluations of children’s abilities to recognise and
respond emotionally. They add that EI appears to be associated with reductions
in violence and is related to problem solving. Martin, Easton and Wilson (2004)
investigated the association between EI and counselling self-efficacy. Their
findings show that 1) both counselling students and professional counsellors had
significantly higher mean scores than the normative sample, 2) there were no
differences between counselling students and professional counsellors on any of
the Emotional Judgment Inventory subscales, and 3) professional counsellors
were perceived as having significantly higher levels of counsellor self-efficacy.
Meanwhile, a study by Douglas, Frink and Ferris (2004) showed that the
relationship between conscientiousness and work performance was positive for
individuals with high EI (versus those individuals with low EI). The opposite
pattern was found for those low in EI.
All the studies mentioned above illustrate the usefulness of EI characteristics in
helping relationships and their relevance to social work practice. Practitioners in
helping professions are likely to develop a relationship which requires clients to
give their trust and confidence to the practitioners. Thus, practitioners in helping
professions also tend to work towards goals which are oriented to the personality
of the clients. Furthermore, practitioners’ attitudes such as lack of interest,
remoteness and distance, or excessive sympathy, are perceived as unhelpful in
supporting clients. As for the emotional quality of relationships, success in
working relationships is closely associated with a strong and growing liking and
respect between clients and practitioners (see Rogers, 2004). Rogers (2004)
suggests that there is a strong likelihood that the optimal helping relationship is
the kind of relationship created by a person who is psychologically mature.
Goleman (1995) is among the most influential researchers and scholars studying
in the field of EI. He has broadened the concept of EI from a specific psychological
entity to a broader collection of personal qualities. Goleman states that the “notion
of emotional competence includes knowing what you are feeling and using that
knowledge to make good decisions” (1995:34). According to Goleman (1999), EI
refers to the capacity for recognising our own feelings and those of others, as well
as for motivating ourselves and our relationships. This notion suggests that those
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abilities are distinct from but complementary to academic intelligence, which is
the purely cognitive capacity measured by IQ. Goleman’s concept of emotional
competence has five components: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation,
empathy, and adeptness in relationships. In fact, Goleman breaks down
emotional competency into two abilities, which are empathy and social skills,
although his framework does not appear to be much different from that of his
predecessors (Fer, 2004). The development of Goleman’s notion of EI (1995,
1998) has led Baron (1997) to define EI as a mixture of emotion-related
competencies, personality traits and dispositions, known as a mixed model (in
Carr, 2004).
Baron (2000) explores gained EI and social intelligence using the EI Inventory
(EQ-i) he developed. He has used the EQ-i in a number of studies conducted in
several countries. The EQ-i was designed to examine EI and social functioning:
it is a self-report measure of emotionally and socially competent behaviour that
provides an estimate of one’s emotional and social intelligence. Following a
number of studies done around the world using the EQ-I, Baron concludes that
“emotional and social intelligence is a multifactorial array of interrelated
emotional, personal, and social abilities that influence our overall ability to actively
and effectively cope with daily demands and pressures” (2000:385). According to
Baron (2000), the factorial structure of EI is composed of ten components that
include self-regard, emotional self-awareness, assertive empathy, interpersonal
relationships, stress tolerance, impulse control, reality testing, flexibility and
problem solving. The EQ-i measures five constructs that are a composite of
specific

competencies

including

intrapersonal

and

interpersonal

stress

management, adaptability and general mood. Conceptually, EQ-i has qualities
resembling a mixed methods approach to the study of EI. This measurement
includes constructs that pertain to both perceived traits and abilities. However,
the mechanism of measurement does not directly access abilities due to its selfreport method. On the other hand, Fer (2004) argues that Baron has broadened
the concept of EI by incorporating various personality characteristics, such as
empathy, motivation, persistence, social skills and as mixed models, which seem
to be derived from a review of personality characteristics. It has various strengths
but also some weaknesses.

56

The Schutte EI Scale (SEIS) is a brief self-report measure developed by Schutte
et al. (1998). SEIS uses Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) model of EI as its conceptual
basis. Items in this scale represent three categories: 1) appraisal and expression
of emotions in the self and others, 2) regulation of emotions in the self and others,
and 3) utilisation of emotions in solving problems (in Schutte et al., 1998). Factor
analysis of the initial 62 items results in a single 33-item scale. The internal and
test–retest reliabilities of this scale total score are high: α=0.93 and 0.73
respectively (Schutte et al., 1998). Because SEIS is based on Salovey and
Mayer’s (1990) model, Schutte et al. (1998) argue that this model of EI has a
good theoretical basis. However, Brackett and Geher argue that the structural
validity of SEIS is questionable (in press). Furthermore, Petrides and Furnham
(2001) argue that SEIS is not unidimensional and that the scale does not map
onto Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) model of EI. However, Gardner’s (2008)
research findings on SEIS indicate that EI traits have utility as a personality
measure beyond the Big Five. A few studies have examined the discriminant
validity of SEIS with respect to conventional personality inventories and
measures of well-being. For example, scores on SEIS have been related to
emotion-relevant outcomes, such as attention to feelings and impulse control
(Schutte et al., 1998). SEIS also correlates with measures of interpersonal
relationship quality, including empathic perspective taking, social skills, marital
satisfaction, and supervisors’ ratings of student counsellors who work at mental
health agencies (Schutte et al., 2001).
The Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) (Schutte et al., 2007) is a measurement
tool that is an updated version of SEIS (1998). in reponse to some critics of the
factor model of SEIS (1998) (e.g. Fukuda et al., 2012; Gardner & Qualter, 2010;
Dooba, 2009; Calkan & Altun, 2005; Sillick & Schuette, 2006; Gicnac et al., 2005;
Zeng & Miller, 2001; Petrides & Furnham, 2000), Schuette et al. (1998) claimed
that their measurement tool was a one-factor solution of 33 items. The Schutte
EI Scale (SEIS) is a brief self-report measurement developed by Schutte et al.
(1998). SEIS uses Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) model of EI as its conceptual
basis. Items in SEIS represent three categories: 1) appraisal and expression of
emotions in the self and others, 2) regulation of emotions in the self and others,
and 3) utilisation of emotions in solving problems (in Schutte et al., 1998). Factor
analysis of the initial 62 items results in a single 33-item scale. A review of the
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literature that tested SEIS supported the four-factor model (i.e. perceiving
emotions, managing one’s own emotions, managing others’ emotions and
utilising emotions). Thus, SEIS (1998) was renamed AES (2007).
From the literature, I found that EI is a contested term. There are some critiques
that state that EI is not really a mental aptitude and certainly not in terms of the
traditional psychometric view of intelligence. Zirkel (2000) uses the term ‘social
intelligence’, which is described as a model of personality and individual
behaviour in which people are presumed to be knowledgeable about themselves
and the social world in which they live. Under the terms of social intelligence,
individuals actively use this knowledge to manage their emotions and direct their
behaviour towards desired outcomes (Zirkel, 2000). In terms of measurement,
Davies, Stankorv and Roberts (1998), for example, argue that we do not have an
adequate set of measures for evaluating the sorts of emotional and social skills
outlined by Mayer and Salovey in terms of what constitutes EI. Studies on
emotions and EI, however, are very useful and it cannot be denied that
developing emotional maturity will help individuals. Nevertheless, the agendas of
testing and measuring EI are challenged, and for saying that EI is an intelligence
is generally denied (see Murphy, 2006). As argued by Matthew, Zeidner and
Roberts (2004), EI places greater emphasis on emotional abilities than on
intellectual intelligence, which, according to them, is it congenial to the personal
profiles and worldviews of many. For example, Fambrough and Hart (2008)
criticise EI as a strategy for leadership development in organisations because of
the lack of consensus surrounding EI measures and their weak links to leadership
effectiveness. The lack of agreement among researchers on a definition of EI
poses problems for organisations. Furthermore, the question remains as to
whether EI is simply a relabelling of constructs already in existence, such as
personality and general cognitive ability (Gulluce, 2000). Hence, to summarise
the contested term, I chose three major models of EI as categorised in Table 1
below:
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Table 1: Three major models of EI

Founders/Researchers/Authors
Daniel Goleman

Definition
One’s EI determines one’s potential for
learning the practical skills that are based
on its five elements: self-awareness,
motivation, self-regulation, empathy, and
adeptness in relationships (Goleman,
1998:24).

Peter Salovey and John D. Mayer EI is the subset of social intelligence that
involves the ability to monitor one’s own
and others’ feelings and emotions, to
differentiate between them and to use this
information to guide one’s thinking and
actions (Salovey & Mayer, 1990:189).
EI

involves

accurately,

the

ability

appraise

to

perceive

and

express

emotions; the ability to access and/or
generate feelings when they facilitate
thought; the ability to understand emotions
and emotional knowledge; and the ability
to regulate emotions to promote emotional
and intellectual growth (Mayer & Salovey,
1997:10).
Reuven Bar-On

Emotional and social intelligence is a
multifactorial

array

of

interrelated

emotional, personal and social abilities
that influence our overall ability to actively
and effectively cope with daily demands
and pressures. The factorial structure of
this construct is composed of the following
10 components: 1) self-regard (accurate
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self-appraisal),

2)

emotional

self-

awareness (the ability to be aware of and
understand

one’s

emotions),

3)

assertiveness (the ability to express one’s
emotions and oneself), 4) empathy (the
ability to be aware of and understand
others’

emotions),

5)

interpersonal

relationships (the ability to form and
maintain intimate relationships), 6) stress
tolerance (the ability to manage emotions),
7) impulse control (self-control), 8) reality
testing (the ability to validate one’s thinking
and feelings, 9) flexibility (the ability to
change) and 10) problem solving (the
ability to effectively and constructively
solve problems of a personal and social
nature). In addition to these key factorial
components, five facilitators of emotionally
and socially intelligent behaviours were
described

in

detail

(optimism,

self-

actualisation, happiness, independence
and

social

responsibility)

(Bar-On,

2000:385).

From another perspective, social constructionists posit a more rigid handing
down or internalisation of cultural meanings and discourses. Constructionism
invites researchers in psychology to take seriously the implications of its
discourses for cultural life, and to give critical attention to the impact on society
of our particular ways of constructing the world – for example, emotions and EI
(see Gergen, 1998).
For the purposes of the present research, the aim is to better align the underlying
philosophical assumptions of the nature of emotion phenomena and the available
evidence relating to personality and ability. The assumption is that the construct
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of EI is subjective, and, therefore, the method for inquiry should reflect the nature
of the subject. Various methods were adopted in this research. The study utilised
the qualitative method to explore the subjective experiences of social workers in
relation to questions about emotions, EI and their contributions to working
relationships and decision-making processes. A survey using the Schutte EI
Scale (SEIS)/the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) developed by Schutte et al.
(1998) was employed for the first phase, which had a quantitative approach.
Items in this scale pertain to the ability to monitor and differentiate between
emotions and use emotions to guide thinking and actions. Meanwhile, individual
interviews were used in the second phase to further explore the meaning and
practice of EI. The individual interviews provided an in-depth understanding of
respondents’ thinking about EI by focusing on the social workers’ perceptions of
EI and its contributions to working together with clients and social work
processes. Interviews are the most appropriate research method due to the
intense nature of the research issue. This form of qualitative research offers the
advantages of focusing on specific experience and on social workers’ evaluations
of EI and working relationships. Precisely, this research seeks to gain an
understanding of situations from the social workers’ perspectives and within EI
consciousness and subjectivity. Hence, the present research seeks to explore
the workers’ consciousness concerning EI – that is, to identify whether or not they
realise, experience and utilise the skills of EI in their work practice. Meanwhile,
the participant observation used in the present research provided ways to check
non-verbal expression of feelings and emotions and definitions of terms that the
Malaysian social workers used during interviews. Also observed through this
method were environments or situations that the social workers had described
during their interviews and events that the workers might be unable or unwilling
to share, when doing so would be impolitic, impolite or insensitive. An
ethnographic approach was used to understand cultural issues.
The present research is an exploratory study as problems have been identified
with the constructs of EI and how they are measured. Therefore, it is hoped that
greater insights could be gained about EI and how it can be used in social work
practice. Thus, the present research could contribute to the emerging work on EI
and professional practice in caring professions.
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2.4

Emotions, EI and Professional Practice in Caring Professions

Although little research has been conducted in the social work context, other
caring professions such as health and nursing place great emphasis on the
importance of EI in their practice. In the health care professions, say Beach et al.
(2005), illness and healing processes occur within the context of relationships,
and relationships are important frameworks for conceptualising health care.
According to them, a process occurs when patients realise the importance of
working relationships between patients and nurses. They also propose four
principles in relationship-centred care: 1) relationships in health care ought to
include the personhood of the participants, 2) affect and emotions are important
components of these relationships, 3) all health care relationships occur in the
context of reciprocal influence, and 4) the formation and maintenance of genuine
relationships in health care are morally valuable (2005:53). Ritter et al. (2002)
state that in the context of drug and alcohol treatment, the quality of therapeutic
relationships is a main factor in helping the engagement of treatment and can
also bring about changes in behaviour (in Morrison, 2006). The Nurses
Association of New Brunswick (2002) suggests that a therapeutic relationship
involves working with four components: power, trust, respect and intimacy (in
Morrison, 2006). Morrison quotes the Nurses Association of New Brunswick
(2002) as saying that in establishing a therapeutic relationship, a nurse offers
clients the following: 1) dedicated time, 2) full attention, 3) commitment to helping
them get their needs met, 4) a supportive, boundary and ethical relationship, 5)
empathy, 6) a suspension of normal moral judgement, and 7) reflective comments
or feedback. These components can also be applied in social work practice where
they could enhance clients’s trust of social workers. Thus, EI continues to be a
topic of interest in the helping professions, particularly in medicine and nursing
(McQueen, 2004). However, in the social work profession, there has been little
investigation into its contributions, and few reports on its contributions have been
issued.
There is an attempt by Morrison (2007) to propose the potential relevance of
emotions and EI in relation to the five core social tasks of engagement,
assessment, decision-making, collaboration and dealing with stress in social
work. Howe (2008), in addition, discusses the emotional well-being of social
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workers and their clients, and examines how EI can affect mental and physical
health. The term EI is quite new in the arena of social work, but some literature
is concerned with relationship-based practice (Rogers, 2004), reflective and
collaborative models of assessment (Wilson et al., 2008), the strength-based
perspective (Saleebey, 2006), communication skills (Lefevre, 2010; Wilson et al.,
2008; Koprowska, 2008) and reflective practice (Wilson et al., 2008), which is
relevant to EI and social work.
The concept of relationship-based practice has been introduced as a way of
helping practitioners to begin to negotiate the complex web of relationships of
which social work is comprised. It is not a new phenomenon and it has a strong
connection with long-established psychosocial approaches to practice (Wilson et
al., 2008). The strength-based perspective requires a significant alteration in how
professionals actually understand and think about those with whom they work,
how they think about themselves as professionals and the nature of the
knowledge base for their practice (see Blundo, 2006). This is a significant shift
for some social work practitioners. The unconscious motivations and defences in
clients must be understood and overcome. When social workers believe in clients’
possibilities and potential and work together with them to make a life for them that
moves them towards their dreams and goals, the human capacity for thriving
stands out even in the most painful and difficult circumstances.
The strength perspective offers a way for social workers to move beyond the role
of therapy to connect more deeply with the broad roles and goals of social work
(Weick, Kreider & Chamberlain, 2006). Throughout the development of strengthbased work, the importance of relationship in helping efforts has been a constant
theme. The nature of relationship has been recognised as the medium through
which changes occur. For a professional practitioner to fully appreciate the
implications of the strength-based perspective, it is necessary for him or her to
engage in a personal analysis just as if he or she were attempting to shift
‘automatic thoughts’ or engaging ‘unique outcomes’ as alternative narratives to
the dominant professional perspective (Blundo, 2006). This requires a
competency in understanding and recognising others’ emotions. Therefore,
understanding others’ emotions is essential to a successful interpersonal
relationship.
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It has been argued that assessment practice needs to reinforce rather than
reduce the importance of both intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (Morrison,
2007). Creative and collaborative assessments are important and ethical
professional approaches. Such approaches to assessment recognise the
expertise and experiences of those with whom the assessment is completed, and
they are potentially necessary and efficient within the resource-deficient contexts
in which social work is located. Together with professional identity, social workers
are required to work in partnership with their clients and engage in mutually
agreed and understood conversations. In an effort to identify the difficulties faced
by clients, social workers need to work effectively and realistically. Additionally,
the complexity of the tasks must not be underestimated, nor the need for welldeveloped interpersonal and organisational social work skills (see Wilson et al.,
2008). Due to these considerations, social workers need to be well aware of the
factors that contribute to a successful relationship process.
2.4.1 EI and Working Relationships
Social workers’ understanding of their own and others’ emotions can assist them
in building good relationships with clients. Some writers have also suggested that
workers derive emotional benefits from their relationships with service users, in
which they include feelings of closeness and being sustained, and develop a
sense of spirituality and learning about themselves (Warwick, 2005). Baron
(2000) argues that there is a correlation between the ability to be aware of
emotions and the ability to create and maintain interpersonal relationships.
According to Baron (2000), this correlation is probably related to the specific way
in which the construct is defined. Baron also suggests that the ability to give and
receive emotional closeness in relationhips is dependent not only on the ability to
be aware of emotions, but also on the ability to understand feelings and emotions
within those relations. It is important to understand how working relationships link
with the concept of EI. EI within intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships can
help social workers accurately perceive, understand, monitor and manage
information effectively for themselves and their clients.
Morrison (2007), in his conceptual paper regarding EI and its impact on social
work practice, considers EI and emotions in relation to five core tasks, which are
1) engagement of users, 2) assessment and observation, 3) decision-making, 4)
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collaboration and cooperation, and 5) dealing with stress. It is argued that at a
time when social work needs to identify its claims to professional competence,
one way to do this is to demonstrate the ability to use relationships to address
users’ needs. This requires the capacity to handle both one’s own and others’
emotions effectively (Morrison, 2007:245).
Assessment in social work involves a number of activities that include identifying,
collating, assessing and analysing information and developing a plan of
intervention (Wilson et al., 2008). Normally, professional relationships between
social workers and clients will be formed within the assessment processes. Skills
in communication are important as they are central to all relationships (Wilson et
al., 2008) apart from the intra- and interpersonal skills, which could ensure that
the assessment process goes well (Morrison, 2007). Assessment of complex
cases of child abuse and neglect is a difficult and taxing process (Howe, Dooley
& Hinings, 2000). This requires not only skills in collection of information, but also
all the skills mentioned above, which need to be utilised in order to provide
effective and appropriate services to clients.
Practitioners in the social work profession deal with troubled individuals, families,
groups and communities who are in need. Working with people who are in need
requires that social workers give thought to issues of resilience and coping
strategies (Morrison, 2007). Developing resilient personalities with good selfesteem and a sense of self-control is one of the strategies that has been
encouraged in order to empower social workers to combat stress (Collins, 2008).
Storey and Billingham (2001) note that high levels of stress are prevalent within
the workplace. Stress is considered dangerous, not only to practitioners’ health
but also to the service that practitioners provide to users (Storey & Billingham,
2001). Practitioners’ characteristics, such as age and gender, are associated with
stress in the workplace (Chadsey & Beyer, 2001): research conducted by Storey
and Billingham (2001) found that practitioners aged 45 years or younger
appeared to have a higher level of stress than individuals aged over 45, while
females were reported to have higher levels of stress than males.
Besides characteristic factors, a good interpersonal relationship between
practitioners and patients/clients is also important and very much needed as it
can affect their practice. For example, research regarding nursing practice has
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shown that the opportunity to write nursing notes decreases the likelihood of
nurses’ stress because of problems in interpersonal relationships (Makinen et al.,
2003). Writing nursing notes is common in patient-focused nursing mode.
Makinen et al. (2003) add that stress from high levels of responsibility is
associated with work overload and problems in interpersonal relations. Another
stressor of practitioners in helping professions is fraught relationships between
practitioners,

managers

and

lawyers

(Dickens,

2006).

The

different

responsibilities, priorities and practices in these groups could compete. For
example, new social workers who are less experienced may seek more help from
lawyers but could be resented by managers due to costs.
The relationship between social workers and young children in care services is
related to the social workers’ personal attitudes and values regarding children
and childhood (Winter, 2009). In professional relationships, active and dynamic
engagement can lead to the development of a bond that facilitates the completion
of next steps (Viederman, 2002). In the context of decision-making, there is
evidence that feelings and emotions experienced during decision-making can
have positive effects on decision-making performances (Seo & Barret, 2007).
A child’s welfare is best met within his or her own family, in which social and
psychological development is fostered (Howe, 2005; Ballou et al., 2001; Sara,
Jay & Keith, 1992). The author considers that children’s voices need to be heard
alongside those of their parents; in addition, their wishes and feelings also need
to be considered in working together. Winter (2009) emphasises that it is
important for social workers to develop long-term and consistent relationships
with young children in whose lives they are involved. Inevitably, managing
competing issues in such situations can lead to stress in social workers. In the
UK, it is considered important, and it is emphasised within the legislation, that
social workers work in partnership with parents by engaging them in decisionmaking (Lord Laming, 2009), and taking children’s wishes and feelings into
account is a key activity. The significance of effective and appropriate
relationships has been highlighted as an important factor, not only in working with
families but also in learning environments and in the development of relationship
competency between social work students and their practice teachers (Lefevre,
2005). This demonstrates how the concept of relationship is important in the
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social work profession. More importantly it has been argued that relationships
can only be conducted with skill and compassion if the social workers are
emotionally intelligent (see Howe, 2008).
2.4.2 EI and Decision-making Processes
Decision-making is one of the core tasks in social work practice. Child and family
social workers routinely make decisions that affect clients’ lives. In this case,
social workers are required to make good decisions that suit the clients’ desires
and needs. Working with children and their families requires the social workers
to address the parents’ needs as well as those of the children, as both parties
often require attention. When social workers begin to think about children, they
may be confronted with dilemmas. For instance, social workers have to focus on
the children’s needs while attending simultaneously to the family circumstances
in which they are located (Wilson et al., 2008). Power is one of the principles of
effective relationship-based social work with children and families. Wilson et al.
(2008) argue that one of the main reasons for emotions running so high in social
work with children and families is the statutory responsibilities of childcare social
workers, which allow them to remove children from their families under certain
circumstances.
Some researchers have viewed emotions as a dimension in decision-making
(see Damasio, 2006; DeSousa, 1987). There seem to be situations in which
emotions can enhance decision-making processes even though it is widely
believed that the influence of emotions on reasoning would create problems. The
researcher posits that whether emotions are functional or dysfunctional for
decision-making depends on how social workers experience their emotions and
what they do about them during decision-making.
In this section, the literature on decision-making in social work and other
professions, covering cognitive biases and heuristics, alongside the impact of
intuitions and emotions, is explored. Studies indicate that the brain uses two
modes of reasoning: heuristic and analytic (see Hicks & Kluemper, 2011).
Heuristic reasoning has been categorised as intuitive, automatic and implicit
processing, while analytic reasoning is referred to as deliberate, rule-based and
explicit processing (Hicks & Kluemper, 2011). If one’s heuristic reasoning failed
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to produce a correct judgement, it would result in cognitive bias. Cognitive bias
refers to systematic bias in the decisions people make, arising from the
application of one or more heuristic processing (Lockton, 2012). Tversky and
Kahneman (1974) argue that cognitive bias stems from a reliance on judgemental
heuristics, which refers to the study of people’s judgement under conditions of
uncertainty.
In the social work profession, the terms ‘judgement’ and ‘decision-making’ are
often

used

interchangeably.

However,

according to Taylor (2010:10),

professional judgement is when “a professional considers the evidence about a
client or family situation in the light of professional knowledge to reach a
conclusion or recommendation”, while decision-making is defined as
the selection of a course of action as a result of a deliberate process
by one or more people. Professional decision-making in social work
is argued to consist of various models of ethical decision-making
which aim to encapsulate as many features (or steps) of the
decision-making process but they are of limited use in day-to-day
social work practice.
(Taylor, 2010)
Banks (2012) proposes ethical decision-making and ethical work by providing an
essential reference point for professional decision-making (i.e. ethical,
psychological, emotional, practical, technical and legal aspects are included in
the decision-making processes). There is a suggestion that, in decision-making
processes, decision-makers should employ a self-reflective attitude that
incorporates self-monitoring and disconfirming strategies into their daily work
habits (Rogerson et al., 2011). According to Rogerson et al. (2011), emotions and
values exert a powerful influence through automatic and intuitive processes.
Acknowledging and understanding the resulting tendencies and biases forms a
promising path to a more realistic, accurate and helpful conceptualisation of
decision-making, particularly in emotionally charged situations. This means that
‘practice wisdom’ calls for practitioners to heighten their reflective capacities in
judgement processes (see Collins & Daly, 2011). Collins and Daly (2011) add
that intuition or ‘gut feeling’ may also have a key role in the use and development
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of practice wisdom. In The Social Work Dictionary, ‘practice wisdom’ is defined
as “a term often used by social workers to describe the accumulation of
information, assumptions, ideologies, and judgements that have seemed
practically useful in fulfilling the expectations of the job” (in DeRoos, 1990:282).
The roles of cognitive biases and heuristics have been much discussed in
medical decision-making. Because of the potential relevance of cognitive biases
and heuristics to decisions made by both patients and clinicians, there is growing
interest in studying them in the medical context (see Blumenthal-Barby & Krieger,
2014; Croskerry, 2003). Cognitive Dispositions to Respond (CDRs) means
removing the stigma of bias to clear the way towards accepting the capricious
nature of decision-making, and perhaps they go some way towards exculpating
clinicians when their diagnoses fail (Croskerry, 2003). In business management,
heuristics are proposed due to the view that, for certain cognitive and
environmental constraints, rationality is hardly possible, so heuristics rescue the
manager from worrying about an urgent decision; thus, the dependence on
shortcuts paves the way into the management’s psyche while making the
decision (Asadullah & Muhammad Kundi, 2013). It is not certain whether
heuristics are good or bad; however, there is a view that their accurate use
depends on the situations and individuals in the organisations that rely on
heuristics in an adaptive way (see Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). In addition,
Katri and Ng (2000) found that there is a positive relationship between intuitive
synthesis and organisational performance in an unstable environment and vice
versa, which means intuitive synthesis is an important strategy process factor
that managers often exhibit in their strategic decision-making. There is also a
view that some heuristics are highly efficient and can compete with complex
decision models in some application domains – for example, depending on
readily available internal information and gut feelings in order to avoid long-term
delays (Albar & Jetter, 2009). This strengthens the view that the most important
role of emotions in decision-making is to guide behavioural decisions via
motivational processes, allowing for fast actions (Zeelenberg et al., in Bohm,
2008). A recent study showed that there is an association between level of EI and
decision-making. The study by Sumathy, Madhavi and Felix (2015) indicated that
EI highly influenced the leader’s decisions, and that decision-making was more
highly influenced by the empathy dimension of EI. There is a negative meaningful
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relationship between EI and the rational decision-making style of managers and
a positive meaningful relationship between EI and the intuitive decision-making
style of managers (Moghadam, Tehrani & Amin, 2011).
Doyle, Miller and Mirza (2009) add that personal and professional factors are
related to ethical decision-making among social workers. Personal factors that
are related include ethnicity, religion and gender. On the other hand, professional
factors that are related include commitment to social work values, education, and
whether or not social workers have received formal ethics training. Doyle, Miller
and Mirza (2009) also add that social workers sometimes make rational and
ethical decisions based on rules and/or codes (codified), and at other times they
tend to make decisions following factors other than the rules and/or codes (e.g.
intuition). This means the social workers use both codified and non-codified
rationales when dealing with ethical dilemmas. This seems to suggest that both
approaches have a role to play in social work practices (see also O’Sullivan,
2011).
In light of the areas mentioned above, there is a greater understanding of the role
that EI plays in social work practice; hence, there is potential to enhance this.
Howe (2008) has discussed emotions in terms of their origins and impact on our
judgement, behaviours and actions, and particularly the fundamental part
emotions play in effective and responsive professional practice. Howe clearly
illustrates the strong links between EI, professional relationships and skilled
practice. In the first chapter of his book, Howe concludes that
the emotionally intelligent social workers understand the part that
emotions play in their own and other people’s thoughts and feelings,
hopes and beliefs, designs and plans, behaviour and perceptions.
They can use this knowledge with skill and sensitivity to engage
with those in distress and difficulty. They are intelligent about what
emotion is and how it can be managed, developed and used in the
self and others.
(2008:8–9)
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The quotation above suggests that social workers who have knowledge of
emotions and competence in handling their own and others’ emotions can build
good relationships with clients. Developing good relationships may make it easier
for clients to share their problems. When cooperation is present, the process of
making decisions is made easier.
Economists suggest that the influence of emotions on decision-making processes
is disruptive (Gordon, 1941; Paul, 1969; Curwin, 1985, 2002; Bhushan, 2004).
They agree that elements of emotions should not be involved in decision-making
processes, to the extent that decision-makers need to be rational enough to free
themselves of any emotions. Emotions are also known as the ‘affective aspect’
of determining attitudes and being one of the predispositions of human behaviour.
Principally, emotions portray human feelings in different situations. It has been
argued that emotions enable decision-makers to avoid procrastination, which is
one of the most important aspects of emotions that need to be considered
(Cappelletti, 2005). Some scholars emphasise the need to consider anticipated
emotions, where they are not experienced at the moments of choice, but are
expected to occur when outcomes are experienced (Cappelletti, 2005).
Consequently, psychologists, sociologists, economists and even physical
scientists have become much more interested in studying emotions and decisionmaking in recent years (see Barnes & Thagard, 1996; DeSousa, 1987; Damasio,
2006; Turner, 2007).
Some research studies on EI traits and decision-related emotions have been
conducted by Sevdalis, Petrides and Harvey (2007). Their research focuses on
individual differences in perceptions and experiences of emotions. Their research
findings show a positive relationship between EI traits and the deterioration of
moods, negative relationship between EI and negative emotions and positive
association between EI and affective overprediction. Meanwhile, Gina (2005)
tries to explain how EI can affect an outcome such as the use of different
judgemental biases. Her research findings show significant relationships between
the understanding of emotions and self-awareness and empathy; self-awareness
and the ease of recall bias at item level; creativity and the sufficient anchor
adjustment bias; perceptions of emotions and the ease of recall bias at item level;
and understanding of emotions and the false consensus bias at item level. In
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addition, Isen (2000, as cited by Morrison, 2007) found that positive effect is
related to mental capacities that have a direct impact on decision-making, which
include expanded and creative thinking, ability to link different sources and types
of information or ideas, better elaboration of information, greater flexibility in
negotiation of situations and improved diagnostic/assessment ability.
Practices in social work require social workers to make decisions. Furthermore,
professionalism demands the social workers do so in an informed and rational
manner. Society, and particularly clients, expects that professionals will make
decisions carefully and wisely by virtue of their knowledge and skill. Yet, evidence
from the burgeoning field of decision-making research warns social workers that
decision quality may be compromised by factors such as time pressures,
emotions, cultural differences, lack of information and a wide range of
alternatives. These factors are the rule rather than the exception for many
contexts in which social workers make decisions (Meacham, 2007). In the
profession of social work and child protection decision-making in particular, the
author assumes that knowledge, analysis and high levels of skills are needed.
Personal and societal factors also need to be considered. Decision-making in
social work does not require a single skill but a complex cluster of skills, which
include thinking skills and interpersonal skills that are concerned with processes
at the micro, intermediate and macro levels (O’Sullivan, 1999). Substantial
empirical research has emphasised the relevance of emotions in decision-making
processes (Zeelenberg et al., 2008; Seo & Barret, 2007; Barnes & Thagard,
1996). Thus, there is evidence that EI is a predictor of ethical decision-making
(Scott, 2005). Scott-Ladd and Chan (2004) have reviewed some of the literature
on EI, organisational learning and participation in decision-making. They found
that higher levels of EI are reputed to contribute substantially to higher
performance outcomes and inter-group relations and are prerequisite for
organisational learning. Consequently, it seems appropriate to suggest that the
boundary between feeling and thinking and the oft-heard call for the removal of
emotions from so-called objective or professional decision-making requires
reassessment (see Morrison, 2007).
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2.5

Demographic Characteristics and EI

The present research intends to investigate the differential presence of EI (if any)
among social workers in the context of their demographic characteristics. Other
studies have used the Emotional Competence Inventory (ECI) developed by
Goleman (1998), revealing that ratings are positively correlated with age. It has
also been found that older participants rated themselves and were rated by others
higher in ECI competencies than younger participants, whereas certain life
experiences were associated with higher ECI scores (Hay Group, McClelland
Centre for Research and Innovation, 2005:38). Furthermore, participants with
higher-level jobs rated themselves higher on ECI than those with lower-level jobs
(Hay Group, McClelland Centre for Research and Innovation, 2005:38). Gender
differences were found within self-assessment and ratings by others: females
showed higher scores in self-awareness and social awareness than males (Hay
Group, McClelland Centre for Research and Innovation, 2005:39). However,
testing of the relationships between self-rating of EI and work group, gender, and
educational level showed no significant relationships (Hay Group, McClelland
Centre for Research and Innovation, 2005:40). Carr (2004) cites Baron’s (1997)
conclusion that individuals of different ages and genders had differing levels of
EI. According to Baron, EI increased with age at least until middle life. Meanwhile,
individuals in their forties and fifties had higher EI than younger or older people.
Thus, this implies that EI can be developed by age.
2.5.1 Gender and Emotional Intelligence
Research on gender differences in EI is limited (Mandell & Pherwani, 2003).
Mandell and Pherwani (2003) add that only a small number of research projects
have investigated gender differences in EI. However, there is an underpinning
view that males and females have distinct personal profiles of strengths and
weaknesses in EI (Goleman, 1995). In Baron’s studies (2000), males and females
had similar overall EI; however, males scored higher in the interpersonal,
adaptability and stress management domains, while females scored higher in the
interpersonal domain. This appears to be congruent with Scheff’s (2006) view
that males are trained to ignore the details that reveal the nature of emotions and
relationships more than females. In addition, Baron (2000) added that females
are more aware of their emotions, demonstrate more empathy, relate better
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interpersonally and act more socially and more responsibly than males. Males, in
contrast, have better self-regard, are more independent, cope better and are
more optimistic than females. This may be due to the historical view of family, for
example. The origin of the concept of family lies in the relationship between
slavery and serfdom (Tudor, 2004). Tudor (2004) cites the work of Mitchel (1975),
who identified four key structures involved in the subordination of females as
being responsible for production, the reproduction of children, sexuality and the
socialisation of children. Child-rearing makes females, whether mothers,
daughters or grandmothers, closer to and more understanding of their family
members than males. Research also suggests that differences in male and
female brains affect their respective patterns of communication (Tudor, 2004). As
empathy is a core characteristic of effective communication (Wilson et al., 2008),
and empathy is one of the interpersonal skills (Reynolds, Scott & Jessiman,
1999), this may cause males to obtain lower scores than females in EI.
A study by Mayer, Caruso and Salovey (2000) indicated that females scored
more highly in emotional measurement than males. Males who obtained lower
scores on MSCEIT reported having less satisfying relationships with their friends
(Salovey & Grewal, 2005). Salovey and Grewal (2005) note that emotionally
intelligent people may have the capacity to increase favourable reciprocity within
a relationship. Meanwhile, Alumran and Punamaki (2008) found that gender, but
not age, was significantly correlated with both EI and the coping styles of Bahraini
adolescents. Girl participants presented higher levels of interpersonal EI than boy
participants. Katyal and Awasthi (2005) studied gender differences in EI among
adolescents in Chandigarh. Their findings indicated that girls had higher EI than
boys, but the difference was only at the 0.10 level. Furthermore, a study by
Schutte et al. (2001) found that higher scores of EI were significantly associated
with higher scores for social skills. However, they found no difference between
the EI scores or the social skills scores between males and females.
Another study on EI and its relations with close relationships, conducted by
Schutte et al. (2001), indicated that EI was related to close relationships.
Meanwhile, in their study, Brackett, Warner and Bosco (2005) tried to assess EI
and its correlation to self-assessments of the quality of relationships among
couples. They found that female partners had significantly higher EI than male
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partners and that EI scores were uncorrelated within couples. Their research
findings also showed that, where both partners had low EI scores, they tended to
have the lowest scores in relation to depth, support and positive relationship
quality. On the other hand, the highest scores were found for conflict and negative
relationship quality. The research findings showed that in intimate relationships
females showed more understanding regarding emotions and their correlations
in relationships. Conversely, in a study by Petrides and Furnham (2000), selfestimated scores were higher for males than females. The research findings also
indicated that gender was a significant predictor of self-estimated EI. Froh et al.
(2007) examined the associations among interpersonal relationships, irrational
beliefs and life satisfaction; 235 participants (207 undergraduate students and 28
patients) volunteered to participate in the study. The research participants had
multiple ethnicities, including Caucasian, African American, Hispanic, Asian and
American Indian. The findings indicated that interpersonal relations predicted life
satisfaction. Females were found to have slightly higher levels of life satisfaction
than males, while white participants reported higher levels of satisfaction with life
than other participants.
Overall, the literature concerning gender and EI seems to show that females are
more emotionally intelligent in terms of social relationships (i.e. interpersonal)
than males. This may be due to cultural ways in which women have been claimed
to be warmer and more supportive, empathetic and cheerful. A general
conclusion to be drawn from most studies in Western and Asian countries is that
women do indeed seem to respond more emotionally, although this is not true of
all types of emotional response, or of all circumstances, or of all types of
emotional stimuli (see Fischer & Manstead, 2000). Shields (2000) argues that
emotion standards define the core of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’. In their role of
defining cultural representations of masculinity/feminity, gendered emotion
standards mediate the individual’s acquisition and maintenance of a gendered
identity via the practice of gender-coded emotional values and behaviour
(Shields, 2000). In addition, the content of display rules generally conforms to
gender stereotypes that each individual culture holds about emotional
expressivity, such as ‘boys should not cry’, or ‘girls should not be aggressive’
(Brody, 2000). Moreover, Zammuner (2000) says that women appear to have
richer emotion theories than men, reflecting the gender-congruent norm of
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women’s greater emotionality, possibly because they learn to be more sensitive
towards their own and others’ emotions.
2.6

Summary

Emotions and EI have been debated in many contexts and their conceptualisation
remains contested. However, the development and organisation of emotional
processes and experiences, which could be argued to have biological
underpinnings, have been said to be influenced, sustained or modified by the
system of meanings in which one’s self, other people, surroundings and social
events or objects have made their contributions. Even though the biological
approach is accepted in considering emotions, after reviewing the literature I also
consider that culture makes a key contribution to how people express, regulate
and utilise emotions.
In terms of EI, there is disagreement among scholars about whether EI is an
ability that relates to cognition or to the personality traits of individuals. The
different definitions of EI have been said to occur for various reasons. Scholars
and researchers are still considering what they mean by EI. Some writers seek
to split EI into two parts: intrapersonal intelligence and interpersonal intelligence.
There are also a variety of tools that are used to measure EI and its performance
in humans according to context, such as workplaces and universities as well as
clinical and psychotherapeutic settings. Studies suggest that EI is important in
human relationships, whereby through understanding of their own and others’
emotions, individuals may be more able to understand and respect each other.
Thus, the present research aims to investigate the concept of EI in a cultural
context with the emphasis on intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships.
Research on EI in social work is still very limited, though it has been shown to be
important in other caring professions. The present research therefore aims to
reveal the potential contributions of EI to working relationships with clients and
decision-making processes in social work. This research may provide some
useful information for individuals and organisations as to how they can benefit
from such contributions in order to develop more effective social work practices.
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Gender and other socio-demographic differences (i.e. age, ethnicity, educational
background and length of service) will be explored in this research in an effort to
identify whether differences in EI exist among Malaysian social workers. Previous
research has indicated that there are some inconsistencies in the findings
concerning demographic factors including gender. Thus, the present research
aims to explore whether demographic factors play a role in emotional intelligence
in professional contexts such as social work practice.
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PART II
CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.0

Introduction

This chapter includes an expanded discussion of the specific research design
and the selected research method. The appropriateness of the methodology for
the study, the research instruments used to measure the variables, the methods
used to investigate perceptions of emotions and emotional intelligence (EI), the
quantitative and qualitative data collection processes and the data analysis will
be discussed in detail. Furthermore, the selection of research participants, the
process of gaining informed consent and the way confidentiality was maintained
throughout the present research are also described in this chapter.
3.1

Philosophical Debate on Emotions and Emotional Intelligence

A research philosophy is a belief about how the data regarding a phenomenon
should be collected and analysed (Levin, 1988). In the literature on emotions, a
number of classic theoretical or epistemological tensions are found. These
include divergence on the issues of materialism and idealism, positivism and
interpretivism, universalism and relativism, individual and culture, and
romanticism

and

rationalism

(Lutz

&

White,

1986).

Each

of

these

theoretical/epistemological stances has implications for the way emotions are
investigated. For example, emotions may be treated as something to be
explained by other variables, cultural institutions or individual participation in
religious ritual, or as an inseparable part of cultural meaning and social systems.
These tensions determine whether a researcher claims to study emotions
directly, whether affects or ideas about emotions, or both. In addition, they
influence the types of method that are used, which can include behaviour
observation, empathy, introspection or cultural analysis (Lutz & White, 1986).
In relation to the present research, empirical investigations in psychology suggest
that some emotions can be found in all cultures and that there are expressions
that can be recognised cross-culturally (see Brun, Doguoglu & Kuenzle, 2008).
Ekman and Cordaro (2011) argue that emotions are discrete, automatic
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responses to universally shared, culture-specific and individual-specific events.
Meanwhile, Parkinson, Fischer and Manstead (2005) state that emotions are
seen as an expression of the unique self in individualistic cultures. In contrast,
collectivistic cultures view emotions as a response to a social context, underlining
relations within groups and the promotion of harmony and interdependence
(Parkinson, Fischer & Manstead, 2005). In reference to the term EI and my preexisting opinion on EI, I agree that EI embraces emotional awareness in relation
to self and others, professional efficiency and emotion management (see
Akerjordet & Severinsson, 2007). However, social constructionism perceives
emotions and EI as the most controversial among theoretical perspectives (see
Cornelius, 2000). Lutz and White (1986) argue that the dominant view of
emotions has been one that gives primacy to inner bodily experiences due to
Western concepts of the person as an individual. However, such a view of
emotions is seen as restrictive and limits the theoretical understanding of
emotions and social life (Lutz & White, 1986). Thus, the present research
emphasised a different theoretical understanding of emotions – one that does not
assume a stark opposition between rational and irrational, individual and society,
or public and private (see also Savage, 2003).
The central epistemological stance in relation to emotions underpinning the
present study is social constructionism. To unite my understanding oof emotions,
according to which they are underpinned by biology and can be reliably measured
as well as socially constructed, I also adopted the approach of pragmatism due
to the concern in application and ‘what works’ (Patton, 1990) pertaining to
emotions. According to pragmatic theory, the truth of a statement (knowledge) is
measured by its function, which means that the statement is true if it has a
practical implication in human life (Rosyid, 2010). In the case of the present study,
emotions and EI were viewed as resulting from biological evolution, psychical and
social factors (see Rosyid, 2010), as well as life experiences (Zakaria, Hamzah
& Udin, 2011; Rosyid, 2010). Social constructionists propose that emotions are
largely determined by social norms for emotions or ‘feeling rules’ (Hochschild,
1979). They follow a symbolic interactionist model, which proposes that
individuals must define situations before emotions can be experienced. Symbolic
interactionism is one of the sociological perspectives on emotions and one that
is particularly well suited to the explication of individuals’ construction of emotions
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and the part certain feelings play in social control (Shott, 1979). Shott (1979)
summarises the symbolic interactionist analysis of affective experience as
individuals construct their emotions within the limited set of norms and internal
stimuli. She adds that individuals’ definitions and interpretations are critical to this
often emerging process. According to Shott, internal states and cues, necessary
as they are for affective experience, do not in themselves establish feelings for it
is the individual’s definitions and interpretations that give physiological states
their emotional significance or non-significance. This may result from the culture
and beliefs of certain societies.
Besides the dominance of rationality in Western thought that leads to the relative
neglect of emotions, or the view of emotions as irrational, private inner sensations
(Lutz & White, 1986), in terms of the relation between emotions and gender
and/or EI and gender, emotions are also tied historically to women, their
‘hysterical’ bodies and such feminised activities as caring (see Wilkes & Wallis,
1998). The identification of emotions with women has been seen to undermine
the professional standing of certain caring professions, such as nursing.
According to Gray (2010), there is an emotional division of labour in nursing that
is based on gender and gender stereotypes. Opinions on appropriate and
inappropriate emotions shape the field of nursing, interpersonal and physical
contact with patients, the perceived roles of male and female nurses, and the
roles of other health staff such as doctors. However, there is role recognition on
the kind that emotions represented in the nursing profession, and there has been
little examination of the knowledge that emotions represent, particularly in social
work settings (see Ingram, 2012; Morrison, 2007).
All of the classic theories of emotions have been subject to criticism at various
times. Two of the more recent areas of theory are the affective events theory,
which explores time as it relates to behavioural influence on emotional reaction
to events, and the modern cognitive theories, which connect interpretation to
emotional responses (Bueno, 2004). Thus, the concept of emotions underpinning
the present study is social constructionism, in which individuals develop
subjective meanings of their experiences (i.e. emotional experiences). The
subjective meanings of emotions are often negotiated socially and formed
through interaction with others and with cultural norms that operate in an
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individual’s life. The present research also focuses on the specific context of the
workplace of the social work profession in order to understand the cultural
settings of Malaysian social workers. I accept that emotions are underpinned by
biological responses and that, despite the limitations, there is some value in
measuring them, but with limitations. Because the qualitative method of
interviews was used during the present study, the participants themselves were
given opportunities to explain their emotional experiences. In addition, what had
been spoken about by the participants could also be examined further through
the observations that were carried out. Therefore, the present research used
qualitative methods to explore emotions and the contributions of EI to the
workplace.
3.2

The Ethnographic Approach

Based on the consideration that emotions are seen as affects and ideas whose
meanings are elaborate and subtle (see also Lutz & White, 1986), the present
research employed the ethnographic approach to the research design. However,
the present research was not conducted as a full ethnography. The present
research draws on and is framed by some ideas that originate from ethnography.
The way in which the ethnographic approach was used was due to the
philosophical stance of the researcher (see Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994), in
which emotion is perceived as a confluence of biological underpinnings, shaped
by a cultural worldview and script for social behaviour. Thus, in the context of the
social work profession, generally, I used the ethnographic approach to adopt the
narrower focus associated with a mini-ethnography. A mini-ethnography, like
more traditional ethnography, allows the understanding of a local world as well
as the structure and flow of interpersonal experiences within it; however, it makes
allowances for the constraints placed on the ethnographer and the difficulties
preventing long-term immersion in the field (Kleinman, 1992). Furthermore, the
ethnographic framework is considered to be a suitable approach for dealing with
the way the social workers in Malaysian culture operate and use emotions and EI
in their daily activities, in either their careers or their social matters. In addition,
the choice of the ethnography framework as the research framework was aimed
at gaining a working familiarity with the frames of meaning within which the child
social workers enact their lives (Greetz, 2000).
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In this ethnographic approach research, a mixture of methods were used for the
procedures, which allowed me to build the strength of both quantitative and
qualitative data in order to provide a more complete picture of the phenomenon
under investigation (Creswell, 2008). Notably, the quantitative data show the
dimensions of a phenomenon, while the qualitative data reveal richer and more
complex findings. In addition, the mixed methods (i.e. questionnaire,
observations and interviews) were valuable and made worthwhile contributions
to the discussions (Denscombe, 2007). The quantitative aspects aimed to reveal
whether any demographic characteristics relevant to social work were salient,
whereas the qualitative aspects were aimed at exploring social workers’
perceptions of these and any other aspects of emotions that they thought were
relevant to social work practice.
Besides improving my confidence in the acceptance of findings through the use
of different methods, the use of more than one method enhanced the research
findings by providing a fuller and more complete picture of the issues being
investigated (Denscombe, 2008). A quantitative survey approach had the
potential to produce evidence of the extent of EI levels and provide demographic
details that could help me understand the social backgrounds of the social
workers and the relationships between the variables and the social workers’
levels of EI and its constructs (i.e. perceptions of emotions, managing one’s own
emotions, managing others’ emotions and utilisation of emotions) (Schuette et
al., 2007).
Qualitative research enables in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under
study (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) and was chosen as it allowed a fuller
understanding of the child social workers’ perspectives on emotion and EI in
working relationships and decision-making processes. Qualitative research
methods place more emphasis on interpretations, which offer the listener a more
complete view, looking at contexts, environmental immersions, and a deeper
understanding of concepts (Tewksbury, 2009). Qualitative data sources can
include surveys and questionnaires, interviews, observations, focus groups and
documents (Denscombe, 2007). As noted by Tewksbury (2009), qualitative
research focuses on the meanings and defining characteristics of events, people,
interactions, settings/cultures and experiences. Thus, qualitative research
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focuses on social situations, events, behaviours and relationships among people.
For example, an interview attempts to understand the world from the
interviewees’ points of view in order to find out the meanings of their experiences
and uncover their lived world, prior to scientific explanations (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009). Meanwhile, participant observations can be a powerful check against what
people have said about themselves during interviews. Furthermore, parallel with
the present research, which aimed to investigate only the usefulness of AES in
the Malaysian context and to examine the differences in EI among the Malaysian
social workers’ demographic characteristics, Wainwright (1997) states that
qualitative research can be described as an attempt to gain an in-depth
understanding of the meanings of phenomena rather than to produce a
quantitative measurement. In the present research, qualitative methods were
used to elaborate the concept of EI, which is grounded in lived and worked
experience.
The present research also used both deductive and inductive approaches.
Combining deductive and inductive approaches involves posing a research
question or hypothesis, gathering data related to the question and then assessing
the findings in relation to the original hypothesis (Miller, 2012). More precisely, an
inductive approach is a form of research that proceeds without a hypothesis and
involves gathering data through relatively unstructured, informal observations,
conversations and other methods (Miller, 2012). On the other hand, deductive
methods are more likely to collect quantitative data or numeric information, such
as that employed in the present research – that is, the levels of EI among the
Malaysian child social workers or the differences in EI between genders and
according to other demographic factors. Furthermore, an inductive approach in
cultural anthropology emphasises qualitative data or non-numeric information,
such as recordings of myths and conversations and footage of events (Miller,
2012). It was thought to be important for this research to use both quantitative
and qualitative data collection techniques in order to be able to collect the
required information, such as the differences in EI and demographic
characteristics among the social workers. For example, the quantitative part of
this research presented the differences in EI levels between demographic
characteristics and/or scores for each domain of EI between genders, age
groups, marital statuses, working experiences and educational levels.
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Meanwhile, the qualitative part explored the reasons (as perceived by the social
workers) for the existence and non-existence of differences as well as their
perceptions of the contributions of emotions and EI to working relationships and
decision-making processes. Miller (2012) states that most anthropologists, to
varying degrees, combine deductive and inductive approaches and combine
quantitative and qualitative data.
3.3

Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis

3.3.1 Questionnaire
According to Pole and Morrison (2003), methods associated with a positivist
approach can be incorporated in ethnography “as long as the quantitative
methods adhere to the epistemological principles of naturalism” (in Scott &
Morrison, 2007:91). A questionnaire was used to gather information by asking the
child social workers directly about their perceptions concerning emotions and
about how they managed and utilised emotions. The quantitative part of the
research was framed around the use of the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES)
developed by Schutte et al. (2007). Items in this scale pertain to one’s ability to
monitor and differentiate between emotions and to use emotions to guide thinking
and actions (Schutte et al., 1998). Several demographic variables were also
included in the study, such as age, gender, level of education, location, years of
experience and professional degree (e.g. social work versus another professional
orientation).
AES 2007 is a self-report measure of EI based on the conceptualisation of EI by
Salovey and Mayer (1990). The instrument is a composite measure of four
subfactors of EI: 1) perceptions of emotions, 2) management of one’s own
emotions, 3) management of others’ emotions, and 4) utilisation of emotions. AES
consists of 33 items that assess how well the participants identify, understand,
regulate and harness emotions, both in themselves and others. The items are
rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1=Strongly Disagree to 5=Strongly Agree.
High scores indicate high EI. Of the 33 items, 10 items relate to perceptions of
emotions, 9 items relate to the management of one’s own emotions, 8 items relate
to the management of others’ emotions, and 6 items pertain to the utilisation of
emotions. The instrument takes approximately 5 minutes to complete. The
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measurement scale is attached in Appendix 2 – Questionnaire (Assessing
Emotions Scale, AES).
Abdollahi, Ebadi, Motalebi and Abu Talib (2013) used the Assessing Emotions
Scale (AES) and reported the reliability of the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES)
as α=0.88. Meanwhile, Cakan and Altun (2005), in their study ‘Adaptation of an
Emotional Intelligence Scale for Turkish Educators’, used the same scale and
reported Cronbach’s alpha (α) to be 0.88, which is acceptably high and close to
the value Schutte et al. (1998) found (α=0.90).
The back-translation technique of Brislin, Lonner and Thorndike (1973) was used
in the translation processes of the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) in this study.
This technique ensures the most accurate translation possible. AES was
translated into the Malay language by me and back-translated into English by my
colleague, who is bilingual. Brislin et al. (1973) propose that the researcher
compare the two original language versions and make inferences about the
quality of the target. According to them, this technique has received more
research attention than any other technique.
The research design utilised the qualitative method with supporting information
from quantitative statistics employed to assess the levels of EI and demographic
differences in EI among the Malaysian social workers. The assessment of the
social workers’ EI was based on their EI scores and the differences in their
demographic characteristics: gender, marital status, length of service and
qualification as social workers, age group and level of education. The purpose
behind the use of a quantitative approach as part of data collection was to identify
the levels of EI among the Malaysian social workers and to quantitatively
ascertain the differences in EI and its constructs (subfactors) between the
demographic factors.
The quantitative method in this research used a questionnaire. The Assessing
Emotions Scale (AES) was completed by 105 participants. These 105
participants consisted of child social workers stationed in Sabah, Kuala Lumpur
and Petaling. The questionnaire consists of two sections: Section A and Section
B (see Appendix 2). Section A includes items concerning the participants’
demographics; these items were designed by the researcher to suit the research
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objectives. Section B comprises items from the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES)
developed by Schutte et al. (1998, 2007). Once the questionnaires were
completed, the levels of EI among the participants and the differences in EI and
its

constructs

for

certain

demographic

characteristics

were

identified

quantitatively.
The quantitative part of the study was implemented for each location before the
qualitative part was carried out. This allowed me to discover the levels of EI and
its constructs among the child social workers and the differences between
demographic characteristics. This also allowed the participants to get to know
and understand the definition and meaning of EI and its constructs. Once the
questionnaires were completed, 25 of the respondents agreed to participate in
the qualitative part of the research (i.e. individual interviews and/or direct
observations). However, one of the participants refused to participate in the
research observations. Because the term for EI is new and alien in the Malaysian
context (and even in the Western context), particularly among non-academics,
the exposure to the items and constructs of EI could help the participants
understand its meaning and constructs.
There is some argument about which statistical tests are relevant for
questionnaire data. A key point is that the data can be measured on different
scales, such as nominal, ordinal and interval. In the present research, the
quantitative data were analysed both descriptively and inferentially. The data
were analysed using SPSS 17.00 for Windows. Descriptive analysis was used to
present frequencies and percentages of the participants’ demographic
characteristics and EI scores. Meanwhile, t-testing and one-way ANOVA analysis
were used to measure the differences in EI among the social workers by gender,
age group, marital status, academic background and length of service.
Descriptive statistics provide summary information about the data (Greasly,
2008). In the present research, for example, the numbers of social workers
according to gender and their average age were identified. As stated by Greasly
(2008), three distinct types of data are important for statistical analysis: interval
or ratio, ordinal, and categorical or nominal. Interval data refers to data that takes
the form of a scale, in which the numbers go from low to high in equal intervals.
In the present research, the interval data relates to age and working experience.
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Meanwhile, ordinal data can be put into an ordered sequence. In the present
research, for instance, this data relates to level of education. Conversely,
categorical data is the representation of different categories rather than scale. In
the present research, this relates to gender and marital status.
3.4

Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis

3.4.1 Interviews
The main research question is complex, seeking to investigate the perceptions of
the Malaysian child social workers concerning emotions and EI and their
contributions to better working relationships and decision-making processes in
child protection, child rehabilitation and child welfare organisations. Individual
interviews were used to provide the qualitative data, which were intended to gain
a working familiarity with the frames of meaning within which the child social
workers perceived and used emotions and EI in their professional practice.
Through the semi-structured interviews, the social workers’ perceptions of
emotions and EI in their workplace were explored.
The interview process consisted of 25 semi-structured interviews with the child
social workers concerning emotions and EI. The individual interviews with the 25
child social workers were conducted to explore the social workers’ perceptions of
the contributions of emotions and EI to their professional practices in relation to
working relationships and decision-making processes (the 25 interviewees also
participated in the quantitative data collection by completing the questionnaire
and giving permission for their daily and professional activities to be observed).
However, of the 25 interviewees, one did not volunteer for his/her daily
professional practice and behaviour (i.e. emotional experiences and emotional
regulation) to be observed. A qualitative open-ended interview was used to
understand the participants’ perceptions concerning emotions and EI and their
contributions to their working relationships and decision-making processes.
Through a series of open-ended questions, the participants’ perceptions of
emotions and EI and their contributions to their professional practices were
brought to the surface. These kinds of insights and meanings, which are part of
a complex process experience, can be captured with a qualitative approach but
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are not accessible through a simple quantitative method involving the association
of two variables (Patton, 1987).
Beyond delineating the drivers of the emotionally intelligent social workers, the
qualitative part of the research study is in accordance with Trochim’s assertion
that qualitative research is about telling a story from the participants’ viewpoints
(2006). The in-depth interviews in this study also provided a contextual backdrop
for the results of the correlation analysis in the quantitative part.
Studying the linking role played by emotions and EI or their contributions means
exploring the participants’ perceptions and also identifying the cultural context in
which they function. The present research considers that the social world cannot
be understood in terms of simple causal relationships or by the assumption of
social events under universal laws. Likewise, the same consideration was applied
to the subject of emotions. This is because emotions may be based on or infused
by social or cultural meanings that are by intentions, motives, beliefs, rules,
discourses and values (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). The qualitative data were
acquired from semi-structured interviews, whereby I identified the emotional
experiences and regulation occurring during the workers’ professional practices,
which provided possible meanings of and influences on the behaviours that drive
the emotionally intelligent social workers.
Data collection was carried out using semi-structured interviews. They were then
coded and analysed manually. The data were analysed utilising thematic
analysis, which searched for themes and patterns as developed by Braun and
Clarke (2006). More specifically, the taped interviews were transcribed. Both the
transcribed interviews and written information such as an organisational motto
were later translated into English. Guided by the research questions, codes were
developed to represent categories or themes (e.g. empathy, emotional
expression, emotional regulation, spirituality, etc.). It is noted that any themes
that didn’t fit were excluded from the final report. More details will be given in the
following sections.
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3.4.2 Observation
Information from the direct observation was used to further contextualise the
social workers’ perceptions of emotions and EI. Issues relevant to the research
questions were noted in the field notes. A total of 20 observations of the child
social workers at times when they were handling child and family cases (e.g.
during home visits, assessment and court proceedings) were used to provide the
qualitative observational data that helped explain how they managed and used
their emotions and showed EI in their workplace. There were 24 child social
workers who agreed to participate in this study by giving their consent for their
practice to be observed. However, only 20 of the observations (episodes)
captured related to the present research questions. Not all of the participants
showed particular episodes that fulfilled the present research questions or
revealed the use of emotions and EI during the observation process. In other
words, the observations did not fit into this study’s area of interest and were
therefore excluded from the analysis. The observations were conducted for three
months between January and March 2011. During these formal observations,
emotional expressions and experiences were observed that related to working
relationships (i.e. with clients, colleagues, staff members, individuals in more
senior management positions and other professionals and decision-making
processes

(i.e.

child

protection,

child

rehabilitation,

child

placement,

organisational management and administration).
I scheduled my daily activities to maximise the opportunities for research
observations of the social workers’ relevant activities. I located myself more at
the observer’s end of the participant–observer continuum. Direct observation was
used to ascertain whether the participants’ conversational claims matched their
work practices in reality (Mulhall, 2003). My observations were not only focused
on the participants’ actions and behaviours that relate to emotions and EI, but
also on the physical settings and on interactions between my behaviours and the
participants’ (Merriam, 2009). Some of the observations needed the participants’
clarification and explanation, such as regarding why they acted or behaved in
certain ways or showed certain kinds of behaviour. Despite the participants’
claims that EI was a new term to them and that they had very little knowledge of
the concept, in some scenarios during the observations I explained to them that
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what they were doing was related to EI and/or EI was being manifested in their
professional practices. My knowledge sharing seemed to enlighten them as to
the meaning of the concept of EI. However, my role was more that of an observer
than that of a participant. As a direct observer, I did not typically try to become a
participant in the context. I strived to be unobtrusive during the observations and
I did not interrupt them while they were working. I also tried not to send any verbal
or non-verbal messages during the observation process. If I needed further
clarification concerning their behaviour, I would ask them later but not during the
observation process. My main role was to observe them during their work
practices rather than taking part in those practices (see Langley, 1988).
Overt observation means that the participants were aware at the time that their
professional practices, emotional episodes and experiences were being
observed and noted (see Kawulich, 2005). The data were recorded in a field
notebook. I noted down both the verbal and non-verbal information that related
to the research questions. I also noted any information that I did not understand
so that I could ask the participants later for further clarification. Mostly, the
observations took place during home visits and case assessments. I gave them
my full focus and attention and collected verbal and non-verbal information in as
detailed a way as possible about the behaviours of the people involved, i.e. how
the workers behaved during home visits and the assessment process, and any
particular factors affecting the workers’ behaviours, actions and decisions. In this
overt observation, permission was granted by the participants for me to observe
their behaviours concerning emotions and EI when dealing with issues that might
generate certain emotions, regarding how they display, express and regulate
their emotions, and so forth. The child and family social workers who participated
in Phase I (the quantitative part) were also invited to participate in Phase II of the
present research (the qualitative part). After completing the questionnaires
(Phase I), the participants were asked to complete a form in Phase II concerning
an invitation to the workers to participate in Phase II of the research (see
Appendix 6). The Phase II form includes the agreement and the workers’ consent
to their task being observed. The particular episodes in which the participants
expressed, regulated and utilised their emotions and the emotions of others were
observed and noted in a field notebook. In most cases, the episodes were then
explored through formal and informal interviews and/or informal conversations,
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particularly when I thought it was necessary to ask for further clarification and
understanding. Some of the observation episodes raised questions for me. For
example, due to my status as an outsider and the fact that I was not a practitioner,
some of the workers’ actions and behaviours, which were guided by their
organisational policies, baffled me as I was not familiar with them. This needed
some clarification from the workers and I used formal and/or informal interviews
to obtain these clarifications. The participants who volunteered to participate in
the observations gave their consent by signing the consent form provided. The
information provided can be found in the consent form for Phase II (see Appendix
8).
As soon as the observation data were collected, I expanded whatever notes I was
able to make into descriptive narratives. The observations were normally
scheduled in the morning and/or afternoon, depending on the type of case. Home
visits, child conferences and court cases were normally scheduled in the morning,
while child and family assessments were scheduled in the afternoon. If the
observation was conducted in the morning and I had plenty of time during the
afternoon (particularly if no observation was scheduled in the afternoon), I would
use that free time to expand my notes. For the observations scheduled in the
afternoon, I would expand my notes in the evening at home. During the
observations, I included and wrote down as many details as possible. If there
were any observations that I did not understand or if I had questions in my mind
after the observation session, I normally asked the child social workers who had
volunteered for their activities to be observed for further clarifications concerning
their behaviours. I noted all the possible data in my field notebook and expanded
the narrative accounts on the computer. Hard copies of the typed anonymised
data were stored in a secure location, while the soft copies were stored on the
computer with password protection.
3.5

Sample Selection

In this research, the selected social workers (i.e. the child protectors and child
rehabilitation officers) were those who currently deal with issues relating to 1)
children in need of care and protection, and 2) children in need of protection and
rehabilitation in hospitals and welfare departments in Sabah, Petaling Jaya and
Kuala Lumpur. The sampling method, which was a non-probability purposive one,
91

was utilised to gain insights into specific kinds of practice (Rubin et al., 1983). In
this instance, the child protectors who were assigned to handling child and family
cases during the time the research was being conducted were invited to
participate. Until the end of 2010, there were 58 child protectors in Sabah (Sabah
Social Welfare Department, 2010), 39 in Kuala Lumpur and 24 in Petaling
(Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2008). However, it is noted that not all the
child protectors and rehabilitation officers had handled child and family cases
while the present research was being conducted. Normally, in each setting in
Sabah, Kuala Lumpur and Petaling, between two and four child social workers
are assigned to handle the cases of children and families. The selection of the
child protectors and child rehabilitation officers was due to the fact that the these
child and family social workers were more experienced and had been dealing
with various emotions during their professional practice (see Davies, 1998; Tham
& Meagher, 2009). The data were collected from the volunteer male and female
social workers, experienced and newly qualified social workers, people of
different age groups, levels of education and lengths of service in their current
jobs, and individuals working in a variety of roles (e.g. as child protectors, child
rehabilitation officers or/and administrators).
Letters inviting the social workers to participate in completing the questionnaires
and to volunteer for individual interviews and observations were distributed on
the first day on which I visited the selected organisations of the three research
locations: Sabah (i.e. Kota Kinabalu), Petaling Jaya and Kuala Lumpur (see
Appendix 3 – Invitation Letter). A questionnaire (see Appendix 2), an Information
Sheet about completing the questionnaire (see Appendix 4) and an Informed
Consent Form (see Appendix 5) were attached to the Invitation Letter. On the last
page of the questionnaire, the participants were asked whether they would
volunteer to participate in the individual interviews and participant observation
processes (Phase II Form, see Appendix 6). Of 120 distributed questionnaires,
105 were returned. Of the 105 respondents who participated, 25 agreed to be
involved in the individual interviews, while 24 agreed to participate in the
participant observation. The Information Sheet (see Appendix 7) and Informed
Consent Form (see Appendix 8) were then sent to the potential interviewees and
participants in the observation processes. Discussions in the interview processes
were guided using the Interview Schedule (see Appendix 9) so that all
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information/data regarding emotions and EI in the workplace required to achieve
the research objectives were obtained during the interview processes.
Of the district hospitals, 18 were identified as potential hospital settings for this
research. At the time of this research, the participating hospitals employed
between 1 and 6 medical social workers. However, Kuala Lumpur Hospital
employed 16 medical social workers. Of 18 hospitals contacted, only 7 agreed to
take part. Regarding the welfare departments of the selected research locations,
in Sabah, of the 16 welfare departments (consisting of both division and district
levels) contacted, only 10 agreed to take part. Meanwhile, only 1 district in the
state of Selangor, Petaling, was contacted. In Petaling, there were 3 locations
where the welfare departments were situated: Petaling, Shah Alam, and Subang
Jaya. These 3 departments had expressed their agreement to take part.
However, the child social workers in Petaling and Kuala Lumpur only agreed to
participate partially.
The demographic backgrounds of the participants/interviewees involved in the
present study are displayed in Table 2a) Demographic characteristics of the
participants (quantitative) and Table 2b) Participants’ demographic information
(individual interviews) (qualitative).
The participants were asked to report their gender, age, marital status,
educational level and length of service in child and family practice. Of the total of
120 questionnaires distributed to the participants, 105 were returned to the
researcher. The participants consisted of the child social workers from selected
welfare departments and hospitals in Sabah, Kuala Lumpur and Selangor. As
indicated in Table 2a, the 105 participants comprised 48 (45.7%) males and 57
(54.3%) females.
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Table 2a: Demographic characteristics of the participants
_______________________________________________________________
Variables

N=105

%

_______________________________________________________________
Gender:
Male

48

45.7

Female

57

54.3

_______________________________________________________________
Marital status:
Married

83

79

Single

22

21

_______________________________________________________________
Age:
21–30

32

30.5

31–40

55

52.4

41–50

15

14.3

51 and above

3

2.9

______________________________________________________________
Educational level:
High school

8

7.6

Diploma

28

26.7

Bachelor’s

56

53.3

Postgraduate

13

12.4

______________________________________________________________
Experience in child practice:
5 years and less

59

54.3

6–10 years

29

28.6

11–15 years

5

3.8

16–20 years

6

5.7

More than 20 years

6

5.7

_______________________________________________________________
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Over three quarters of the participants were married – 83 participants (79%); 20
participants (19%) reported their status as single, whereas 2 participants (1.9%)
reported their status as widowed. However, due to the small number of widowed
participants (1.9%), they were grouped into the single category.
In terms of age, most of the participants were aged between 31 and 40 years –
55 participants (52.5%). There were 32 participants (30.5%) aged between 21
and 30 years, while 15 participants (14.3%) were aged between 41 and 50 years.
Meanwhile, 3 participants (2.9%) were aged 51 years and above.
The participants’ demographics showed that approximately half of the
participants held bachelor’s degrees – 56 participants (53.3%). In addition, 28
participants (26.7%) held diplomas, while 13 participants (12.4%) held master’s
degrees. Meanwhile, 8 participants (7.6%) reported that they only had a high
school certificate.
In terms of the length of service working in child and family practice, 59
participants (56.2%) reported that they had 5 years or less of experience. In
addition, 29 participants (27.6%) reported 6–10 years of experience, 5
participants (4.8%) reported 11–16 years of experience, 6 participants (5.7%)
reported 16–20 years, while 6 participants (5.7%) reported more than 20 years of
experience in their profession.
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Gender

Age

Marital Status
Qualification

Academic

Position

Location

(Years)

Experience

33

Female

Female

Female

Male

Child Protector 2

Child Protector 3

Child Protector 4

Child Protector 5

51

Med Soc Worker 2 Male

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Diploma

Master’s

Bachelor’s

Diploma

Bachelor’s

Diploma

Bachelor’s

Diploma

Diploma

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Med Social Worker Kuala Lumpur

Med Social Worker Kuala Lumpur

Child Protector

Child Protector

Child Protector

Child Protector

Probation Officer

Probation Officer

Probation Officer

Probation Officer

Child Protector

>20

2

5

>20

19

2

5

2

5

2

3

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

43

Med Soc Worker 1 Female

34

48

40

47

32

Probation Officer 3 Male

Probation Officer 4 Male

35

Probation Officer 2 Female

35
35

Male

Probation Officer 1 Female

Child Protector 1

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Child

Pseudonym

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Table 2b: Participants’ demographic information (individual interviews)
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35
50
36
30
29
34
39
29
34
33
42
33
37

Female

Med Soc Worker 3 Female

Probation Officer 6 Female

Probation Officer 7 Female

Probation Officer 8 Male

Female

Male

Child Protector 6

Child Protector 7

Child Protector 8

Probation Officer 9 Male

Probation Officer 10 Female

Med Soc Worker 4 Male

Med Soc Worker 5 Male

Med Soc Worker 6 Male

Med Soc Worker 7 Female

Married

Married

Single

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

* Refused to participate in the participant observation

45

*Probation Officer 5 Male

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Master’s

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Bachelor’s

Master’s

Master’s

Bachelor’s

Diploma

Medical Social Worker

Medical Social Worker

Medical Social Worker

Medical Social Worker

Probation Officer

Probation Officer

Child Protector

Child Protector

Probation Officer

Probation Officer

Probation Officer

Med Social Worker

Child Protector

Probation Officer

Kota Kinabalu

Kota Kinabalu

Kuala Lumpur

Kuala Lumpur

Kuala Lumpur

Petaling

Kuala Lumpur

Petaling

Petaling

Petaling

Kuala Lumpur

Kuala Lumpur

Kuala Lumpur

Kuala Lumpur

3

9

6

5

1

1

5

9

2

4

5

>20

5

16

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Table

2b

presents

the

socio-demographic

descriptions

of

the

participants/interviewees. The mean age of the participants was 38 years,
comprising 12 (48%) male and 13 (52%) female participants. Of the 25
participants, one was unmarried. In terms of educational background, the
participants were divided into three formal educational levels: 6 participants
(24%) had a diploma certificate, 15 participants (60%) possessed a bachelor’s
degree and 4 participants (16%) had a master’s degree. In terms of profession,
8 participants (32%) were child protectors, 10 participants (40%) were probation
officers and 7 participants (28%) were medical social workers. Additionally, 11
(44%) interviews were conducted in Kota Kinabalu, 10 (40%) interviews in Kuala
Lumpur, and 4 (16%) interviews in Petaling. Meanwhile, the social workers’ length
of working experience ranged from 1 year to more than 20 years.
3.6

Thematic Analysis

A thematic analysis was conducted on the responses to the questions in the
individual interviews (interview guidelines) to summarise the main themes that
emerged. Illustrative quotes were used as supporting evidence. Using the
transcribed individual interviews, the following steps were carried out in the
thematic analysis process (Table 3: Phases of thematic analysis):
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Table 3: Phases of thematic analysis
_______________________________________________________________
Phase

Description of the Process

_______________________________________________________________
1. Familiarising yourself with your data:

Transcribing data (if necessary),
reading and rereading the data,
noting initial codes.

2. Generating initial codes:

Coding interesting features of
the data in a systematic fashion
across

the

entire

data

set,

collecting data relevant to each
code.
3. Searching for themes:

Collating codes into potential
themes,

gathering

all

data

relevant to each potential theme
4. Reviewing themes:

Checking if the themes work in
relation to the coded extracts
(Level 1) and the entire data set
(Level 2), generating a thematic
‘map’ of the analysis.

5. Defining and naming themes:

Ongoing analysis to refine the
specifics of each theme, and the
overall story the analysis tells,
generating clear definitions and
names for each theme.

_______________________________________________________________
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_______________________________________________________________
6. Producing the report:

The final opportunity for analysis.
Selection of vivid, compelling
extract examples, final analysis
of selected extracts, relating
back of the analysis to the
research

questions

and

literature, producing a scholarly
report of the analysis.
_______________________________________________________________
(Adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006) ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’,
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3:87)
A thematic analysis of key documents was carried out, with a focus on emotion
and EI in social work practice/the social work profession. Broadly speaking,
thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting on thematic
patterns within data. Braun and Clarke note that even if it is widely used, “there
is no clear agreement about what thematic analysis is and how you go about
doing it” (2006:79). Braun and Clarke elaborate on this, stating that such analysis
is poorly demarcated and rarely acknowledged, even though it is a widely used
qualitative analytic method (2006:77). In fact, a variety of methodologies may be
referred to as thematic analysis and may be aligned with a range of ontological
and epistemological positions and theoretical frameworks. Braun and Clarke
helpfully expand on this point, saying that
Thematic analysis can be an essentialist or realist method, which
reports experiences, meanings and the reality of participants, or it
can be a constructionist method, which examines the ways in which
events, realities, meanings, experiences and so on are the effects
of a range of discourses operating within society.
(2006:81)
Further, Braun and Clarke explain that thematic analysis can be a contextualist
method sitting between the two poles of essentialism and constructionism,
characterised by theories such as critical realism (e.g. Willig, 1999, as cited by
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Braun and Clarke, 2006:81). This contextualist approach focuses on the ways
that individuals make meaning of their experience as well as the ways the broader
social context impinges on those meanings, while retaining focus on the material
and other limits of reality. Therefore, as articulated by them, thematic analysis
can be a method that works both to reflect reality and to unpick or unravel the
surface of reality (2006:81). In this study, a thematic analysis was carried out
within such a critical realist – broadly constructionist –framing, strategically
focused on unpicking the surface of reality in discursive presentations of
(problematic) gambling. This is in line with Braun and Clarke’s description of a
thematic analysis at the latent level, going beyond the semantic content of the
data and starting “to identify or examine the underlying ideas, assumptions, and
conceptualisations – and ideologies – that are theorised as shaping or informing
the semantic content of the data” (2006:84). Against this epistemological
backdrop, the methodology for the present research is described, including some
explication of why and how decisions about the subject matter for focus (data set)
and the documents (data corpus) were chosen. A strategically focused thematic
analysis was carried out on individual interview transcripts and observation field
notes. Themes were then analysed and compared.
The analysis of the 25 transcripts of individual interviews was conducted using
thematic analysis to determine if emotions and EI were being applied and
implemented in the practice of child and family social work in Malaysia. Individual
interview summaries are found in Appendix 10.
The interviews were conducted in the Malay language as the majority of the
interviewees were Malay (24 participants – 96%) and only one participant was
Indian (4%). There were no Chinese participants. This may have been due to job
distribution, given that many of the Chinese people are more interested in
business or/and running their family businesses. The 25 recordings were
transcribed by 4 paid individuals. These individuals were Malaysian
undergraduate students studying at Bradford University. Before the 25 transcripts
were translated into English, I read the Malay versions of the transcripts and
compared them to the audio (the interview audio recordings). I carried out the
translation into English and the transcripts were proofread by experts in the Malay
and English languages. In an effort to gain important information concerning my
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research questions and to check my skill in interviewing, I sent the first interview
translation to my supervisors for their comments and suggestions. After receiving
their comments and suggestions, I continued the interview data collection with
more appropriate skills and questions.
It took approximately one year to transcribe, read and reread the data
(transcripts). In phase 1 of thematic analysis, as suggested by Braun and Clarke
(2006), I noted down the initial codes (for the individual interview summaries,
please see Appendix 10). More than 100 initial codes were generated from the
25 transcripts. The initial codes were then sorted into potential themes – for
example, spirituality (phase 2). All the relevant coded data extracts were collated
within the identified themes (phase 3 – searching for themes). In the reviewing
themes phase (phase 4), I read all the collated extracts for each theme and
considered whether the collated extracts for each theme appeared to form a
coherent pattern. As the themes did appear to form a coherent pattern, I then
moved on to the second level of the reviewing themes phase, which considered
the validity of individual themes in relation to the data set. In defining and naming
themes (phase 5), I conducted and wrote a detailed analysis and identified the
story that each theme tells. For example, the major aim of this research is to
investigate the contributions of emotions and EI to working relationships and
decision-making processes. Three main themes have been identified: the types
of emotions in the workplace, emotions as a negative element and domains of EI
in the Malaysian context. As part of the refinement, I identified several subthemes under the main themes. For example, with reference to emotions in the
workplace, four sub-themes were identified: positive emotions, negative
emotions, emotional labour and emotion work in Malaysia’s social work practice.
The present research was conducted with a primary research question that was
intended to explore whether EI contributes to better working relationships and
aids decision-making processes in child welfare. Several activities in social work
practices (the core aspects of social work practices) were observed, which
included decision-making processes, engagement, assessment and observation,
collaboration and cooperation, and dealing with stress, in order to achieve this
study’s objectives.
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3.6.1 Application of the Thematic Analysis
The data extracts for the analysis in the present research were selected based
on the primary research question: does EI contribute to better working
relationships and aid decision-making processes in child welfare? For the
qualitative part, there are three sub-questions, which pertain to the following
objectives:
1. To investigate whether social workers believe that good
working relationships require the consideration of emotions
and EI.
2. To investigate how social workers perceive the contributions
of emotions and EI to decision-making processes.
3. To investigate how gender informs perceptions of EI in
working relationships and decision-making processes.
To acquire information relevant to the stated research question and objectives
above, some relevant questions were asked of the participants (see Appendix 9
– Interview Contents). There were 12 questions pertaining to the practitioners’ EI
and working relationships and also 12 questions relating to EI’s influence on
decision-making processes. Below is one of the examples of how I analysed data
from the interviewees for particular research questions. In addition, the analysis
of EI’s contributions to working relationships and decision-making processes is
attached in Appendix 10.
3.6.2 Emotions and EI in the Workplace
The Interview Contents (Interview Schedule) started by asking whether workers
have experienced any emotions that affect their working relationships, and asking
about the kind of emotions they experience in the workplace. These introductory
questions were considered useful because they helped me to explore how the
workers perceive, manage and utilise their emotions in the workplace, particularly
in relation to cultural requirements in the workplace. From here, aspects of EI in
the local context were also explored. The differences and/or similarities between
genders concerning perceptions of emotions and EI were also explored.
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Three major themes were identified concerning emotions in the workplace: 1)
positive emotions, 2) negative emotions, and 3) emotional labour and emotion
work. Data extracts were coded from the data set (data corpus). Some examples
are illustrated in Table 4.
Table 4: Data extracts, with codes applied: emotions in the workplace

Data extract

Coded for

Emotions, such as consideration and love… I feel like …

1. Feeling love

like … he’s my own child. I feel like … I love him. It’s like

2. Uniqueness

… not sympathy, no, no, not sympathy. In many cases I

could cause

have handled, this case has its attraction. That’s why I

positive feelings

can feel it. I like him [her child client].
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 34)
We feel happy when our colleagues share or tell us their

1. Feeling happy

funny stories or make jokes. Sometimes, when we feel

2. Colleagues and

stressed with our workload, our colleagues help make us

happiness in the

happy.

workplace
(Probation Officer 1, female, aged 35)

… with their living conditions, poor, very poor, of course,

1. Poor living

we feel sad. When we know how much income they get,

conditions could

then we can assume it is not enough. So, we feel sad.

cause sadness

(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)

2. Less income
could cause
sadness

If this concerns the emotion of resentment or anger

1. Showing

towards clients … we don’t show this kind of emotion

negative emotions

[resentment or anger]. We have to hide it, for example, a

is not useful

shoplifting case. We, of course, we would get angry,

2. Emotional

especially with those children with a bad attitude who

labour

don’t show us respect. It is resentment. The negative
emotion could get intense. But, it’s not useful if we show
it [resentment or anger].
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
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In the coding process (phase 2 of thematic analysis – generating initial codes),
each data item was given equal attention. The coding process was thorough,
inclusive and comprehensive. This happened throughout the analysis. In Table
4, I collated codes into potential themes, for example, positive emotions. I
gathered codes for ‘love’ and ‘happy’ and grouped them under the theme of
positive emotions. Meanwhile, sadness was categorised under the theme of
negative emotions, and so forth (phase 3 of thematic analysis – searching for
themes). A thematic map of emotions in the workplace can be seen in Diagram
9.
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Diagram 9: Emotions in the workplace: initial thematic map, showing three
main themes

Guilt
Doubtfulness

Stress

Sadness
Negative
Emotions

Confusion

Resentment

Depressio
n

Dissatisfaction

Worry

Frustration

Love
Happiness
Sympathy/Pity

Positive
Emotions
Gratitude

Empathy

Emotional
Labour/Emotion
Work
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As can be seen in Diagram 9, three main overarching themes were identified in
the early stages of exploring emotions in the workplace: positive emotion,
negative emotion and emotional labour/emotion work. Under the theme of
‘positive emotion’, seven sub-themes were identified: love, happiness, gratitude,
empathy, sympathy (pity), emotional labour and/or emotion work. It seemed,
however, that the two sub-themes of emotional labour and emotion work could
stand alone as one theme. This phase ended with the collection of candidate
themes and sub-themes and all extracts of data that were coded in relation to
them.
The present research also investigated the concept of EI among Malaysian social
workers. From the analysis, several aspects of EI were identified: skill in
empathising, empathy and spirituality, and emotional expression and regulation.
Some examples are given in Table 5.
Table 5: Data extracts, with codes applied: emotional intelligence in the
workplace
Data extract

Coded for:

She [her client] had not met her family for a

1. Expressing empathy

long time, for almost a year. Her family did

2. Expressing understanding

not expect this to happen because they
always talked on the phone and she never
revealed her problems. She had been
working and sending money to her family
every month. All these things had covered up
her problems. So when they met each other,
there was a display of emotional feelings,
both in the parents and the patient. Of
course, her parents could not control their
emotions. They were sad. I felt it too.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
Imagine a child aged 10 years old [his client].

1. Expressing understanding

He has to spend his time in an institution,

2. Expressing empathy

which means without his mother’s tender
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love and care. He is one of hundreds of
children in that institution. He grows up and
goes to school all by himself. While other
parents come to pick up their children, this
boy [his client] is all by himself. It is an
emotional situation. It is not only him that is
affected – I’m also deeply affected by his
situation.
… being emotional in children’s cases,

1. Acceptance of Allah’s

especially those involving disabled children

provision

or ‘kanak-kanak istimewa’ [special children]

2. Believing that all that

presents a different emotional experience.

happens comes from Allah

We are more empathetic with special

3. Expressing empathy

children compared to those children who
are involved in social problems or from
broken families. Our empathy goes to the
children who are born with disabilities. We
are more empathetic because we
understand these are Allah’s [God’s] gifts.
(Medical Social Worker 5, male, aged 42)
I felt sadness and pity for the baby. Her

1. Disclosing their experiences

pregnancy was already five months old but

involving negative emotions

she [her client] aborted her baby.

2. Emotional expression

(Medical Social Worker 7, female, aged 37)
How could she/he think that way?! There are

1. Disclosing their experiences

many candidates who are more eligible for

involving

that post! So I’m dissatisfied!

towards superiors

(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)

negative

emotions

2. Emotional expression

… for professional practice with clients, I

1. Emphasising

would minimise my negative emotions so

professionalism by minimising

that I could restrain myself from expressing

negative emotions

them [negative emotions].

2. Emotional regulation

(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
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I always pray.

1. Regulating emotions by

(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35)

praying

I used to plan a programme for the

1. Using spirituality in

uncontrolled children. I purposely planned it

regulating emotions – praying

at night from 9 pm till 5 am. When fajr
came, we performed the fajr prayer
together. I tackled their emotions by praying
together and asking for Allah’s mercy and
forgiveness. They [the clients] cried and
regretted what they had done.
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39)

In the coding process for EI in the workplace (phase 2 – generating initial codes;
see Table 5), I collated codes into potential themes – for example, expressing
understanding into ‘empathy’, disclosing their experiences involving negative
emotions into ‘emotional expression’, minimising negative emotions into
‘emotional regulation’ and religious practice such as praying into ‘spirituality’
(phase 3 – searching for themes). It seemed like some data extracts for EI in the
workplace could be coded and categorised directly as themes. I gathered codes
for expressing empathy, emotional expression and emotional regulation and
spirituality as themes for EI in the workplace among social workers in Malaysia.
A thematic map of EI in the workplace can be seen in Diagram 10.

109

Diagram 10: EI in the workplace: initial thematic map, showing three main
themes of EI in the workplace

Expressing
empathy

Expressing
understanding

Disclosing negative
emotions

Emphasising
professionalism

Skill in
empathising

Acceptance of
Allah’s provision

Disclosing positive
emotions

Emotional expression
and regulation

Negative emotions
towards superiors
Believing that all that
happens comes from
Allah
Spirituality
Regulating emotion by
praying

As can be seen in Diagram 10, three main overarching themes were identified in
the early stages of exploring EI in the workplace: skill in empathising, emotional
expression and regulation, and spirituality. Under the theme of skill in
empathising, two sub-themes were identified: expressing empathy/expressing
understanding and acceptance of Allah’s provision. Under the theme emotional
expression and regulation, four sub-themes were identified: disclosing positive
emotions, disclosing negative emotions, negative emotions towards superiors
and emphasising professionalism. Meanwhile, under the ‘spirituality’ theme are
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the belief that all that happens comes from Allah; regulation of emotions by
praying; and acceptance of Allah’s provision. This phase ended with a collection
of candidate themes and sub-themes and all extracts of data that were coded in
relation to them.
Diagram 10 seems to show that there were interrelationships between spirituality
and skill in empathising, and between spirituality and emotional expression and
regulation. It seemed that spirituality could stimulate EI. In the reviewing themes
phase (phase 4 of thematic analysis), I checked whether the themes worked in
relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2). I
generated a thematic map of the analysis as shown in Diagram 11.
Diagram 11: EI in the workplace: thematic map

Believing that all that
happens come from
Allah

Emotional expression
and regulation

Spirituality
Acceptance of Allah’s
provision

Regulating
emotions by
praying

Skill in empathising

In phase 5 – defining and naming themes, I had already identified a satisfactory
thematic map of the present research data. I defined and further refined the
themes for my analysis and analysed the data within them. I went back to collated
data extracts for each theme, selecting the extracts that seemed to best represent
the themes, and organised them into a coherent and internally consistent
account, with accompanying narrative. Diagram 12 shows the final thematic map
of the present research – emotion and EI in the workplace.
111

Diagram 12: Final thematic map

Emotional
expression
and regulation

SPIRITUALITY

Empathy

In Diagram 12, spirituality appears as the main theme; understanding the
meaning of spirituality is the first step in exploring the cultural definitions and
concepts for EI. I explored the theme of spirituality and its relations to emotions
and EI in the workplace. The participants in the present study (who were mostly
Muslims) defined spirituality in a very broad, holistic way that exhibits what the
participants experienced as their interconnection and relationships with God (i.e.
Allah). The elements of spirituality (i.e. the belief that Allah is intimately involved
in every aspect of one’s action) were also found in the participants’ actions either
in the workplace or in their everyday lives (the theme of spirituality is explored in
detail in Chapter Six – Contributions of Emotions and Emotional Intelligence to
Working Relationships).
Regarding the analysis of the participant observation notes, coding was also used
to select and emphasise key information. Coding enabled me to weed out
extraneous information and focus my observations on the type of information
needed for the present study. During the processes of analysis, I tried to develop
a model that would help me make sense of what the participants had done. I
created an outline of the information I had, organised the information according
to the outline, and then moved the points around as the arguments of my study
dictated. I organised the collected data into narratives, in which the observations
told the stories of activities during a particular day or situation. Once the data had
been organised in this way, several sections in the narrative reflected my
interpretations of certain themes that made the cultural scene clear. I also asked
the participants to help structure my notes. These participant checks helped to
ensure the trustworthiness of the data (Shenton, 2004).
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3.7

Critical Reflections

3.7.1 The Researcher’s Position
The status of being an insider or outsider has been explored within the context of
qualitative research (see Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). According to Nowicka and Ryan
(2015), insider researchers share a cultural, linguistic, ethnic, national and
religious heritage with their participants and vice versa. Dwyer and Buckle (2009)
explain that an insider shares his/her characteristics, roles or/and experiences
under study with the participants. In this section, my position as both an insider
and outsider in relation to the subject of this study will be discussed.
I am an academic at Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS), Malaysia, with 15 years
of teaching experiences in the area of social work. I don’t have any formal social
work training or experience as a practitioner. However, I have acquired
knowledge about methods, techniques, processes and theories in relation to
social work from formal and informal discussions, visits, students’ practical
training supervisions in social work settings, and reading materials. Some of the
social workers in Sabah are my colleagues and former students. In terms of
academic background, my first degree was Bachelor of Science (Human
Development), majoring in Social Development with Social Work as my minor.
Due to my interest in social work, during my first degree study, I chose to conduct
a research project in the social work area ‘Public Transportation for Disabled
People’. I did my master’s degree at Bradford University and graduated with an
MA in social work and social care.
Within the context of the present research I was an insider to some extent but
also an outsider, and each of these statuses had both advantages and
disadvantages. Based on Nowicka and Ryan’s definition of an insider, I have
some characteristics similar to those of the present research participants’ social
work attributes in terms of culture, language use, ethnicity, nationality and religion
(only one participant in the present research, who was Indian, was a Hindu). In
relation to gender: like some of the participants, I am female. Being to some
extent an insider on the basis of similarities of characteristics had both
advantages and disadvantages. One of the advantages was that I already knew
some of the participants, who helped me by giving me access to their respective
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departments and assisting with recruitment. On the other hand, one disadvantage
of being an insider was that I was at risk of taking certain things for granted and
not fully exploring them. However, as I wanted to explore emotions and EI in the
workplace, I attempted to explore them from as objective a point of view as
possible. As a researcher who has the same culture, language and ethnic identity
as most of the participants, I negotiated objectivity before entering the research
setting with the same rigour as other researchers, even though I had easy access
to the research setting. I tried not to be biased or to over-interpret. Hence, I asked
the participants to recheck the transcripts and confirm what I had observed and
recorded.
Sabah is the largest state in Malaysia and is also my home state. Since 1999, I
have been tutoring and teaching at UMS, a Malaysian public university located in
Kota Kinabalu, Sabah. The length of my working experience has enabled me to
establish good contacts and professional relationships with people and agencies
who work in Sabah’s welfare departments. These professional relationships are
normally based on social work development, education, teaching, student
placement, conferences, and so forth. Based on these relationships, I received
good responses from staff in almost all the welfare departments in Sabah, which
helped in completing the research and made the research process easier.
Likewise, I have also received a good response from staff of the welfare
departments in Kuala Lumpur. While this research was being conducted, I had
no difficulties in building professional relationships with the administrators, social
workers (i.e. child protectors and rehabilitation officers), and other workers there
apart from the child social workers. The Faculty of Psychology and Education at
UMS also has a good relationship with the welfare departments in Kuala Lumpur.
Members of staff from these two institutions frequently communicate, interact and
meet with each other. In addition, Kuala Lumpur Welfare Department has two
female senior officers, who are also child protectors and my personal friends.
They were my coursemates at university while we were undertaking our
bachelor’s degrees. These two senior officers have been of huge assistance in
matters concerning ethical procedures and research approval. In Petaling,
however, I faced a little difficulty because this setting was new to me. I had never
met or contacted any of the staff there. Nevertheless, I managed to establish a
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good relationship after several meetings and courtesy calls to all the premises in
Petaling, Subang Jaya and Shah Alam.
The main difference between the participants and me related to our respective
roles: I am an academician who lectures for the social work programme at a
Malaysian public university while the participants are practitioners and have direct
contact with the clients. This is reflected in Dwyer and Bucker’s definition,
according to which, to some extent, in terms of role and experience of social work
practice, I was an outsider to the participants. However, this presented as an
advantage to me as I investigated the use of emotions and EI in the workers’
professional practice in the workplace, because I could thoroughly study and
question professional practice in a more objective way. On the other hand, I did
not have any working experiences as a practitioner and also I had no direct
contact with the clients; therefore, there was a risk I would not accurately interpret
how the workers regulated and managed their emotions, or how they utilised their
emotions during their social work practice with clients.
My status as both an insider and an outsider in the present research had some
implications for the processes of collecting, analysing and interpreting the data.
This can be explained in terms of reflexivity, which is a process that helps the
researcher understand the implications. In addition, reflexivity is important
because it is perceived as an integral process in qualitative research, in which
the researcher reflects continuously on how the actions impact on the research
setting and affect data collection and analysis (Gerrish & Lacey, 2006, in Lambert,
Jomeen & McSherry, 2010). According to Finlay (2008:2), the term ‘reflexive’ is
defined as “adopting a thinking approach to practice”. Meanwhile, Taylor and
White (2006) define reflexivity as
An

elusive

often

used

interchangeably

with

reflection.

It

encompasses reflection but also incorporates other features so that
it is not just the individualised action of separate practitioners in the
manner suggested by reflective practice; rather, it is the collective
action of an academic discipline or occupational group.
(in Knott & Scragg, 2007:9–10)
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In terms of reflexivity, as stated earlier I could enter the research setting easily by
using my position as a university academic who has an interest in emotions and
EI and in knowledge on emotions and gender. Further, as an insider in
accordance with Nowicka and Ryan’s definition of the term, I also have cultural
knowledge and experience relating to emotions and gender in Malaysia’s
pluralistic society, i.e. relating to expressing, managing and utilising emotions.
During the interview sessions with the male participants (particularly with those
young social workers without any administrative responsibility), they commented
that they expressed less emotion than the female participants. Seemingly the
participants accepted social rules concerning emotions and gender. This reflects
the social constructionist view of gender and emotions. Social constructionists
propose that emotions are largely determined by social norms for emotions, or
‘feeling rules’ (Hochschild, 1979).
The novice workers seemed to be more inclined to stick to organisational
procedures as they reported that it was easier to do so and suggested not to
include emotions in their professional practice. According to them, decisions
would be made more quickly by referring directly to the practice and
organisational procedures. This was in contrast to the male senior workers and/or
those holding senior positions in the organisations, who seemed to use their
emotions instead. In the earlier interviews with the young male workers, I realised
that I could easily jump to the conclusion that the young male workers were not
professional in their practice as my interest in the present research was to explore
the part that would involve the display of EI. In my efforts to confirm that the data
were objective, I explored the responses in detail by using prompts and probes
to get participants to elaborate as much as possible. With regard to the
techniques I used, I tried not to influence the responses in all possible means. I
also observed the participants’ non-verbal behaviours during the interview
sessions and compared the data given by them.
Some of the participants also seemed to indicate that they wanted to know about
and understand the concepts of emotions and EI. I could relate to this as they
tried to please me and welcome me. As the present research was an explorative
study, the participants were not required to have academic knowledge of
emotions and EI. The main aim of this study was to explore the subjective
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meanings of emotions and EI in the Malaysian context. If I was aware that they
were trying to please me by reading up on the topic beforehand, I would express
my appreciation of their knowledge. However, I also let the participants know that
such knowledge was not necessary and I used questions that would explore how
the participants used emotions and EI in their working practice.
Emotion is potentially a sensitive topic for discussion, expression and/or use in
Malaysian culture due to it being perceived as primarily negative. During the
interview processes, there was a tendency to avoid the questions or pretend that
emotions were not involved in professional practice. In this respect, being an
insider researcher was an advantage to me as I could explore emotions in more
depth as I was perceived as similar in some ways to the participants, and
therefore I was able to quickly build good rapport with the participants. This
allowed me to thoroughly explore the subjective meanings of EI. I maintained a
research agenda to secure a conversation for the participants to express, be
accountable to, defend and validate knowledge claims. I recognised how
significant individual and cultural contexts were in giving me the necessary
access, rapport and trust.
The social constructionist framework, therefore, has enabled me to remain
flexible and open regarding the emotions and EI of the participants. I did not feel
intimidated or overwhelmed by the expert ‘knowledge’ that I seemingly did not
have. I brought myself and my experiences into the encounters with the
participants by remaining aware of my social and cultural background, as well as
any personal ‘biases’ I might have. In the light of social constructionism, the
research attempted to gain an understanding of the emotions and EI of the child
and family social workers in the workplace.
3.7.2 Ethical Approval
Qualitative research, particularly ethnographic work, is very much a front-line
activity and subject to many variables, most of which are likely to be beyond the
control of the researcher (Watts, 2008). Watts (2008) adds that the emotions of
the researcher and the participants are among the variables in this type of
research that may also be difficult to manage, and awareness of the potential for
feelings to disrupt even the most carefully made plans should form part of the
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ethnographic researcher’s ethical and practical toolkit. All research with humans
needs to go through ethical procedures. As the present research concerns
emotions and EI in oneself and others, and in view of the fact that emotions are
seen as a particularly sensitive aspect for study in a Malaysian local context (e.g.
Mustapha, 2000), it is important to emphasise ethical issues and aspects. In
addition, emotions are part of an individual’s private feelings. Thus, to involve
humans as research participants by inquiring how they perceive emotions and
emotional experiences, and observing how they express and regulate emotions,
this research could have a high psychological impact on the participants.
In an effort to address the issues, ethical approval had been applied for and
obtained from four agencies: the University of Bradford, the Unit of Economic
Planning Malaysia (UPEM), the Malaysia Social Welfare Department, and
Malaysia’s Ministry of Health. Ethical approval was acquired from the University
of Bradford in October 2010 (see Appendix 11 – Research Approval from the Unit
Ethics Administrator, University of Bradford), UPEM (see Appendix 12), the
Malaysia Social Welfare Department (see Appendix 13) and Malaysia’s Ministry
of Health in January 2011 (see Appendix 14).
As the present research involved human participants, there were procedures that
needed to be fulfilled before conducting the research. Apart from getting approval
from Bradford University, I was also required to apply for ethical approval from
Malaysia’s government to conduct this research. At Bradford University, the
granting of ethical approval was done by the Committee for Ethics in Research,
a committee that falls under the Research and Knowledge Transfer Committee,
University of Bradford. The research proposal was submitted twice to the
committee as the first submission did not meet the requirements of the panel.
Hence, a three-month revision (August 2010–October 2010) was conducted to
revise the research proposal, involving the application in Bradford University.
Ethical approval was finally granted in October 2010 after I had attended to the
comments and suggestions made by the panel. Most of the panel’s comments
related to confidentiality.
The Malaysian government also has its own procedures that need to be followed
before ethical approval is given to any Malaysians or non-Malaysians who are
studying abroad and who choose Malaysia as a location for data collection. This
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procedure is conducted by UPEM, which serves as the centre for research ethical
application in Malaysia. Because the data for this study was to be brought outside
Malaysia, approval from UPEM had to be obtained. Thus, in my case, documents
such as the research proposal, the official letter from Bradford University that
states my current status as a student, and the document granting ethical approval
from the University were submitted to UPEM. UPEM forwarded my application to
the Malaysia Social Welfare Department and Malaysia’s Ministry of Health; these
two organisations/departments were selected because the social workers are
based there. The Malaysia Social Welfare Department and the Ministry of Health
also have their own committee for ethical research procedures. After getting
approval from the Ministry of Health and the Malaysia Social Welfare Department,
the approval was passed to UPEM by these two organisations for further action.
Three months after submission to UPEM, approval was granted by the Malaysia
Social Welfare Department and Malaysia’s Ministry of Health through the
provision of an official letter from UPEM (see Appendices 11–14). I started the
application process in October 2010 and got approval in January 2011.
Several ethical issues were raised in the present research. The importance of
protecting the participants’ anonymity and confidentiality was among the
important issues raised. I ensured that in the discussion process I did not act in
a manner that could cause uneasiness and tension to the participants and tried
not to be biased. As I used the qualitative framework and the ethnographic
approach by employing observation and interview as the methods in the present
research, my contact and relationships with the participants became close (see
Moriarty, 2011). The present research involved observing the workers’
experienced emotions and behaviours in the awareness that emotion is a taboo
subject in Malaysian culture and thus a sensitive issue for study. Even though the
gap and relationship with the participants were closer, my position as an outsider
researcher was emphasised to ensure that the participants felt comfortable
during the process of data collection, as upholding confidentiality was important.
The differences between the male and female participants in dealing with
children’s cases could be the best example when discussing emotions, EI and
social work practice in this study. During the interview sessions, I noticed several
differences between the male and female participants as they expressed their
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emotions verbally together with non-verbal expressions (facial expressions), i.e.
empathy. It seemed that the female participants showed more empathy than the
male participants. The male participants, particularly the novice workers, also
commented on this matter. The male participants reported that their female
colleagues used more expression of emotion in relation to empathy during their
professional practice. It is noted that empathy is important in social work practice
(see Gerdes & Segel, 2011) and it is one of the skills needed in the social work
profession (Trevithick, 2000); hence, social workers are encouraged to use or
express empathy irrespective of gender (Nadelson, 1993).
I was upset that the child and family workers were reluctant to use empathy in
their practice, as this could lead to unsafe practice. However, this situation was
also noticed by the line managers as they reported this in the interview sessions.
During the interview sessions with one of the line managers, she admitted the
difference between her male and female co-workers. According to her, the female
workers were more detailed in their written case reports (i.e. recommendations
and decisions) than the male workers. As the line manager was aware of this
situation, I assumed that the participants’ unsafe practice was under control.
However, if I witnessed any evidence of unsafe practice and the line managers
were not aware of the workers’ behaviour, I reported this to the participants’ line
managers.
I did not oblige the participants to answer the interview questions if they felt that
the questions were too personal or they were not comfortable answering them.
As some of the participants included my own colleagues and former students, I
also informed them that they were not obliged to participate in the study and could
subsequently withdraw without giving a reason at any time. In addition, I offered
anonymity to the participants in my research project, particularly for the first
phase, as this would convince them to “give more open and honest responses”
(Collis & Hussey, 2003:38).
In some situations/cases, some service users (e.g. children, parents and
guardians) were also present at the times I carried out the observations of the
child social workers’ professional activities. In these situations, the workers would
introduce me to their clients/service users. However, the child social workers did
explain why I was there, and they also asked if the service users were
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comfortable with my presence. Although consent was given by the service users,
it was only done on a verbal basis. Notably, a written consent form was not
provided by the researcher for service users since the present research was only
focused on emotions and EI among the child social workers. I also tried to show
my professionalism and to ensure that I did not create any uncomfortable
situations for the service users. I talked to the service users in order to build good
rapport with them.
Hence, I took great care not to disclose detailed information about the agencies
where I obtained the data (e.g. names and location), and the information was
treated anonymously. There are several hospitals and welfare departments in
Kuala Lumpur, Selangor and Sabah. For example, there are about 44
hospitals/medical centres in Kuala Lumpur/Selangor (MSIG Hospital List, 2014).
There are also numerous welfare department agencies in Kuala Lumpur,
Selangor and Sabah. Welfare departments are set up at both state and district
levels. Furthermore, without anonymisation, there was potential for controversy
regarding government agencies, welfare agencies and services that are required
to uphold particular values and have responsibility for maintaining individual
dignity and paying respect to colleagues, agencies and professionals. The
potential for controversy might create problems for me as the researcher in both
the qualitative and quantitative approaches used, whereby precise information
such as names and addresses of the participants was not taken and recorded.
Data from questionnaires, individual interviews and observations were kept
confidential. In any findings that I publish, I will not include any information that
would make it possible to identify the participants individually. Research data
(recordings, transcripts and questionnaires) were kept in a locked filing cabinet,
and only my supervisors and I had access to the records. The transcripts were
stored in a computer protected with a password and anonymised. Reference was
made to anonymisation of participating departments and workplaces in
dissemination of findings and of individual participants. Only I knew the names of
the workplaces and the participants. I kept the detailed information about the
participants and the workplaces confidential. I committed to not sharing the
specific contents with anyone except my supervisors. I committed to not sharing
any information that would allow another researcher or an outsider to know who
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participated in my research. However, in the case of individual interviews (i.e.
interviewees working in the same department/agency), since the interviewees
already knew each other, their anonymous participation was not possible. Hence,
when this condition of confidentiality could not be met, I explained this to the
individuals. In terms of field notes, the agencies’ names and the participants’
details were also kept confidential and were anonymised instead. All related
written documents and digital recordings were kept in the locked cabinet.
Individual interview sessions were recorded using a digital voice recorder. The
voice recording was transcribed to ensure accurate reporting of the information
provided by participants. The participants and I, the researcher, had signed a
form stating that we would not discuss any item on the recording with anyone
other than the participants/the researcher. No one’s name was to be asked for or
disclosed during the interview sessions. The digital voice recorders were stored
in a locked filing cabinet before and after transcriptions had been made. The
recordings of discussions in the interview will be destroyed 10 years after the
completion of this research.
Furthermore, participants were given the option of either agreeing or refusing to
participate in the research. The participants also had the right to withdraw from
the present research at any point and they were not required to give me any
explanation. In the present research, one participant, who was also one of the
interviewees, refused to have his actions and daily activities in the workplace
observed. I showed my respect by giving him his unconditional right to withdraw.
Although I assured confidentiality, the participants were aware that if I witnessed
any unsafe practice I would report their behaviour to their superiors (e.g. line
managers). For the sake of the clients, the social workers were required to avoid
all forms of unsafe practice. ‘Unsafe practice’ is generally defined as any practice
that poses an actual or potential threat to the client, including physical,
psychosocial or cultural safety. Unsafe practice includes infliction of harm not only
on the client but also on colleagues or oneself. In the present research, I noted
one example of a potentially unsafe practice, whereby a worker seemed to
disbelieve her client’s rape allegation. The quote is as follows:
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My client, a child aged 12 years, claimed that she was a victim of
sexual abuse. She claimed that her stepfather raped her. I … I am
not saying that I don’t believe her [her client], but after I met her
mother and the stepfather, I knew she was lying. During the
session, I didn’t show my anger. It is resentment. Yes! It is
[resentment]. But because her session was not over yet, I couldn’t
show my feelings, otherwise my session would have taken longer.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
Not believing in clients’ accounts could be unsafe and may breach the ethics of
practice, i.e. professional boundaries: “Professional boundaries are a set of
guidelines, expectations and rules which set the ethical and technical standards
in the social care environment. They set limits for safe, acceptable and effective
behaviour by workers” (Cooper, 2012:11). If workers do not believe in their
clients, they do not help them in the way they should and they handle cases
without care instead, which means denying the clients’ rights to protection and
support. From my personal view and understanding of the context (developed
through observations), Probation Officer 7 only expressed her feelings towards
the client’s attitude, in which her behaviour seemed to suggest an accusation
towards the child. However, the worker followed the required procedures in
practice, completing the client’s sessions, which resulted in the 12-year-old child
staying with her mother and stepfather. I was able to judge from this scenario that
the social worker made a sound professional judgement. If the worker had not
followed the required procedures to protect the child, then I would have reported
her conduct to her line manager as unsafe practice.
3.7.3 Trustworthiness
Attempts were made to ensure the trustworthiness of the present study according
to the criteria proposed by Guba and Lincoln (1981): credibility, transferability,
dependability and confirmability. Ensuring credibility (in preference to internal
validity) is one of the most important factors in establishing trustworthiness (Guba
& Lincoln, 1985). According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), credibility is defined as
being parallel to internal validity. It focuses on establishing a match between the
constructed realities of the participants and those realities represented by the
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researchers. To promote confidence that I had accurately recorded the
phenomena under scrutiny, the development of an early familiarity with the
culture of participating organisations before the first data collection was carried
out with great care and in great detail (see Shenton, 2004). Before I started my
research, I visited some welfare departments and hospitals in Kuala Lumpur and
Kota Kinabalu where I could find potential participants. I also made courtesy calls
to introduce myself as the researcher and to get to know the potential participants
and their organisational cultures, such as their norms, procedures and policies.
From the visits, I gained an adequate understanding of the organisations and
managed to establish a relationship of trust between the organisations, the
potential participants and myself. In addition, the present research used
questionnaires, individual interviews and observations. The use of different
methods also enabled me to triangulate the collected data (ref). The findings from
the observations, for instance, confirmed data that I collected from the individual
interviews. Member checks were also used to bolster the present research’s
credibility. I asked the participants to read the transcripts of interviews in which
they had participated. There were also some observations for which I would ask
the participants to give their reasons for particular patterns observed. For
example, I would directly ask the participants after they finished their formal
activities with clients and/or conversations with their colleagues at work.
Transferability is considered to be parallel to external validity or generalisability
in quantitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). If the researcher means to make
generalisations about the subject of the research, as is common in disability
ethnography, then strategies to enhance transferability are important (Krefting,
1991). The present research was about the perception of child and family social
workers in Malaysia concerning the contributions of emotions and EI to their
working relationships and decision-making processes. Krefting (1991) notes that
a key factor in the transferability of the data is the representativeness of the
informants for the particular group. According to Krefting, one strategy used to
address transferability in sample selection is the use of a formal of judges to help
in the selection of informants representative of the phenomenon under study. The
selected informants are assumed to be capable of giving a pure answer to the
phenomenon under study (e.g. their experience and perceptions). In the present
research, I was advised by the director of a child division to select potential child
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social workers in certain districts in Peninsular Malaysia since, according to the
director, many cases of child abuse, child neglect and child rehabilitation are
reported in those districts. This issue might contribute to emotional disturbance
among the child social workers. Meanwhile, regarding the medical social workers,
only workers in Kota Kinabalu were selected as the participants in this qualitative
research.
Thus, I selected three districts in Malaysia: Kota Kinabalu, Kuala Lumpur and
Petaling. However, this might raise some ethical issues relating to the district
names being mentioned (i.e. Kota Kinabalu, Kuala Lumpur and Petaling).
However, as I mentioned in the previous section, there is more than one hospital
and welfare department in each district. Therefore, identifying which agencies
were involved could be difficult. In addition, I also obtained official permission to
conduct this research. There is a procedure implemented by the Ministry of
Health and the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development in
Malaysia: before conducting any research, the researchers should apply for
ethical approval for it. I followed this procedure in order to get ethical approval
from both ministries. Moreover, to avoid this kind of ethical issue, I only asked
questions related to my research aims.
Dependability addresses the issue of reliability (Shenton, 2004). In quantitative
research, dependability refers to the stability or consistency of the inquiry
processes used over time, which means dependability is concerned with the
question of whether the findings are liable to apply at other times. In order to
address the dependability issue more directly, the processes within the study
should be reported in detail, thereby enabling future researchers to repeat the
work (Shenton, 2004). However, the present research used an ethnographic
approach in which the problem with reliability is caused by the fact that
ethnographic research occurs in a natural setting and focuses on processes (see
Burns, 1994). Nurani (2008) suggests that this problem might be addressed by
describing the methodology as comprehensively as possible so that the next
researcher can reconstruct the original analysis strategies, which I attempt to do
in this chapter.
The potential participants were approached through the heads of selected
departments (i.e. child and family departments/units/divisions). I explained the
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objectives of my study clearly and the criteria for the participants/informants that
I needed (e.g. child protectors and/or probation officers, balanced in gender, type
and number of cases handled each day, area/location of practice, i.e. urban area,
working experience, i.e. from newly appointed to experienced workers,
subordinates and leaders, etc.). These criteria applied to both interview and
observation processes.
The present research chose social work with child and family practice, with
emphasis on the children category. I chose child and family practice because I
believe children must be provided with the correct services in light of the fact that
children are often not capable of protecting themselves or fighting for their rights.
Besides, they are valuable assets to Malaysia’s future development. The
Malaysia Social Welfare Department has emphasised seven social groups that
need to be served by this department: children, people with disabilities, the
elderly, families, women, the poor and those afflicted by disasters. Among these
categories, children form the crucial one, involving those who need care and
protection, those who need protection and rehabilitation, those who are beyond
control, those who become victims of trafficking and abduction, adoption cases,
children with criminal records, and child care. As there is an issue pertaining to
the limitations of professional social workers recruited as social workers in the
Malaysian context, generally their competency and ability to deliver services may
be in doubt. This may contribute to stress and ethical issues among social
workers. Thus, being competent emotionally (i.e. utilising emotions and
regulating emotions) is considered important in handling child and family issues.
In addition, child protectors from potential areas (districts) were chosen to
participate in this research. The chosen districts were among the locations where
issues and problems involving children were prevalent. The participants also
consisted

of

experienced

workers,

both

male

and

female,

including

administrators and subordinates. Meanwhile, the participants in hospitals were
comprised of workers who handled paediatric cases. The interview process was
guided

by

semi-structured

questions

(see

Appendix

9

for

interview

guidelines/schedule). The participants were asked the same questions, which
enhanced dependability.

126

Confirmability in qualitative research is what objectivity is to quantitative research
(Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri, 2008). In qualitative research, Shenton (2004) notes
that triangulation can be used to ensure that the research findings are the results
of the experiences and ideas of the informants, which can reduce the effects of
the researcher’s bias. The present research used observations and individual
interviews. The use of a series of observations helped explain the attitudes and
behaviours of the child social workers under scrutiny. The observations were
used to enhance what was learned from the interviews as they shed more light
on the behaviour of the people in question.
3.8

Summary

This chapter discussed the specific research design and the selected research
method. The present research used pragmatism as an approach due to the
assumption that emotions and EI are underpinned by biology and can be reliably
measured and socially constructed. The present study applied a mixture of
methods, which allowed the researcher to build on the strength of both
quantitative and qualitative data in an ethnographic approach/framework.
The appropriateness of the methodology for the study has also been explained.
The research instruments used to measure the variables, the methods used to
investigate the perceptions concerning emotions and EI, the quantitative and
qualitative data collection processes and the data analysis were also discussed
in detail. Also described were the selection of research participants, the issue of
informed consent and how confidentiality was maintained throughout the present
research study.
The next chapter (Chapter Four) reports the quantitative study.
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PART III
CHAPTER FOUR
THE RELATION BETWEEN EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE AND
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

4.0

Introduction

The general goal of this quantitative study was to establish whether a self-report
measure of emotional intelligence (EI) could be used reliably and validly in the
Malaysian context, particularly with child social workers. The quantitative study
examined the demographic characteristics of the child social workers in relation
to EI. The first purpose was to investigate the usefulness of the Assessing
Emotions Scale (AES) by Schuette et al. (2007) in the Malaysian context. The
second purpose was to examine the levels of EI among the Malaysian child social
workers and then to determine if the levels of EI differ significantly in terms of
gender, marital status, age group, academic background and length of service.
4.1

Reliabilities of AES in the Malaysian context

Objective 1 – To investigate the usefulness of AES in the Malaysian context
The means, standard deviations and internal consistency reliability (coefficient
alpha) for the measured variables are presented in Table 6. The alpha coefficient
for the scale was 0.854, suggesting that the scale had relatively high internal
consistency. The internal consistency was acceptably high and close to the
finding by Schutte et al. (1998): d (α=0.90).
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Table 6: Means, standard deviations and reliability for AES (2007)

Measure

AES

M

SD

Cronbach’s Alpha

131.26 12.262

0.854

Table 7 presents the alpha coefficients for the subscales of AES (i.e. perceptions
of emotions, management of one’s own emotions, management of others’
emotions and utilisation of emotions). The values were between 0.772
(management of one’s own emotions) and 0.862 (perceptions of emotions),
which indicates that the four subscales had relatively high internal consistency.

Table 7: Cronbach’s alpha for the subscales of AES (2007)

Subscales

Cronbach’s Alpha

Perceptions of emotions

0.862

Management of one’s own emotions

0.772

Management of others’ emotions

0.782

Utilisation of emotions

0.835

From the analysis, it was found that the reliability coefficient for the complete
questionnaire when validated with the child social workers was 0.854. The
internal consistency of each of the four factors identified as measured by
Cronbach’s alpha produced coefficients ranging between 0.772 (management of
one’s own emotions) and 0.862 (perceptions of emotions). It is concluded that the
Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) by Schutte et al. (2007) is internally consistent
for use in the Malaysian context. A reliability coefficient of 0.854 was considered
to be good, being above the minimum acceptable coefficient (Chua, 2006).
Overall EI measure was highly reliable, and the subscales for perceptions of
emotions, management of one’s own emotions, management of others’ emotions
and utilisation of emotions achieved high levels of reliability. The results of this
study supported the proposition that the child social workers could reliably and
validly report their own levels of EI using AES by Schuette et al. (2007). Thus,
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the research findings of the present study supported those found in Fukuda et al.
(2011), Rankin (2009), Schuette et al. (2007), Ciarrochi et al. (2001) and Petrides
and Furnham (2000), concerning the four subscales of AES.
4.2

Formula of Emotional Intelligence Levels

In the present study, I divided the level of EI into three categories: ‘Level 1 – Low’,
‘Level 2 – Moderate’ and ‘Level 3 – High’. I needed to categorise the EI levels
because I wanted to know the levels of EI among the participants. Schuette et al.
(1998) and Schutte, Malouff and Bhullar (2007), however, did not show
categorisations or levels of EI in the scale that they had developed. To categorise
the levels of EI, I conducted the procedures stated below. The minimum score for
the 33 items in AES (2007) was 33, while the maximum score was 165. It is noted
that high scores indicated high emotional intelligence levels, and vice versa. As
the aims of the study were to identify and categorise the levels of EI among the
child social workers, three levels of EI were created as mentioned above. To
specify the range of scores for each level, the highest score, which was 165, had
the lowest score, which was 33, subtracted from it. The score was then divided
by three to create the three levels of EI; hence, 44 was obtained from the
calculation and was used as the range for each level of EI. The lowest score of
33 was then added to 44 to obtain a value of 77. Thus, participants with overall
scores of 77 or below were categorised as ‘low’, while those with scores between
78 and 121 were categorised as ‘moderate’. Those who scored between 122 and
165 were categorised as having a ‘high’ level of EI.
The formula and visual calculation are illustrated below. The scores were used to
categorise the participants’ levels of EI.
The highest score – the lowest score

=165 – 33

3

=

44

=

Low

3

33 + 44=77

Level 1=Score lower than 77

77 + 44=121

Level 2=Score between 78 and 121 =

Moderate

121 + 44=165

Level 3=Score between 122 and 165 =

High
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The findings from the analysis, as shown in Table 8, showed that 17.1% of the
participants were at Level 2, which was a ‘moderate’ level, while 82.9% of the
participants were at Level 3, which was a ‘high’ level. None of the participants
was reported to be at a ‘low’ level. The findings from the analysis of the overall
results showed that the EI levels of the child social workers in the three locations
of the study were mainly at the ‘high’ level.
Table 8: The levels of EI scores of the participants

Level

Frequency

Per cent

2

18

17.1

3

87

82.9

Total

105

100

When the child social workers were assessed using AES, the overall results
suggest high reported levels of EI. Nevertheless, this discovery was not surprising
due to the fact that there exists a deep link between EI, professional relationships
and skilled practice (see Howe, 2008), which is needed in this line of work (see
Morrison, 2007). In addition, working with vulnerable people is a highly stressful
career that obliges the workers to develop high resilience to stress. Thus, EI,
reflective ability and aspects of empathy and social competence are among the
suggested key protective qualities in social care contexts (Kinman & Grant,
2010). Other than that, positive emotions have also been proposed by Collins
(2007), which could help social workers establish and maintain resilience.
Positive emotions serve as a coping strategy, not only in social workers’ daily
work tasks but also throughout their careers. Some examples of positive
emotions are joy, interest, contentment and love. These positive emotions involve
pleasant subjective feelings (see Fredrickson, 1998) that form important
elements in psychological resilience (Fredrickson et al., 2003).
Moreover, the research findings of the qualitative part of the present research
seem to suggest another example of a positive emotion that may relate to the
local context: the expression of gratitude. As perceived by the child social
workers, gratitude (i.e. giving praise to Allah) could help them manage their
negative emotions (‘gratitude’ is discussed in detail in Chapters Five, Six and
Seven). The expression and attitude of gratitude may be the most beneficial
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means of raising and maintaining positive moods for the social work profession
(see also Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006). Thus, positive emotions (e.g. the
expression of gratitude) could help enhance the social workers’ EI.
Table 9: Mean and standard deviation for the EI levels

N

Minimum Maximum

Mean

SD

Level
of EI

105

2

3

2.8286 0.37869

Table 9 shows that the mean score for overall EI levels was 2.8286, whereas the
score for standard deviation was 0.37869. Small standard deviations (relative to
the value of the mean itself) indicated that the scores were close to the mean; a
standard deviation of 0 would mean that all of the scores were the same (Field,
2009). It should be made clear that the scores for the EI levels were consistently
close to the mean score. Notably, the results showed the participants’ tendency
to approach Level 3 (high) in their overall EI levels.
Generally, the findings also showed that the Malaysian social workers were
reported to be emotionally intelligent in 1) perceiving emotions, 2) dealing with
their own and others’ emotions, and 3) utilising emotions. As shown in Table 10,
the participants’ overall EI mean score was 131.69. The participants scored
higher for the factor management of one’s own emotions (mean=37.51), followed
by perceptions of emotions (37.45), management of others’ emotions (32.19),
and utilisation of emotions (24.54). This indicates that the participants were more
intelligent in terms of managing their own emotions and perceiving emotions.
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Table 10: Mean and standard deviation for the EI factors

EI

Perceptions Management Management Utilisation

Score

of

of One’s

of Others’

of

(overall)

Emotions

Own

Emotions

Emotions

Emotions
Mean

131.69

37.45

37.51

32.19

24.54

SD

12.483

4.264

4.021

3.495

3.079

Management of One’s Own Emotions
According to Saarni (1999), the management of one’s own emotions is a skill that
involves the ability to adapt to aversive or distressing emotions by using selfregulation strategies that ameliorate the intensity or duration of such emotional
states (in Ciarrochi, Chan & Bajgar, 2001). Self-regulation strategies include
showing and using positive emotions (Barsade & Gibson, 2007), whereby these
emotions can be used to develop self-control of emotions. Besides positive
emotions, Fox and Calkins (2003) also suggest intrinsic and extrinsic factors, as
well as cultural expectations with regard to emotional displays, which could
contribute to the development of self-control of emotions. The present research
used an ethnographic framework which aimed to explore cultural contributions of
emotions in the local context. Parallel with Fox and Calkins (2003), concerning
the intrinsic factor, the qualitative findings in the present research (i.e. belief in
Allah, religious practice and expression of thankfulness to Allah) were observed
by the Malaysian child social workers to be among the important factors. The
workers perceived and believed that praying could help them regulate their
negative emotions, which indicates their internal locus of control. Moreover,
Daniel and Wassell (2002) also note that the internal locus of control is one of the
factors associated with resilience (in NCH, 2007). In addition, a study by Munk
and Addleman (1992) showed a significant relationship between religious
affiliation and internal locus of control. Thus, a high internal locus of control may
help social workers enhance their ability to manage their emotions when dealing
with stressful situations in the workplace. On the other hand, extrinsic factors
could be explained by supportive environments. In the research interviews and
133

observations, the social workers commented that understanding from their
superiors and support from their colleagues could help them manage their
emotions. In a related study by Jacobi (2010), the researcher reports that a lack
of management support is a source of frustration among counsellors pertaining
to their relationships with clients and other health care providers, which can
weaken their investment in their work. Thus, this seems to show that positive
organisational culture can contribute to the enhancement of EI, i.e. in managing
one’s emotions.
Another factor, which refers to professional/organisational/cultural expectations
concerning emotional displays in the workplace, may also contribute to the high
scores on the subscale of management of one’s own emotions. Since social
workers work with vulnerable or stressed individuals/families, the ability to
express negative emotions, such as anger, may be an issue for them and their
clients (see Bosly, 2008). When the workers need to suppress their emotions, a
situation known as emotional labour, this relates to the management of feelings
to create publicly observable facial and bodily displays (Hochschild, 1983). Thus,
due to the practice requirement, social workers must or should be trained to
acquire the ability to manage their emotions. In the Malaysian context, social
workers are trained through relevant professional courses conducted by the
Institut Sosial Malaysia (ISM) with the aim of enhancing and expanding their skills
and knowledge, particularly those of the officers and employees of the Malaysia
Social Welfare Department (ISM, 2012) and the medical social workers at the
Ministry of Health and the Malaysia Association of Social Workers. From the start
of their duties as social workers in the Malaysia Social Welfare Department, and
when required, these workers or staff will be sent by the management to attend
courses that relate to their professional practice (Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2012). This was discussed in detail in Chapter One, Section 1.4 –
Organisation of Social Work in Malaysia.
Perceptions of Emotions
Saarni (1999) defined the perception of emotions as the ability to discern one’s
own and others’ emotions based on “situational and expressive cues that have
some degree of cultural consensus as to their emotional meaning” (in Ciarrochi,
Chan & Bajgar, 2001). Meanwhile, Salovey and Mayer (1990) state that
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individuals who are more accurate can more quickly perceive and respond to their
own emotions and better express those emotions to others. Saarni’s definition of
perceiving emotions seems to be related to the concept of empathy. For example,
Gerdes and Segal (2009) propose three model components of the social work
model of empathy, two of which are the affective response to another’s emotions
and actions and the cognitive processing of one’s affective response and the
other person’s perspective. Thus, it is not surprising for a social worker to obtain
a high score when perceiving his or her emotions. In the analysis of this
quantitative part of the present study, the Malaysian child social workers also
showed high scores in perceiving emotions. To relate the association between EI
and working relationships and the relationships between EI and decision-making
processes, I emphasised that highly expressed emotion attitudes in professional
settings should be presented, and that attitudes may have a significant influence
on outcomes (see Chantal & Greet, 2003). As stated by Chantal and Greet
(2003), an expressed emotion is related to the client’s level of functioning, with
the amount of openness and internal attribution from the professional
perspective. Having said this, the intelligence to perceive one’s own and others’
emotions may be one of the important requirements in dealing with clients and in
decision-making processes, which is an interesting aspect to explore in the
qualitative part of this research. The qualitative data appeared to show that the
concept of empathy and skills in understanding others were suggested as
important elements in building better workplace relationships that could help
decision-making processes (this part will be explored in detail in Chapters Six
and Seven).
Management of Others’ Emotions
This skill includes the ability to arrange events that others enjoy, hide negative
emotions in order to avoid hurting people’s feelings and make others feel better
when they are sad (Ciarrochi, Chan & Bajgar, 2001). The Malaysian child social
workers scored lower on this subscale as compared to the subscales of
perceiving emotions and managing one’s own emotions. This may relate to the
culture in Malaysia. For example, Colpan et al. (2002) emphasise that “In nonwestern, collectivist cultures, parents may engage in behaviours that are
consistent with authoritarian parenting styles”, and this was further strengthened
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by Kesharvaz and Baharudin’s (2009) research findings. Kesharvaz and
Baharudin (2009) also note that authoritarian parents are highly controlling and
demanding but affectively cold. Thus, Malaysians may tend to utilise less emotion
in their interactions with others than those in Western cultures. Further, with
regard to the expression of emotions, women with predominantly European
values have been reported to suppress their emotions less frequently in their daily
lives than women with bicultural Asian–European values (Butler, Lee & Gross,
2007). Furthermore, Salovey and Mayer (1990) proposed that the management
of others’ emotions relates to the regulation of emotions in others – that is, the
ability to regulate and alter the affective reactions of others. Items stated in this
subscale – I know when to speak about my personal problems to others, and I
like to share my emotions with others – were perceived by the respondents in this
study as irrelevant in Malaysian culture, which relates to the concept of shame.
McDougall (as cited in Mohammed Mansor Abdullah, 1993) mentions that shame
occurs because of the “discomfort in the presence of other people, arising from
intense self-consciousness due to the simultaneous evoking of positive and
negative feelings”. Thus, feeling shame towards other people could lead to either
negative or positive feelings in oneself. This relates to the emotions of sadness
and fear. These two emotions are considered to be very private, and only certain
people are allowed to see them. Individuals express these two emotions to those
whom they believe to be primarily their family, and believe that the expression of
them to other people/the public needs to be controlled. Sadness and fear are
viewed as negative emotions in accordance with religious teachings. Hence,
these two emotions should be controlled properly (these emotions are discussed
in detail in Chapter Five).
However, another aspect of the social work profession, where staff have to deal
with vulnerable people, is skill in managing others’ emotions (e.g. empathising),
that could be very important as well. This skill can make clients feel better when
they feel down. As proposed by Salovey and Mayer (1990), a particularly exciting
commonality between emotional appraisal and expression is that they seem to
relate to empathy – that is, the ability to comprehend others’ feelings and reexperience them in oneself. Furthermore, King (2011) also states that social work
theories emphasise empathy as an interpersonal helping strategy and organising
principle essential to the practice of social work (e.g. in therapeutic relationships).
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The qualitative data in the present research appeared to show that the social
workers emphasised the skill of empathising with their clients’ emotions and/or
situations. They seemed to agree that empathy is very important in building better
relationships with the clients and helping them in decision-making processes (this
will be explored further in Chapters Six and Seven). Thus, the Malaysian child
social workers scored low in this skill of managing others’ emotions, which could
be due to items on the subscale not being particularly relevant to social work
practice in Malaysia generally (see Appendix 1 – Questionnaire, AES 2007).
There are also some particular factors in the Malaysian context with regard to the
expression of emotions. In Malaysia, emotion (positive and negative) is less
openly displayed as public expressions of emotions are discouraged.
Utilisation of Emotions
The research findings showed that the Malaysian child social workers scored the
lowest for the subscale of utilisation of emotions. The possible reason for the low
score might be that the items in the subscale are not relevant to the Malaysian
context. AES 2007 is a 33-item scale, which assesses the EI traits using a 5-point
Likert-type response format (1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Somewhat Disagree,
3=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4=Somewhat Agree and 5=Strongly Agree). The
frequent low rates given by the social workers ranged from 3=Neither Agree nor
Disagree to 2=Somewhat Disagree and 1=Strongly Disagree for each item in the
subscale. Thus, the overall score for this subscale and mean score were low. The
possible reason for the social workers rating low for certain items in AES might
be due to their knowledge and/or belief that emotions are a negative element.
Items in the subscales such as ‘emotions are one of the things that make my life
worth living’ and ‘some of the major events of my life have led me to re-evaluate
what is important and not important’ may be perceived by the respondents in this
study as irrelevant in Malaysian culture, which may relate to the negative
perception of emotions and/or to family upbringing. For example, most Malaysian
families, irrespective of ethnicity (i.e. Malay, Chinese or Indian), tend to use
authoritarian parenting as their norm in raising their children and promoting
optimal development (Keshavarz & Baharudin, 2009).
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4.3

Does the EI of the Malaysian child and family social workers relate to

demographic factors?
Objective 2 – To investigate the differences in EI and demographic factors among
child social workers
To carry out the second objective of the quantitative part of the present study, the
data obtained were subjected to a number of statistical analyses using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 16.0).
4.3.1 Test of Normality
A normality test was conducted to find out whether there is a serious departure
from normality or otherwise. An overall EI frequency histogram with a normal
curve was created for visual evaluation (see Figure 1). Figure 1 also displays
overall EI mean (131.69), standard deviation (12.483) and sample size (N=105).
Figure 1: The histogram of overall EI scores

In addition, an expected normal probability plot was also generated to show the
relationship between the expected normal value and the actual normal value of
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overall EI. The graph is shown in Figure 2. The values indicated that overall EI
was normally distributed.
Figure 2: A normal probability plot indicating a normal distribution of
overall EI scores

For a more objective measure of whether a distribution is normal, I also used the
Shapiro-Wilk method for further testing. The Shapiro-Wilk method is used to test
whether one distribution is significantly different from another. In addition,
Shapiro-Wilk is also assumed to be appropriate for this study due to the small
sample size (N=105). As suggested by Salkind (2011), the Shapiro-Wilk test is
used if the sample size is between 3 and 2,000, whereas the KolmogorovSmirnov test is used if the sample size is greater than 2,000. Overall EI and the
four factors of EI (perceptions of emotions, management of one’s own emotions,
management of others’ emotions and utilisation of emotions) are the dependent
variables. Meanwhile, the demographic factors (i.e. gender, marital status, age,
educational level and length of service) are the independent variables.
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Table 11: Test of normality (gender and EI factors)

Shapiro-Wilk
Subscales

Sex

Sig.

Perception of emotions

Male

0.011

Female

0.434

Male

0.147

Female

0.149

Male

0.635

Female

0.077

Male

0.066

Female

0.088

Management of one’s
own
emotions

Management of others'
emotions

Utilisation of emotions

As displayed in Table 11, the Shapiro-Wilk test showed that p-values for
management of one’s own emotions, management of others’ emotions and
utilisation of emotions were greater than α=0.05. This means that the data
showed a normal distribution. Meanwhile, p-value for perceptions of emotions
was also greater than α=0.05 (except the value for male), thus there was no
serious departure from normality (see Khalili, 2011). This confirms that the data
was sufficiently normally distributed.

140

Table 12: Test of normality (marital status and EI factors)

Shapiro-Wilk
Subscales

Marital Status

Sig.

Perceptions of emotions

Married

0.007

Unmarried

0.176

Management of one’s own

Married

emotions

Unmarried

0.036

Management of others’ emotions

Married

0.225

Single

0.645

Married

0.022

Single

0.202

Utilisation of emotions

0.06

As shown in Table 12, the p-value for management of others’ emotions was
higher than α=0.05. This means that the data showed a normal distribution. The
Shapiro-Wilk test showed that p-values for perceptions of emotions (except the
value for married), management of one’s own emotions (except the value for
single) and utilisation of emotions (except the value for married) were greater
than α=0.05; thus, there was no serious departure from normality.
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Table 13: Test of normality (age group and EI factors)
Shapiro-Wilk
Subscales

Age Group

Sig.

Perceptions of emotions

21–30 years

0.676

31–40 years

0.003

41–50 years

0.337

51 years and
above

1

Management of one’s own

21–30 years

0.262

emotions

31–40 years

0.035

41–50 years

0.531

51 years and
above

0.407

21–30 years

0.577

31–40 years

0.201

41–50 years

0.824

Management of others’
emotions

51 years and

Utilisation of emotions

above

0.537

21–30 years

0.148

31–40 years

0.059

41–50 years

0.594

51 years and
above

1

According to the p-values for perceptions of emotions and management of one’s
own emotions (Table 13), Shapiro-Wilk showed greater than α=0.05 (except the
value for 31–40 years), and thus there was no serious departure from normality.
In addition, p-values for management of others’ emotions and utilisation of
emotions were higher than α=0.05; therefore, there was no significant departure
from normality.
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Table 14: Test of normality (educational level and EI factors)
Shapiro-Wilk
Subscales

Educational Level

Perceptions of emotions

High school

0.846

Diploma

0.287

Bachelor’s

0.031

Postgraduate

0.098

Management of one’s own

High school

0.339

emotions

Diploma

0.499

Bachelor’s

0.182

Postgraduate

0.172

High school

0.835

Diploma

0.381

Bachelor’s

0.022

Postgraduate

0.967

High school

0.548

Diploma

0.064

Bachelor’s

0.164

Postgraduate

0.062

Management of others’

Sig.

emotions

Utilisation of emotions

Table 14 shows that the p-value for management of one’s own emotions was
higher than α=0.05; therefore, there was no significant departure from normality.
Meanwhile, p-values for perceptions of emotions (except the values for
bachelor’s and postgraduate), management of others’ emotions (except the value
for bachelor’s) and utilisation of emotions (except the value for diploma) were
greater than α=0.05; thus, there was no serious departure from normality.
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Table 15: Test of normality (length of service and EI factors)
Shapiro-Wilk
Experience in Child
Subscales

Welfare

Perceptions of emotions

Less than 5 years

Sig.
0.565

6–10 years

0.002

11–15 years

0.019

16–20 years

0.301

More than 20 years

0.121

Management of one’s own

Less than 5 years

0.375

emotions

6–10 years

0.022

11–15 years

0.727

16–20 years

0.683

More than 20 years

0.749

Less than 5 years

0.701

6–10 years

0.73

11–15 years

0.395

16–20 years

0.7

More than 20 years

0.201

Less than 5 years

0.096

6–10 years

0.042

11–15 years

0.492

16–20 years

0.213

More than 20 years

0.247

Management of others’ emotions

Utilisation of emotions

According to the Shapiro-Wilk test (Table 15), p-values for perceptions of
emotions (except the values for 6–10 years and 11–15 years), management of
one’s own emotions (except the value for 6–10 years) and utilisation of emotions
(except the value for 6–10 years) were greater than α=0.05, and thus there was
no serious departure from normality. Furthermore, the p-value for management
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of others’ emotions was higher than α=0.05; therefore, there was no significant
departure from normality.
For the overall normality test, the dependent and independent variables showed
no significant departures from normality. Since the normality assumption was not
violated, it would be more appropriate to use the tests for parametric data
(Greasley, 2008), which were the t-test and one-way ANOVA analysis, where
appropriate. The present research hypotheses are as follows:
H1: There will be a difference in terms of gender in the emotional intelligence
scores.
H2: There will be a difference between married and single social workers’
emotional intelligence scores.
H3: There will be a difference in terms of age in the emotional intelligence
scores.
H4: There will be a difference in the emotional intelligence scores of social
workers with different lengths of service.
H5: There will be a difference between the emotional intelligence scores of
social workers with different educational backgrounds.
The research findings showed no significant differences in the four factors or
subscales – perceptions of emotions, management of one’s own emotions,
management of others’ emotions and utilisation of emotions – of EI, or in EI as a
whole construct, between different genders, marital statuses, age groups and
lengths of service (p>0.05). The only significant difference was found with
educational level. Therefore, H1, H2, H3 and H4 were rejected, which signifies that
none of these four factors affected the level of EI. The results provided evidence
that the differences in gender, marital status, age and length of service did not
influence the level of EI among the Malaysian social workers, which was probably
due to cultural effects. However, the research findings showed that the child
social workers with high educational levels showed high EI. Hence, H5 will be
discussed in detail below.
To test H5, one-way ANOVA analysis was used to compare the means for more
than two groups of the participants’ educational levels. The mean and standard
deviation of each emotional intelligence factor (subscale) as well as emotional
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intelligence as a whole construct were measured to identify whether there was
any difference between the educational level and emotional intelligence of the
participants.
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Mean
SD
Mean
SD
Mean
SD
Mean
SD

High school

(n=8)

Diploma

(n=28)

Bachelor

(n=56)

Post-graduate

(n=13)

Educational Level

(N=105)

Perceptions of one’s own

12.432

143.57

10.723

131.36

11.342

126.14

16.048

134.12

5

42

4

37

3

35

5

38

3.517

40.84

3.694

37.38

3.932

35.86

4.334

38.75

(overall) of emotions emotions

EI

Management

2.97

34.91

3.241

31.87

3.501

31.46

4.44

3.923

25.93

2.643

24.68

3.165

23.64

3.742

24.5

emotions

emotion
32.5

of

of others’

Management Utilisation

Table 16: Means and SD for the overall score for EI according to educational level and each subscale of AES

As expected, the participants with high educational levels showed a higher mean
score (postgraduate; mean=143.57) in overall EI (see Table 16). Surprisingly, the
participants with a high school degree showed a higher mean score (134.12) in
overall EI compared to the participants who had a diploma (mean=126.42) or
bachelor’s degree (mean=131.36). The participants with a high school degree
also showed higher mean scores in perceptions of emotions (mean=38.38),
management of one’s own emotions (mean=38.75) and management of others’
emotions (mean=32.50) as compared to the diploma and bachelor’s degree
holders. However, as predicted (H5), there was a difference in the EI scores for
different educational levels, where the participants with the highest educational
level had higher mean scores in overall EI and the four factors of EI. To confirm
whether the differences were statistically significant, one-way ANOVA analysis
was undertaken (see Table 17).

Table 17: ANOVA analysis between groups and within groups by
educational level

Sum of
Squares
Between
Score for EI

groups

groups

df

Square

F

Sig.

916.35

6.878

0

9.242

0

2749.05
1

Within
(Overall)

Mean

3
10

13455.9

1

16204.9

10

5

4

407.217

3

Total

133.23

Between
Perceptions of

groups
Within

emotions

groups

135.74

10
1483.37

1

1890.58

10

7

4

Total

148

14.687

Management of

Between

one’s own

groups

emotions

233.98

3

Within

1447.77

10

groups

9

1

1681.75

10

9

4

Total

Management of

Between

others’

groups

117.458

3

Within

1152.67

10

groups

8

1

1270.13

10

5

4

48.692

3

emotions

Total

77.993

5.441

0.002

3.431

0.02

1.749

0.162

14.334

39.153

11.413

Between
Utilisation of

groups
Within

emotions

groups

16.231

10
937.292

1

9.28

10
Total

985.984

4

To determine whether the level of EI differs between the educational levels, oneway ANOVA analysis was undertaken. As shown in Table 17, there was a
significant difference in overall EI and three of the EI factors between participants
of differing levels of education. The results of the one-way ANOVA analysis
(Table 17) indicated statistically significant differences in overall EI, F (df=3,101),
P<.05=6.878, perceptions of emotions, F (df=3,101), P<.05=9.242, management
of one’s own emotions, F (df=3,101), P<.05=5.441, and management of others’
emotions, F (df=3,101), P<.05=3.431. However, the results of the one-way
ANOVA analysis indicated that the difference for utilisation of emotions, F
(df=3,101), P>.05=1.749, was not statistically significant between the levels of
education.
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The performing post hoc test results using the Tukey HSD method (Table 18)
showed that there was a significant difference between the mean scores for the
diploma holders and those of high school leavers, as well as between bachelor’s
and postgraduate levels, in overall EI. The negative scores in the mean difference
showed that the mean scores for the diploma holders were smaller than the mean
scores for other groups. This indicates that the diploma holders scored lower in
EI in the overall scores than the other groups. This may be due to their job
description, as workers with diploma certificates are responsible for handling
cases involving children and families while workers with high school certificates
only assist those with diploma degrees in handling these cases. Meanwhile,
bachelor’s degree holders and above are normally responsible for organisational
administration. In other words, workers with diploma certificates are assigned
more challenging tasks, such as handling clients with behavioural and
problematic issues in their lives.
Table 18: Multiple comparison (dependent variable – score for overall EI)
(I) Highest

(J) Highest

Mean

Std

Sig.

Education

Education

Difference

Error

Obtained

Obtained

(I–J)

High school

Diploma

7.982143

5 0.316

Bachelor’s

2.764671

4 0.921

Tukey
HSD

Postgraduate
Diploma

Bachelor’s

Postgraduate

5 0.27

High school

-7.98214

5 0.316

Bachelor’s

-5.21747

3 0.213

Postgraduate

-17.4246

4 0.000

High school

-2.76467

4 0.921

Diploma

5.217472

3 0.213

Postgraduate

-12.2071

4 0.005

High school

9.442414

5 0.27

Diploma

17.42456

4 0.000

Bachelor’s

12.20709

4 0.005

* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
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4.3.2 Multivariate Regression Analysis
In order to determine whether EI is positively associated with gender, marital
status, age, length of service and educational level, a multiple linear regression
was performed utilising overall EI as the independent variable. The descriptive
statistics and correlations are given in Tables 19 and 20 respectively.

Table 19: The descriptive statistics of overall EI and demographic factors

Mean

SD

N

EI Score
(overall)

131.69 12.48266

105

Gender

1.54

0.501

105

Marital status

1.21

0.409

105

Age

1.9

0.746

105

1.78

1.135

105

2.7

0.784

105

Length of
service
Educational
level

151

152

Correlation

Pearson’s

Educational level

Length of service
0.266

0.064

-0.015

0.039

Marital status
Age

-0.089

Gender

EI score (overall)

1

(overall)

EI Score

-0.029

0.127

0

0.05

1

-0.089

Gender

-0.075

-0.131

-0.274

1

0.05

0.039

Status

Marital

0.045

0.645

1

-0.274

0

-0.015

Age

-0.107

1

0.645

-0.131

0.127

0.064

Service

Length of

Table 20: The correlations between overall EI and demographic factors, N=105

1

-0.107

0.045

-0.075

-0.029

0.266

Level

Educational

153

tailed)

Sig. (1-

0.184
0.347
0.44
0.257
0.003

Gender

Marital status

Age

Length of service

Educational level

EI score (overall)

0.386

0.098

0.497

0.307

0.184

0.223

0.092

0.002

0.307

0.347

0.323

0

0.002

0.497

0.44

0.138

0

0.092

0.098

0.257

0.138

0.323

0.223

0.386

0.003

Table 20 shows Pearson’s correlation between overall EI and each demographic
factor. There was a very weak negative correlation between overall EI and gender
(r=-.089, p=0.184) and between overall EI and age (r=-.015, p=0.44). In addition,
p-values (p=0.184 and p=0.44) indicated that the correlation was not significant.
There was a positive correlation between overall EI and marital status (r=0.039,
p=0.347), overall EI and length of service (r=0.064, p=0.257) and overall EI and
educational level (r=0.266, p=0.003). However, the correlations were very weak
and not significant, except for the correlation between overall EI and educational
level, which indicated that the p-value was smaller than the conventional value,
p=0.05.
Since only the variables for overall EI and educational level had a significant
correlation, p<0.05 (however, the correlation was very weak, r=0.266), Table 18
shows the model summary. The correlation between overall EI and educational
level was 0.330. R2 value was 0.109, which indicated that the 10.9% change in
overall EI was caused by the combination of all demographic aspects (i.e. gender,
marital status, age, length of service and educational level).
Table 21: Model summary (b)
Std
Error
R

Adjusted R

of the

Model

R

Squared

Squared

Estimate

1

0.330(a)

0.109

0.064

12.07674

a. Predictors: (constant), educational level, gender, age,
marital status and length of service
b. Dependent variable: EI score (overall)

154

155

1.

1.696362

Marital status

1.540756 0.298554

Educational level

4.756362

0.224357

2.176239 -0.15836

3.022649 0.055571

2.406225 -0.1134

7.834289

Length of service

-2.65048

-2.82793

Gender

Age

121.8307

1 (Constant)

Beta

Coefficients

Coefficients
Std Error

Standardised

Unstandardised

Dependent variables of overall EI

Model

Table 22: Coefficients (a)

3.087032

1.745903

-1.21792

0.561217

-1.17526

15.55095

t

0.003

0.084

0.226

0.576

0.243

0.000

Sig.

The results of the t-test (see Table 22) showed that there was a statistically
significant difference in overall EI with regard to educational level.

Table 23: Excluded variables (b)
Collinearity
Partial

Statistics

Correlation

Tolerance

Model
Beta In

t

Sig.

1

Gender

0.-081

0.855

0.395

-0.084

0.999

0.059

0.619

0.537

0.061

0.994

Marital
status

Age

-0.027

0.282

0.778

-0.028

0.998

0.094

0.983

0.328

0.097

0.988

Length of
service

a. Predictors in the model: (constant), educational level
b. Dependent variable: overall EI score

Table 23 shows that the four independent variables (i.e. gender, marital
status, age and length of service) were excluded from the regression model.
The results of the analysis showed that these four variables were not
significant at p<.05.
The results of the analysis (Table 23) showed that the variance in gender,
marital status, age and length of service did not contribute to the variance in
overall EI level when these four demographic aspects were entered into the
model. In contrast, the variance in the educational level contributed to the
variance in overall EI when educational level was entered with other
demographic factors. The analysis showed that the correlation between
overall EI and linear regression among all the independent variables was
0.330. The value of R2=0.109 indicated that the 10.9% change in overall EI
was caused by the variance in educational level. It indicated that about 89.1%
change in overall EI could not be predicted. This might be due to other
variables (other factors) that were not studied in the model. The practice of
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religion and/or spirituality seemed to be another factor that came to light in
the qualitative study (see Chapter Six, Section 6.3 – Spirituality Facilitates
Positive Emotions).
The findings showed no significant differences in the four factors or subscales
(perceptions of emotions, management of one’s own emotions, management
of others’ emotions and utilisation of emotions) of EI together with EI as a
whole construct between different genders, marital status, age groups and
lengths of service. The only significant difference was found in educational
level. The research findings showed that the child social workers with a high
educational level showed high EI. Surprisingly, the social workers with a high
school education showed high EI compared to the diploma and bachelor’s
degree holders. The results of the one-way ANOVA analysis indicated that
the differences in overall EI, perceptions of emotions, management of one’s
own emotions, and management of others’ emotions were statistically
significant. However, the difference for utilisation of emotions was not
statistically significant between educational levels.
Regressive analysis was conducted to determine which demographic
variables were predictive of EI. Overall, the model was not effective in
predicting EI: only 10.9% of the variance was explained by the model. The
analysis indicated that the 10.9% change in overall EI was caused by the
variance in educational level. It indicated that about 89.1% of change in
overall EI could not be predicted. This may be due to other variables (i.e.
other factors) that were not studied in the model. Though only a small amount
of variance was explained in the model, these results are a start in
understanding the possible factors involved in EI formation and development
in the Malaysian context.
4.4 Discussion of Emotional Intelligence, Cultural Effects and
Demographic Differences
The research findings from the quantitative part of the present research are
discussed in this section. Emotional intelligence and educational level will be
discussed further since these two variables showed significant results in the
local context.
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4.4.1 Discussion of EI and Educational Level Among Malaysian Child
and Family Social Workers
In the quantitative study of this research, the findings from the analysis of the
overall results showed that a significant difference was only found between
the participants’ educational levels in relation to their overall EI scores, as
well as their scores on the four subscales of the measured EI. In other words,
the participants with higher educational levels had higher scores for EI. The
present research showed that social workers with higher educational
qualifications exhibited more emotional intelligence. When dealing with
clients, they were better prepared and had better-developed professional
skills in terms of perceiving, regulating and utilising emotions. In other words,
they tended to display greater EI. In addition, they were also found to have
higher scores in perceiving emotions and managing their own and others’
emotions. This may reflect their experiences in relation to the campus
system, campus life and the supportive or professional environment. The
university system focuses not only on academic achievements but also on
non-academic matters such as co-curricular involvement, which are
emphasised and balanced with academic requirements. Involvement in cocurricular activities could help them learn important life lessons, build
character, learn useful lifelong skills, feel more connected to their university
or college and build important personal and professional relationships
(Joronen & Danforth, 2011), as well as achieving better academic results
(Carthy & McGilloway, 2015; Joronen & Danforth, 2011). All of these relate
to their interactions with people surrounding them. The more they interact
with different environments, the more they will utilise their emotions. Thus,
this could develop their emotional intelligence. Kalyoncu et al. (2012) assert
that emotional intelligence is positively associated with a high level of
education, such as acquisition of a university degree (e.g. master’s or PhD).
Hence, the research findings seem to support the belief that emotional
intelligence can be learned, and, thus, an increased level of education may
support an increase in emotional intelligence (see also Kalyoncu et al., 2012).
The present research was also parallel with Carthy and McGilloway’s (2015)
suggestion of promoting crucial social skills of development in third-level
institutions across the EU.
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A study conducted by Beytekin (2013) on the relationship between EI and
school management showed that there was a significant relation between EI
and school management abilities overall, and EI was a significant predictor
of school management abilities. Notably, there are two types of school
management, namely, task-oriented management and relationship-oriented
management, which consist of motivating and communicating with others
(Beytekin, 2013). Thus, the longer a person stays in one environment (e.g.
school or higher learning institution), the more chances the person has to
develop his or her ability in EI. Moreover, the ability of students to perceive
emotions was positively related to peer bonding (Han & Johnson, 2012).
Zeng and Miller (2001) have investigated the relations between EI and
personality factors. According to Zeng and Miller (2001), performance
measures are significantly related to traditional intelligence as supported by
the correlations with cognitive ability measures. Their research findings
showed that among the four branches of the EI model (i.e. emotional
perception, emotional facilitation, understanding and regulation), only
emotional perception is empirically found to be consistent with the theoretical
conceptualisation of Mayer and Salovey’s (2000) cognitive model of EI.
Meanwhile, other branches relate neither to intelligence in the traditional
sense nor to personality traits. Their research findings, however, supported
the present study in which the educational level indicated statistically
significant differences in overall EI and the four factors of EI among the child
social workers. This seems to show that EI might be associated with an
individual’s ability to cope with environmental demands and uncertainties
(Mayer, Caruso & Salovey, 1999). Therefore, education may help people to
better understand situations and cope with changing scenarios, which could
explain its positive relationship with level of emotional intelligence. Highly
educated people may be able to express their feelings, communicate openly
and understand others better than less educated ones (Rahim & Malik, 2010).
Due to organisations’ (e.g. Bank) highly tense working environments, rules
and regulations, as well as public interaction and organisational politics, less
educated employees may be less able to behave naturally, communicate
openly and show their feelings than more highly educated people (Rahim &
Malik, 2010). Behaviour may relate to self-confidence and its roles in
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emotional intelligence (see Sterrett, 2014). Self-confidence refers to the
feelings associated with self-worth and personal competence. It is an
indicator of the confidence one feels in one’s knowledge and abilities, and
one’s ability to convey this confidence to others. Individuals with high selfconfidence are seen by others as self-assured and responsible (see Wolfson,
2015).
When dealing with clients, the participants with higher levels of education
seemed to be better prepared with better developed professional skills in
terms of perceiving and managing emotions. In other words, they had a
tendency to display greater EI (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Further, from the
research findings, 12.4% (13 participants) of the participants had a
postgraduate degree (i.e. a master’s degree). The areas of specialisation
reported by the participants were medical social work (three participants),
psychology in counselling (four participants), human development (three
participants), drug addict management (one participant), community
development (one participant) and social policy and rural development (one
participant). Most of the specialised areas indicated by the participants are
directly related to areas of the social work profession that deliver social work
with individuals, families, groups and communities. We may presume that in
their present role as social workers they are practising the theories,
knowledge and skills in social work practice that they were taught during their
academic training years (during their undergraduate or postgraduate studies,
or both). Thus, the participants with postgraduate education displayed
competency in using their emotions or displaying their EI.
A concept in social work education and practice that is very current is
reflective practice, which involves recognising the value of practitioners’ lived
experiences of practice as a basis for making and using knowledge in
practice (Knott & Scragg, 2007); it is highly related to the terms and concepts
of EI (i.e. emotional awareness). Thus, reflecting on emotions in social work,
including the ability to understand one’s own emotions and others’ emotions,
is central to effective social work practice (Butler, 2007). Due to this, the
participants with higher levels of education showed that they scored more
highly in EI than the other groups. Their scores were not only higher for
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overall EI but also for the four subscales (i.e. perceiving emotions, managing
one’s own emotions, managing others’ emotions and utilising emotions).
Some social scientists argue that arts education, such as interpersonal and
intrapersonal arts education, has a relationship with emotional literacy
(Wallace, 1998). According to social scientists, arts education is a means of
developing positive trust, self-esteem and self-expression, as well as
acceptance of self and others. Wallace (1998) states that students with art
education make more emotionally literate decisions and are more aware of
their feelings and those around them.
The transitions through education from school to college and then to the
career world are challenging to most students or individuals. These
transitions may have negative effects on academic achievement, course
completion and college or university success. Hence, a more balanced
perspective is needed and also an increased emphasis on the development
of social and emotional learning, which are essential for academic and career
excellence (Low & Nelson, 2006). Comparatively, the participants with higher
education (experience/qualifications) would have had more experience of
adapting themselves to college or university environments. They might have
been exposed to the development of social and emotional learning when they
were students. The longer they were in the college or university environment,
the more experience they would have. In addition, skills – for example, in
communicating with empathy and authenticity (Hepworth et al., 2006) and on
the basis of professional experience – may also be able to develop one’s EI.
Theories about human behaviour in social environments (Ashford, Lecroy &
Lortie, 2001), which have been used in social workers’ practice, can also be
used by social workers in their own lives because they know both traditional
and contemporary theories, as well as understanding their positive
implications.
Research in EI and academic performance has been reported in the
literature. However, there is a mixed picture from the literature of the
relationship between EI and academic performance. Research in the
Western countries has found evidence that EI predicts academic
performance (e.g. Qualter et al., 2011). Additionally, Shipley, Jackson and
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Segrest (2010) suggest that certain subfactors of EI are related to academic
performance as measured by Grade Point Average (GPA), while global EI is
not significantly associated with academic performance. Furthermore, the
research findings of Geng, Li and Zhou (2011) indicate differences according
to level of education in emotional exhaustion, EI and occupational identity of
social workers. Geng, Li and Zhou found in their study that emotional
exhaustion declined as the level of education increased. The present
research findings coincided with Geng, Li and Zhou’s finding that as level of
education increased, social workers were found to be more capable in
managing their emotions. However, type of specialisation and occupational
setting may contribute as well, since Geng, Li and Zhou’s research was
conducted among social workers in China. Again, this may relate to society’s
expectation that educated people should act intelligently in all aspects,
including in expressing their emotions. With regard to another aspect of EI
and educational achievement, in another study carried out by Namdar et al.
(2008) in the field of nursing, the research findings revealed no significant
relation between EI and education. Similarly, a study conducted by a group
of academicians from the University of Malaysia Sarawak, Mohamad, Ahmad
and Abu (2012) discovered that educational levels were not significantly
correlated with the ability to apply EI among workers in the medical sector.
However, in a study conducted among the students in a Malaysian public
university, the results of the multiple regression analysis showed that the EI
index was more significant in contributing to academic achievement than the
families’ socio-economic status; nevertheless, the contribution was rather
small (Ishak et al., 2008).
It was difficult to find similar research that investigates the differences of EI
levels between groups’ educational levels, particularly among social workers,
either in Malaysia or other countries. Such research is typically conducted
with students in primary or secondary schools (e.g. Qualter et al., 2011;
Petrides, Fredrickson & Furnham, 2004; Farooq, 2003; Wallace, 1998) and
higher learning institutions (e.g. Holt, 2007; Low & Nelson, 2005; Farooq,
2003). The research objective is normally to investigate the relationships
between EI and academic achievements, or the contributions of EI to
academic achievements. In contrast, the present research aimed to
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investigate the differences in EI levels among social workers who were
already in their occupational settings. The present research considers that
investigating the differences between EI and educational levels is important
in determining whether the level of education contributes to or has a
significant relationship with EI levels. A recent study conducted by Hen and
Goroshit (2011) on emotional competency in the education of mental health
professionals found a significant relationship between students’ empathy and
EI at the end of the course as compared with a non-significant relationship at
the beginning of the course. On the other hand, the findings for the first-year
students contrasted with the advanced-year students in the study. The bases
of the argument related to experience in working with people who had mental
health problems, practicum training, academic visits, exposure to required
skills and knowledge in the profession, and so forth. Moreover, emotions
cannot be separated from learning, and they provide people with valuable
information about themselves and how they relate to others (see Jaeger,
2003). Furthermore, based on a comparison between participants with an EI
curriculum and those without it, it has been shown that EI can be successfully
taught in graduate professional schools (Jaeger, 2003). Thus, the potential
for enhanced EI could be improved in the traditional graduate classroom.
That is why social workers with higher levels of education have been reported
to possess higher EI (workers with bachelor’s degrees and above). The
research findings, however, also showed that the workers with high school
certificates reported higher levels of EI compared to workers who had
diploma degrees only. This may result from the burden and workload in the
workplace and the responsibilities assigned to the workers with diploma
degrees (i.e. handling cases of child protection and rehabilitation, as
discussed earlier).
With regard to the research findings of the present study, the participants who
were in the diploma-level group scored the lowest in overall EI and the four
factors of EI. The areas of their specialisation may contribute to their low
scores in EI. Of the 28 participants (26.7% diploma holders), only 6
specialised in human development, 12 in business studies, 6 in public
administration, 2 in management, 1 in law and administration, and 1 in social
science. Theories, skills and knowledge of handling clients with various and
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unique problems may not be used very well by these particular participants.
Moreover, they may not be exposed to situations categorised as social work
cases. This can be problematic if the social workers do not have expertise in
building relationships with clients. As a result, this could create a stressful
situation for them. Ferguson (2005) comments that acting as a child protector
and child rehabilitation officer is a very challenging task. Furthermore, staff
who work with children and families have been reported to have the highest
level of absenteeism and organisational constraints, as well as the poorest
well-being (Coffey, Dugdill & Tattersall, 2004). Due to the areas of
specialisation, this may contribute to the low skill and competency in
perceiving, managing and utilising one’s own emotions and others’ emotions.
One of the essential requirements for a social worker to be assigned as a
child social worker under the Malaysia Social Welfare Department is that the
applicant must possess at least a diploma degree (Malaysia Social Welfare
Department, 2012). However, the areas of specialisation do not precisely
emphasise this requirement (see Malaysia Social Welfare Department,
2012). In some places (i.e. districts) that are within the present research
locations, some child protectors and/or child rehabilitation officers also hold
positions as head or assistant to the head of the district department (during
the interviews, the participants also voiced their feelings and views on this
matter). At the same time, they also handle child and family cases. Notably,
heavy workloads are a commonly cited source of stress in a number of
studies. For example, Lloyd, McKenna and King (2005) report that
demographic and work-related factors, such as profession and the extent of
involvement in case management, are related to stress caused by workloads
and professional self-doubt. Conversely, the Malaysia Social Welfare
Department has assigned multiple workers in the profession. It appears that
too many of them have risen to the positions of manager, administrator and
executive without proper training for success in these roles. It is incumbent
on the profession to ensure that the social workers who change to
administrative roles are well-prepared to bring together their social work and
their management skills and knowledge. If we are unable to do this, then we
will deprive the social workers of their supportive role in the management of
human service agencies (Nesoff, 2007).
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In another respect, in Malaysia, we often hear people expressing disapproval
or blaming individuals who have failed to follow certain accepted social rules.
Furthermore, this disapproval is more critical for those who have achieved a
high level of education. This means that people or society will expect
educated individuals to provide good role models that can be followed by the
people around them. Similarly, educated individuals themselves know that
they are expected to act, behave and think in a way that will be accepted in
society or by society. For this reason, educated individuals strive to show the
best of themselves to others as required and expected. If educated
individuals fail to meet this demand, they are assumed to be violating the
rules of society. Based on the research findings, the group of participants with
postgraduate education presented as being more emotionally intelligent than
other groups. Society demands that individuals with high educational success
show their standards of capability, competency and intelligence. This
includes the competency or skill (intelligence) of perceiving, regulating and
utilising emotions in oneself and others. This shows that people who have a
high level of education are successful in using their cognitive ability and
thinking appropriately. This is how society perceives people with educational
attainment. With regard to the research findings of the present study (i.e. EI
and educational level), the use of AES (2007) in the Malaysian context is
suitable. Even though emotions are at the core of Salovey and Mayer’s model
of EI, it also encompasses social and cognitive functions related to the
expression, regulation and utilisation of emotions (see Schuette et al, 1998).
Goleman (1995) proposes that IQ is no longer the only measure for success
and that EI and social intelligence play a big role in an individual’s success.
Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory, which includes the development of
academic and social skills, can and should be implemented in order to
develop individuals; it utilises aspects of cognitive and developmental
psychology, anthropology and sociology to explain human intellect (Gardner,
1983). Two kinds of intelligence covered in Gardner’s multiple intelligences
theory, namely, interpersonal and intrapersonal, are very much relevant to
helping professions such as social work. In the social work profession,
understanding and handling one’s own and others’ emotions is important,
particularly in engagement, assessment, observation, decision-making,
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planning and intervention (Morrison, 2007). Notably, the research findings in
the present study indicated that the participants were more intelligent in terms
of managing their own emotions and perceiving emotions. The indication was
identified through the participants’ self-reporting. Furthermore, Salovey and
Mayer (1990) state that the management of one’s own emotions may lead to
more adaptive and reinforced mood states. According to the researchers,
emotionally intelligent individuals should be especially adept in this process
and act so as to meet particular goals. An example of an item on the scale of
managing one’s own emotions is ‘I motivate myself by imagining a good
outcome of the tasks I take on’, meaning that the emotionally intelligent social
workers think positively about what shows their efforts to motivate themselves
to work on the duties or tasks they are engaged with. Meanwhile, appraising
and expressing emotions more accurately means that individuals can more
quickly perceive and respond to their own emotions and better express those
emotions to others (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). According to Salovey and
Mayer, this includes the skill of recognising others’ emotional reactions and
empathic responses. Some examples of the items on the perceptions of
emotions subscale are ‘I am aware of my emotions as I experience them’ and
‘By looking at their facial expressions, I recognise the emotions that people
are experiencing’. Thus, multiple intelligences (i.e. intrapersonal and
interpersonal) are important in helping professions such as social work. EI is
also important for gaining cooperation of other colleagues and services on
which social workers depend in order to achieve their outcomes as well as to
survive and thrive in this very tough occupation. Moreover, this essential skill
is also pivotal for managers who need to ‘develop and maintain a practice
that is self-aware and critically reflective’.
4.5

Limitations of the Study

Two limitations were encountered in the quantitative part of the study. First,
the small sample size of the present research limits its ability to find significant
differences. Of the total 120 questionnaires distributed to the participants, 105
were returned to the researcher. In addition, the obvious difference in the
sample sizes for each demographic characteristic group also represents a
limitation of this research. Second, the limited time available for the
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researcher to distribute and collect the questionnaires in three different
research locations is also a limitation of the research. It is a regulation of the
Ministry of Higher Education that research students are only allowed to be in
Malaysia for three months. Thus, the researcher only had three months to
find participants for both the quantitative and qualitative parts of the research
and complete her fieldwork.
4.6

Summary

Understanding the factors that play a role in the formation of EI is critical in
EI research. In the present study, the quantitative findings show that there
were no significant differences in EI for demographic factors among the child
social workers except for level of education. This means that educational
level, which had been presumed to concern cognitive ability, had a correlation
with EI. The research findings supported the ability model of EI as developed
by Salovey and Mayer (1990). The definitions, model and measurements
surrounding the ability model are based on an intelligence framework. In this
approach, Salovey and Mayer (1997) consider EI as a standard intelligence.
However, the present research also found that the workers who had only
acquired a high school education were more emotionally intelligent than the
workers who had a diploma or bachelor’s degree. There may be other factors
or possibilities that cause the workers who only had a high school education
to be more emotionally intelligent than the diploma or bachelor’s degree
holders, but there were no data from the quantitative part of the research that
would allow this issue to be explored further. However, this initial quantitative
research was subsequently complemented with a qualitative approach.
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PART IV
CHAPTER FIVE
EMOTIONS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE IN MALAYSIAN CHILD
AND FAMILY PRACTICE

5.0

Introduction

On 23rd February 2011 (Wednesday) at 3 pm, I had an appointment with one
of the workers in the administration office, a woman (Normah – a pseudonym)
who was also appointed as a child protector. The purpose of the appointment
was to collect the questionnaires, which had been left with Normah before I
headed to Kota Kinabalu on 19th January 2011. Normah offered to help me
distribute and collect the questionnaires to/from her colleagues in her office,
who were also child protectors and/or rehabilitation officers at one of
Malaysia’s welfare departments. Apart from being child protectors and
rehabilitation officers, Normah and her colleagues also handle administrative
tasks and assist the top-level officers in running administrative duties. When
I arrived at the welfare department, my attention was drawn to a written notice
on the wall concerning emotions and thinking. The framed notice read “To
think rationally without being influenced by instinct or emotions is the most
effective way of problem solving” (see Appendix 15).
According to Normah, the notice was produced by the top-level management
as a reminder to all the staff, who were meant to observe its message in their
duties. The notice seemed to discourage the staff from using emotions in their
jobs, particularly in decision-making processes. This might result from the
general view, also identified in the present research findings, that emotions
are disruptive and a negative element, in situations where the interests of the
client must be made a priority (this will be discussed further in Section 7.1 –
Malaysian Child Social Workers’ Perceptions of Emotions and EI in Decisionmaking Processes). Due to the perception that emotions are disruptive, they
(e.g. anger) are devalued in some cultures (see Mesquita & Walker, 2003).
However, I only saw the notice displayed in one department, and according
to Normah the same notice might not be displayed in other welfare
departments. In my observations in other welfare agencies, I saw no display
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of such a notice. I was also aware that this notice was the only one concerning
emotions and decision-making. It seems that the displayed notice was only a
form of advice and not an official directive of the department (further
discussion is found in Chapters Six and Seven). It was used as an informal
guide for the workers.
Based on the research findings, however, the social workers reported that
they used emotions in their work. From the observations, the child social
workers reported that they used emotions in their practice in both productive
and less productive ways (this subject will be discussed in depth in Chapter
Six – Contributions of Emotions and Emotional Intelligence to Working
Relationships, and Chapter Seven – Contributions of Emotions and
Emotional Intelligence to Decision-making Processes). It is worth mentioning
that it has been found that workers’ actual ways of working usually differ
fundamentally from organisational ways as described in manuals, training
programmes, organisational charts and job descriptions (Brown & Duguid,
1991), and this seems to be the case for the welfare organisations in
Malaysia. It needs to be emphasised that conventional descriptions of jobs
mask not only the ways people work but also the significant learning and
innovation generated in the informal communities-of-practice in which they
work (Brown & Duguid, 1991). The involvement of emotions in social work
practice in the present research seemed to show that it was impossible to
avoid the use of emotions due to their reasonable purposes, as observed
during the research and as claimed by the participants (this will be further
discussed throughout this chapter). Thus, the organisations may need to rely
on the latter in their attempt to understand and improve work practices,
particularly social work practice, whose core task is dealing with people.
This chapter, which analyses the qualitative data, begins by exploring,
identifying and discussing different kinds of emotions that the participants in
this study report they commonly experience in their daily practice in working
environments involving children and families. Furthermore, the meanings and
construction of emotions according to the interpretations made by the
Malaysian social workers in their local context are also explored.
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The major aim of this research is to investigate the contributions of emotions
and emotional intelligence (EI) in working relationships and decision-making
processes. Emotions and EI are interrelated (see Ashkanasy, Dasborough &
Ascough, 2009; Howe, 2008; Morrison, 2007); therefore, the qualitative part
of this research also involves exploring emotions in the workplace. Emotions
and EI among the Malaysian social workers in child and family practice are
discussed under two major sub-topics: 1) types of emotions in the workplace
and their constructions, and 2) emotions as a negative element. These subtopics will be explained during this chapter. Identified themes and sub-themes
concerning emotions and EI in the workplace, particularly in the context of
social work practice in Malaysia, will also be discussed under relevant subtopics.
5.1

Types of Emotions in the Workplace and Their Constructions

This chapter will discuss the emotional experiences and EI in the workplace
mentioned by the child social workers and observed throughout the research
process. Three major themes have been identified concerning emotions in
the workplace: 1) positive emotions, 2) negative emotions, and 3) emotional
labour and emotion work. All these themes will be discussed in detail in the
following sections. The perception of emotions as a negative element in the
local context will also be discussed in the last section.
In the present research, the child protectors, rehabilitation officers and
medical social workers said that their tasks involve many emotions. Some of
the emotions most commonly mentioned by the participants during their
professional practice are listed in Table 24.
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Table 24: Reported emotional experiences of the participants’
professional practice
Positive Emotions/Feelings

Negative Emotions/Feelings

Love/Affection

Feeling Uncertain/Doubtfulness

Happiness (i.e. Relief,

Stress/Pressure

Satisfaction)
Gratitude

Confusion

Empathy

Sadness

Sympathy/Pity

Resentment/Anger/‘Geram’

Emotional Labour

Depression

Emotion Work

Dissatisfaction/Disagreement
Worry/Anxiety
Guilt
Frustration

5.1.1 Positive Emotions/Feelings
The first main theme identified concerning emotions in child and family
practice is that of positive emotions. There are seven types of positive
emotions (Table 24) often reported by the participants during the interviews
and observed during the research. In this section, the first overview covers
emotions that the child social workers experienced in the workplace. Key
examples of positive emotional experiences reported by the participants
during their professional practice are given below:
Love/Affection
Emotions, such as consideration and love… I feel like … like …
he’s my own child. I feel like … I love him. It’s like … not
sympathy, no, no, not sympathy. In many cases I have handled,
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this case has its attraction. That’s why I can feel it. I like him
[her child client].
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 34)
This child [his client] is intelligent. I like her. I was happy
handling her case and I enjoyed it.
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39)
… last time, when I just started working in this profession, I was
like tooo … in love with my clients [loved/cared about them too
much].
(Medical Social Worker 6, male, aged 33)
Happiness
We feel happy when our colleagues share or tell us their funny
stories or make jokes. Sometimes, when we feel stressed with
our workload, our colleagues help make us happy.
(Probation Officer 1, female, aged 35)
Errr … I realise, normally, the thing that can make me happy is
when families come to this institution and visit their children.
When they come, we give them the opportunity to meet and
interact with their children. Parents will give their positive
feedback concerning their children’s progress. They will say
that their children’s attitude was negative before and now they
are showing a positive attitude. If we look back at our function,
it means we’ve succeeded in improving their attitude. So, we
feel happy.
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
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Gratitude/Thankfulness
Really? [They enjoy working here?] [laughs] … Ohh …
Alhamdulillah [praise be to Allah].
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 34)
Alhamdulillah [praise be to Allah] … I still can control my
emotions even though our children sometimes break the rules
[smiles].
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
Empathy
When I asked him [his client] what he had done … he cried. He
cried. I understood. I could feel it. He said his family was biased
against him. He is the youngest.
(Medical Social Worker 2, male, aged 51)
Sympathy/Pity
Yes! It is [feeling sympathy]. I was too emotional towards my
patients. When they came in their poor condition, you know …
we [the medical social worker and his patient] are from different
backgrounds. I think you know the situation, I mean the socioeconomic background. The first time I came here [Sabah] and
when I heard about their socio-economic background, it made
me think deeply … “Is that enough money?” [it was a small
amount]. Yeah! I was sympathetic.
(Medical Social Worker 6, male, aged 33)
Emotional Labour and Emotion Work
We have been advised by our seniors that it is not useful if we
argue or are intolerant of our clients even if we disagree with
them. This is because they [clients] are the public, who may not
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understand our roles. So, we, as government servants … errr
… we need to think positively and ensure that our clients
understand our roles, so that in the end, we can get what we
expect to get.
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
The participants reported that they experienced a variety of positive emotions
in the workplace. They remarked that they care about their clients (particularly
the children) and tend to express happiness when surrounded by happy
colleagues. In addition, they mentioned that they tend to express gratitude
when they are accepted by the environment. In terms of skills in the
profession, the participants also showed their skill in professional
competency through the display of empathy. Sympathy was also reported,
and this feeling was identified to have a positive effect on the participants: it
was considered to drive them to analyse their clients’ fates and situations.
The research findings concerning sympathy support those by Vaish,
Carpenter and Tomasello (2009), whereby sympathy increases the likelihood
of prosocial behaviour; also, within individuals it correlates with prosocial
behaviour. To some extent, empathy and sympathy give a positive outcome
to the participants’ professional working relationships. In terms of the
exploration of the participants’ emotional experiences in the workplace, when
they revealed that they experienced some emotions, it can be said and
believed that emotions are central to the constitution of the realities that
people so readily take for granted in their work and organisation (see also
Fineman, 1993).
The importance of workplace emotions and attitudes seems to be
emphasised in organisations. That is because emotions and attitudes can
make a huge difference in an individual’s behaviour and well-being, as well
as in organisational performance and client satisfaction. Positive emotions
and attitudes can be extremely beneficial to work environments. Positive
emotions, such as happiness, pride and satisfaction, can lift people’s spirits.
The present research shows that emotions are clearly a key determinant of
human attitudes and behaviours (see also Ashkanasy, Dasborough &
Ascough, 2009). In addition, positive emotions have an impact on
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relationships with others (e.g. clients and colleagues). The child social
workers’ emotions seem to unfold as a consequence of their clients’
situations or emotions. This shows the social workers’ reactions to what is
happening, such as when they share a relationship or affiliation with their
clients. Positive emotions broaden an individual’s thought–action repertoire,
which can have the often incidental effect of building an individual’s personal
resources, including physical, intellectual and social resources (Fredrickson,
1998).
Emotional labour was also emphasised by the participants as it has positive
effects on working relationships. While dealing with clients, social workers
also do emotional labour. This seems to indicate that emotional labour
requires the child social workers to induce and suppress their feelings in order
to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper impression on
others and also makes others feel cared for in a convivial and safe place.
This kind of labour calls for a coordination of mind and feeling, and it
sometimes draws on a source of self that people honour deeply and is
integral to their individuality (Hochschild, 1983). Thus, it is very important to
undertake emotional labour. As argued by Putnam and Mumby (1993),
emotional labour is unavoidable and is often pernicious, because the very
nature of a corporate life, as we know it, marginalises our personal feelings.
In terms of cultural context, the participants tended to emphasise what has
been taught in their religion. For example, besides showing gratitude (i.e. to
Allah), the participants in the present study also emphasised the belief that
when one has been given certain responsibilities (i.e. to do one’s work as
described in one’s job description, or holding a higher post), one should
approach those responsibilities by making one’s best efforts, as already
stipulated in the religious teachings. A female participant said
… you know, when we hold a post, I mean as a leader, there
are many challenges. There [the afterlife], we ourselves will be
the first person to be questioned. You know, like why we did
this, why we did that, all are about feelings, of course, there are
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emotions. Our responsibilities are heavy. We are holding the
‘amanah’ [custody].
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
The participants also emphasised the emotional aspects of work
responsibilities, particularly among individuals who hold senior posts in
organisations (e.g. leaders). A female participant, Probation Officer 6, aged
36, who is also a child protector, said
I always tell [my staff] that I don’t mind if they disagree with me. I am
only playing my role as a leader, because in ‘akhirat’ [the afterlife], I
am going to be the first person who will be answerable to God because
I am their leader.
Due to their sense of responsibility or ‘amanah’, the participants who were
heads of department emphasised the importance of others (the workers)
working diligently and honestly as required by the organisation, and
highlighted that it is their responsibility to reprimand their workers if they do
anything that breaches the organisational rules and procedures. Al-Bukhari
said “the employee is a custodian of the property of his employer and he shall
be questioned about this custody” (Hadith No. 844).
The positive emotions were described in accordance with how the Malaysian
child social workers experienced them during their professional conduct.
These positive emotions (listed in Table 24) were described as having been
experienced by all child social workers, whether leaders or subordinates, and
whether male or female. The positive emotions were said to have been
experienced while dealing with clients, colleagues, employers, and the
Creator (i.e. Allah). Emotional labour/emotion work was also described as
being experienced by the social workers, as it is part of a corporate life. In a
particular context, i.e. cultural setting, the relationship with the Creator was
also emphasised. Furthermore, based on the belief that when something is
done correctly or otherwise, one could get a retribution or reward according
to one’s deed. Moreover, the leaders claimed that their obligations and
responsibilities towards others (i.e. employers’ responsibilities towards
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employees) motivated them to act appropriately following the Creator’s
commands.
Overall, the research findings seemed to show the positive part that emotions
play in the workplace. The present research seemed to support the rationality
of emotions in the workplace in which they are valuable to be studied in depth
in particular contexts.
5.1.2 Negative Emotions/Feelings
The second identified main theme concerning emotions in child and family
practice is negative emotions. There are 10 emotions (Table 24) that were
frequently mentioned by the participants and captured during the research.
Some of the negative emotional experiences encountered during the
participants’ professional practice are portrayed below:
Feeling Uncertain/Doubtfulness
… if it involves the emotions of others – for example, if it
concerns a child abuse case – I may not be so sure if it is truly
a child abuse case or otherwise. So, I would feel doubtful about
taking the child away from his or her parents. It is more tragic if
the child cries when we take him or her away from the parents.
I would then wonder if I am wrong and this could make me feel
unconfident.
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 33)
Stress/Pressure
Stress is there. For example, I used to work in a district before.
It is just a small town. When we went home, we could sleep
easy. We didn’t think much about our responsibilities. Here, we
have to think about our responsibilities, such as doing a spot
check twice a week. We have to be in the workplace at night,
so it is a stressful job. When we get home, we have to get ready
again and return to the workplace. Sometimes, our staff
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members are not on good terms with one another. When there
is a dispute, they don’t talk to each other. So, it is our
responsibility to settle their problems. That can make me feel
stressed.
(Probation Officer 6, female, aged 36)
Confusion
I usually feel confused. When we have tasks that need to be
done, we think we can settle the tasks ourselves easily.
However, when somebody interferes in our tasks, such as our
colleagues or people from the top level, this can slow us down.
When this kind of interference happens, I feel confused. For me,
actually, I can do the tasks myself because we know the
procedures on how to complete the tasks. But, if there is
interference from relevant parties, it will confuse me.
(Probation Officer 1, female, aged 35)
Sadness
… with their living conditions, poor, very poor, of course, we feel
sad. When we know how much income they get, then we can
assume it is not enough. So, we feel sad.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
Children should be protected or cared for by their own parents,
the mother, the father, for example. But for the children in this
institution, their situation is different. They [the children] did
nothing wrong. But, because of their [the children’s and their
families’s] situation, the children have to stay here. So,
sometimes, of course, we feel sad when we think about their
fate.
(Child Protector 4, female, aged 48)
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Resentment/Anger
Yes, it is [resentment/anger/‘geram’]. I felt angry towards the
mother who simply left her children without her protection and
love. A mother shouldn’t act like that. Just because of their
poverty, she [the mother] abandoned them because she could
not live in that situation.
(Child Protector 1, male, aged 35)
Depression
When we lack experience, being young and surrounded by
experienced

workers

even

though

they

are

just

our

subordinates, because of our limited capability to manage this
institution, for me … I always feel depressed. We want to show
the best of our charisma, of course, but if our subordinates
refuse to show their respect or cooperate with us, we feel
depressed, yeah … depressed.
(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35)
Dissatisfaction/Disagreement
… errr … for example, when handling a case, we would have
our own option for the case. When we propose our suggestion
to our boss and he/she doesn’t agree with it … of course, we
feel dissatisfied. Then, he/she comes out with his/her own
suggestion. We disagree, actually. We’ve handled the case
before and we know our case better, but then, our boss will
come out with his/her option and we have to follow it. I feel
dissatisfied … yeah … dissatisfied.
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
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Worry/Anxiety
Worry is there. We can feel it in certain cases. When we
interview our patients, we will get information, for example,
about their family, father, mother, like this … like this … [being
strict or religious, having health problems]. So, even though we
get the patients’ permission to contact their parents, we are still
worried. Will the family accept their [pregnant daughter]? So,
the worry is there.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
Guilt
We feel guilty if we fail to play our roles. If we work here and
hold an important position, we feel the burden on us because it
is our responsibility to make this organisation run smoothly. If
we fail to do something that we are supposed to do – yeah …
we feel guilty.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
Frustration
Frustration is there … yeah … when we have already prepared
everything to help our clients, and then they refuse our help, of
course we feel frustrated.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
Besides positive emotions, the participants in the present research also
reported that they experienced some negative emotions in the workplace.
These negative emotions seemed to result from their connections,
communication and relationships with clients and top management
personnel. According to the participants, the reported negative emotions
occurred due to ill treatment from co-workers or superiors when facing
unfairness in the department, lack of support, lack of working experience or
incompetence, the pressure of responsibility and others’ behaviours and
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attitudes (i.e. those of clients). All these events or situations resulted in
negative emotions among the child social workers. This suggests that, while
at work, one may feel emotions with regard to one’s work, social relationships
and other people. It can be said that in the arena of the social work profession,
social workers may also experience some emotions, and their work
processes may also contribute to positive and negative emotional
experiences. With reference to EI in the social work profession, preventing
social workers from emotional over- or under-involvement in their practice
requires them to have EI skills so that they can work effectively. Thus, how
they regulate, manage, express and utilise their emotions is very important.
The limited literature relating to EI and social work appears to reflect an
uneasy relationship between the role of emotions within social work practice
and a backdrop of increasingly procedural practices (see Ingram, 2012).
Hence, the challenge for social work is not to ignore the role of emotions
within practice, but to recognise and embrace them and incorporate them into
the profile of the profession (Ingram, 2012). The present research provides
support or evidence to various emotions surrounding social work practice in
organisations.
The research findings also showed that the emotions felt at work seemed to
be linked to gender. This seems to contrast with the quantitative research
findings, but it might result from different aspects of emotions being
discussed. In this research, during the interview sessions, the participants
were asked if they had ever experienced any emotions that might affect their
working relationships. The participants were also asked about the kind of
emotions they had experienced during their professional conduct. In addition,
the participants were asked why they experienced the emotions in question
(see Appendix 9). This means that the questions asked in the earliest part of
the qualitative research pertained to their emotions and not to aspects of EI.
The Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) developed by Schutte et al., however,
proposes that EI consists of appraisal of emotions in the self and others,
expression of emotions, regulation of emotions in the self and others, and
utilisation of emotions in solving problems (Schutte, Malouff & Bhullar, 2007).
The analysis of the qualitative data revealed that male and female social
workers experienced different kinds of emotions, which might relate to social
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expectations related to gender and reflect what is required and/or what has
been learned in society. For instance, with regard to skills in empathising, the
quantitative and qualitative research findings reported the same result: male
and female participants in both parts were reported as expressing sadness
as a means of showing their understanding of their clients’ situations. As
shown in Table 28, which contains the group of negative emotions, male
respondents reported emotions of uncertainty, infuriation/anger and
dissatisfaction,

while

female

participants

reported

emotions

of

stress/pressure, confusion, depression, worry/anxiety, guilt and frustration.
Apparently, both male and female respondents reported similar emotions of
sadness. Furthermore, male participants expressed their emotions of anger
and dissatisfaction. It is also noted that studies concerning anger in Western
societies indicate that anger displays can lead to conferral of status, because
expressions of anger can create the perception that the expresser is
competent, and status is conferred on the basis of perceived competence.
Expression of anger results in the perception that the expresser is unlikeable;
however, likeability is not related to status conferral. Anger displays do not
fulfil all social goals, in which anger is actually effective in attaining status.
Notably, those expressing anger are normally male (Tiedens, 2001). On the
other hand, female respondents reported feeling a range of emotions (e.g.
worry/anxiety and guilt) towards others (Poggi & Germani, 2003). This
indicates that it is in the nature of females to care for others, where they are
seen as more socially oriented and caring (Bakan, 1966). Consistent with
gender stereotypes, empirical studies that measure emotional behaviour find
that females show more emotional behaviour than males (Chentsova-Dutton
& Tsai, 2007). This can be interpreted as a gender division of ‘emotion work’,
where it is assumed that females will take the responsibility for emotion
management in the private sphere (Duncombe & Marsden, 1993). Emotion
work, as defined by Hochschild (1983:7), is a form of emotion management
that involves “the acts in a private context where they have a useful value”.
Thus, a female’s care for her family members is also extended to the
workplace. For example, a mother must express more concern than the
father if her teenage daughter or son has not returned home by midnight. It
appears that a mother more easily shows her worry or anxiety. Similarly, in
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the context of the workplace, females bring the same behaviour from their
daily tasks into the workplace.
The results of the qualitative study of the present research, however, did not
support the quantitative research findings. The quantitative research findings
showed no differences in EI levels between genders, whereas the qualitative
research findings revealed differences. This may be due to the
items/questions in AES (2007), which are relatively general and not specific
to particular emotions (e.g. anger, sadness), while the qualitative questions
are concerned with experiences of specific emotions. In the interview
sessions of the qualitative study, the workers were asked about what kind of
emotions they experienced in the workplace.
Contrary to previous studies, such as those conducted by Vigil (2008) and
Plant et al. (2000), the emotion of sadness was expressed in the present
research by both male and female child social workers. This may be due to
the concept of empathy being emphasised in the social work profession,
especially when dealing with clients. When social workers empathise with
their clients’ problems and situations, it is easier for them to understand the
situations of their clients, which may result in feelings of sadness among the
social workers. Thus, the present research seems to show that there is a
similarity across genders among the Malaysian child social workers in terms
of their experience and emotional expression of sadness.
Furthermore, in contrast to some cultural beliefs, the present research also
reveals that the female respondents did not report more emotional
experiences than the male participants in general. This means that both male
and female child social workers reported that they experienced some
emotional encounters in the workplace. This finding was parallel with those
found in the study by Doherty, Orimoto and Singelis (1995), in which people
with occupations were reported to have more emotional contagion
irrespective of gender than students who had not yet selected a career. It
makes equal sense to predict that traditional gender differences may
disappear once people begin to engage in the same occupations (Doherty et
al., 1995). The research, however, found a slight difference in the degree of
positive and negative emotions males and females reported: both males and
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females reported the same result concerning positive feelings, but the
females reported more negative feelings than the males.
Emotions have been treated as a physiological state, and people regard this
as a value-laden concept that is often deemed inappropriate to organisational
life (see also Putnam & Mumby, 1993). This means that emotional reactions
are often seen as disruptive, illogical, biased and weak. Thus, emotions
become something that deviates from what is seen as sensible or intelligent.
Moreover, emotions are also linked to the expressive arenas of life, and not
to the instrumental goal orientation that drives organisations. The present
research findings seem to show that emotions (positive and negative) arise
because of the work itself, the social relationships conducted at work, and
how a person feels about himself or herself as a result of work, social and
professional relationships. From the traditional viewpoint that places reason
and passion in opposition and draws a rigid distinction between reason and
passion in the workplace, only emotions that arise from the cognitive aspects
of will be accepted. However, the present research findings seem to show
that emotions are ubiquitous in the workplace and have an important part to
play (see also Hess, 2003). The findings also seem to show that emotions
are caused by interaction with other people. In this case, this refers to the
interaction between workers and their clients, as well as their leaders. The
child social workers reported that the occurrence of emotions is related to
their interaction with people who are connected to them in the workplace.
Furthermore, emotional experiences could help the participants to be efficient
in their tasks, particularly positive emotions (e.g. emotional labour). In
addition, the child social workers in this study also perceived that emotions
at work are linked to image and self-image. An important class of emotions
are those that monitor the goals of image and self-image, which includes
gratitude (Poggi & Germani, 2003). The present research findings have a
relevant effect on how the Malaysian child social workers see themselves,
and it was shown that their emotions at work are also linked to their selfimage. Image and self-image emotions (e.g. religiosity and gratitude) seem
to guide the child social workers in how to express and regulate their
emotions.
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5.1.3 Emotional Labour in Malaysia’s Social Work Practice
The third theme concerning emotions in the workplace is emotional labour.
In the present research, the participants mentioned that they also
experienced some negative emotions (e.g. resentment and anger) during
their professional practice with the clients. These emotions, it is claimed, arise
from the clients’ attitudes and behaviours. However, according to the
participants, they needed to hide these emotions (negative emotions) in order
to finish their tasks:
If this concerns feelings of resentment or anger towards clients
… we don’t show this kind of emotion [resentment or anger].
We have to hide it, for example, a shoplifting case. We, of
course, we would get angry, especially with those children with
a bad attitude who don’t show us respect. It is resentment. The
negative emotion could get intense. But, it’s not useful if we
show it [resentment or anger].
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
My client, a child aged 12 years old, claimed that she was a
victim of sexual abuse. She claimed that her stepfather raped
her. I … I am not saying that I don’t believe her [her client], but
after I met her mother and the stepfather, I knew she was lying.
During the session, I didn’t show my anger. It is resentment.
Yes! It is [resentment]. But because her session was not over
yet, I couldn’t show my feelings, otherwise my session would
have taken longer.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
I tried not to be biased against the mother even though she
claimed that I was biased! She accused me of receiving some
money from her husband. Of course, I felt angry inside. But, I
just let her be. I let her express everything she thought about
me. Of course, anger was there, but I could control my feelings
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at that particular time because it would be a waste of time if we
tried to argue with these kinds of people.
(Child Protector 6, female aged 35)
The illustrations above seem to show the concept of emotional labour, which
was used by the participants in their efforts to carry out their tasks in the
workplace. They suppress their emotional experiences in order to effectively
and smoothly execute their duties. There is a relationship between emotional
labour and EI, whereby emotionally intelligent organisational members enjoy
more effective participation in the emotional labour process, and EI, as a
moderator, will alleviate detrimental individual and organisational outcomes
of this process (Atwal, 2005). The participants’ perceptions of the
suppression of particular emotions (e.g. resentment and anger) seem to show
that they emphasised the concept of emotional labour, which in caring
professions may be more valuable.
In the nursing profession, for example, Bolton (2002) argues, the work is
emotionally complex and may be better understood by utilising a combination
of Hochschild’s concepts, whereby emotion work is perceived as a ‘gift’ in
addition to ‘emotional labour’. Bolton also argues that the term `emotional
labour’ fails to conceptualise many occasions when nurses not only work hard
on their emotions in order to present the detached face of a professional
carer, but also offer authentic caring behaviours to patients in their care.
Emotional labour is defined as “the management of feeling to create a publicly
observable facial and bodily display. Emotional labour is sold for a wage and
therefore has an exchange value”. Meanwhile, emotion work or emotion
management, according to Hochschild (1983:7), refers to “these same acts
done in private context where they have a useful value”. Emotion work, as
described by Hochschild, is useful as it may contribute to a lessening of
burnout. The social work profession is inevitably stressful due to several
factors. Work pressure, workload, role ambiguity, relationship with supervisor
and client-related factors have been identified as the predictors of stressors.
Furthermore, risk factors associated with burnout in the social work
profession appear to include a lack of challenge in the job, low work
autonomy, role ambiguity, difficulties in providing services to clients and low
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presentation of emotion work among the Malaysian child social workers,
particularly when dealing with clients, may be due to their work process, in
which they are discouraged from emotional over-involvement. The
organisations also discourage their workers from being affected by emotions.
Hochschild (1983) suggests that emotional labour, as a conceptual label, is
intended to capture the notion of costs and benefits to members of
professions in which manifestations of feelings designed to influence clients
are required components of job performance. In another definition, ‘emotional
labour’ is referred to as the embodied, pain-full and generative nature of
emotions (Gunaratnam & Lewis, 2001). Gunaratnam and Lewis (2001)
further extend their definition of emotional labour to include the management
of emotions among professionals and between professionals and service
users.
In one of the observations, conducted on 17th March 2011 (Thursday) at
3.30pm, a staff member was being observed: a male aged 28 years old and
a child protector. While preparing the observation reports, I was approached
by the male staff member. I realised it was Mr P. He looked at me and smiled;
he appeared quite untidy with his hair unkempt. He seemed exhausted but
was still able to smile. He had been working in the department for three years.
He possessed a diploma qualification and was married. Upon seeing me, he
walked towards me and we exchanged greetings. He introduced himself as
Mr P. and explained that he was also responsible for child protection cases
at the department. He informed me that that day he had to handle three Talian
Nur12 cases that had been received the day before. He also said that he had
not had enough sleep the night before as he had had leave his house early
to deal with the Talian Nur cases. He had just entered the office after
resolving the three cases. Mr P. returned the questionnaire form and further
explained that he had already filled it in. Despite being exhausted by his

12

Talian Nur is a 24-hour helpline that was set up in 2007 to address complaints of abuse, neglect,
domestic violence, welfare assistance and baby abandonment. In 2010, a private non-profit, public
safety project called Childline Malaysia was initiated to handle calls specifically from children in need
of information, care and protection.
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assignments, he managed to give a smile and had a brief conversation with
me:
Mr P.

Madam, do you want to meet with me?

Researcher I need the questionnaire form back. Err… if possible, can I
interview you regarding your work processes for a while,
please?
Mr P.

Now? Errr … or you can email me … errr … I’ve just arrived in
the office, I need to do some reports. After all, it is almost the
end of office hours [laughs].

Researcher Okay, it’s okay. No problem. I can email you later. I think this is
the last day I am here. But I will come here again if I have to.
Email is also fine.
Mr P.

Yes, you can email me. InsyaAllah, later, I can tell you the
things you want to know.

After that, Mr P. excused himself. Before leaving, he managed to give another
smile.
During the observation above, the participant showed his skills in managing
his emotions. He appeared to regulate his emotions, which was important in
helping him to complete his work. Emotional labour, however, is seen as
playing an important and vital role in facilitating and regulating the expression
of emotions in the workplace, which agrees with what Hochschild (1983)
defines as emotional labour. The suppression of anger or resentment, in
particular, among the participants can be viewed as a necessity for
completing their tasks. Even though negative emotions were reported, the
child social workers claimed that they could manage to control them through
emotional control and emotional labour, which could help to suppress
negative effects that might result from them. Thus, this supports the argument
by Gunarathnam and Lewis (2001). The present research findings also
indicate that there is no difference in emotional labour between the Western
world and the Malaysian context. However, the research findings in Malaysia
seem to suggest that the concept of emotional labour / emotion work is used
differently depending on the particular context. Emotion work in the Malaysian
context will be discussed in detail below.
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5.1.4 Emotion Work in Malaysia’s Social Work Practice
The fourth theme concerning emotions in Malaysia’s social work practice is
emotion work. In the present study, the emotion as presented by the
participants concerning emotion work is related to the workers’ emotion of
respect towards their leaders, irrespective of the workers’ positive or negative
perceptions of the leaders. Furthermore, if the leader in an organisation is an
experienced male, it is easier for the staff to follow his commands and show
him their respect. Some participants commented as follows:
I don’t show him [the head of unit]. I don’t tell him. I mean, I
don’t express my dissatisfaction towards him. To me, it’s like I
just want to show my respect to him as he is my leader. I need
to learn from him. What he says, what he shows us, I just take
it as I want to know and take it as a learning process. Even
though, sometimes, actually, we can feel that he is wrong …
errr … or unethical, of course it’s a pressure. But if I think that I
cannot stand any more … just avoid him … errr … take our
time.
(Medical Social Worker 4, male, aged 32)
… I don’t want to prolong the situation … I feel dissatisfied! I do!
It has been several meetings and I still don’t speak out! I just
keep quiet! To me, I don’t want to prolong it [the issue]. It does
not mean that I am not confident. In the department meetings
and if it is about the development and progress of my unit [child
protection unit], I can represent and report on my unit very well.
But, if it is about other units, and particularly chaired by the state
director, I don’t want to intervene because I know he will not
listen to me. He has his own reasons, values and so on for any
decisions. So, it is better for me to just agree without any
objection even though I disagree.
(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
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I had an experience where, at that time, I worked in another
district. I actually couldn’t follow this person [her head of
department]. I don’t mean that I didn’t respect him but it was
difficult for me to follow his commands. My first impression was
I couldn’t believe this person! He’s not honest! I tried to act
professionally, but sometimes I lost my words! In trying to
respect him, I used nice words just because I didn’t want to
make him uncomfortable with me, and I also wanted to show
my respect to his position.
(Probation Officer 1, female, aged 35)
Fineman (1993) defines emotion work as the effort individuals put into
ensuring that their private feelings are suppressed or presented in a way that
is appropriate to socially accepted norms (in Brown & Brooks, 2002).
Meanwhile, Hochschild (1979) defines emotion work as
the act of trying to change in degree or quality an emotion or
feeling. ‘Working on’ an emotion or feeling is the same as
‘managing’ an emotion or doing ‘deep acting’. ‘Emotion work’
refers to the effort – the act of trying – and not the outcome,
which may not be successful.
(in Schneider, 2010:3)
Hochschild’s definition of emotion work offers the possibilities of surface
acting and deep acting (Schneider, 2010); Schneider concludes that to do
successful emotion work, the individual has to reach the stage of deep acting,
which means that he or she really embodies the desired feeling, which in turn
can lead to his or her alienation.
Based on the observation conducted in one of the welfare departments on
17th March 2011 (Thursday, 10.30 am), while exploring the domain of
emotion work, I noticed that some behaviours displayed the domain of
emotion work and its effects. This observation involved a head of the
department, who is a female known as Child Protector 7, aged 34 years old.
She has held the post of the head of this district welfare department since
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2008. However, her experience of working as a child protector started in
2002. I would describe her as a friendly, warm and talkative woman.
However, in the workplace, she presents herself as a strict person, highly
disciplined and organised. According to her, the nature of her work, the
environment and her responsibilities have forced her to take on these
characteristics to help her to control her staff and administer the organisation.
During the observation, I found that the relationships between her as the head
of department and her staff were not very close. The communication between
them only concerned work. She was aware of this situation and spoke about
it. However, according to her, the way she conducts and treats her staff does
not affect her much. In fact, it helps her in controlling them. However, this was
not the case with her staff. I noticed that the staff did not seem to enjoy their
working environment. I also made a comparison between all the locations
where I conducted this research. It appeared that the environment of this
organisation was different from those of others: it was not friendly and it had
a gloomy atmosphere. During an individual interview with Child Protector 7,
one of her female staff came in and interrupted the session. The female staff
member came into her office to inform her that she had to go to another
welfare office, situated in Shah Alam. She needed to get the head of
department’s permission first. After a few minutes of conversation between
the head and her staff member, the interview session continued. I had been
observing their conversation and found that the female worker talked to her
leader with a serious facial expression, without even a smile on her face. I
also noticed that the female worker looked at me several times with a serious
expression. It was obviously different from the situation in other organisations
in terms of how the individuals interacted with others, particularly with
outsiders or people they had just met. The behaviours displayed by the
female worker (e.g. unfriendly, unsmiling, etc.) might be due to her
disagreement with the rule of getting permission before leaving the office,
which I personally do not think should be required for a simple matter like
that. It may be due to emotion work too, where social workers have to
suppress their real emotions. The workers do not have the chance to express
their real emotions, their disagreement and so on. Strengthening this
assumption, the literature argues that emotion work is a predictor of burnout
(see Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). During this particular event the
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subordinate seemed to display this emotion work because she had to respect
her leader according to organisational and cultural expectations.
5.1.5 Limitations in Respecting Leaders
Showing respect to a leader, however, has its limits. The present research
indicates that respondents were more willing to express their dissatisfaction
towards leaders, particularly when they had more working experience. A male
participant revealed his dissatisfaction towards his female leader:
I always compare us with the medical doctors who are experts
in their specialisations. Even though doctors are specialists too,
they still handle cases. To me, for serious cases, we should
forward them to her [his head of unit]. But it does not happen
here [his unit]. If we hold a post [the head of unit] … ha! This
will happen because you may have not experienced this kind of
task [child cases]. So, you don’t know at all! Sometimes, when
we get stuck on resolving a serious case, we will refer the case
to the higher level because we need their opinion. But then, the
higher level will ask us in return. Even though she is the leader,
she does not know how to respond and she will ask us! I’m not
satisfied with her function as a leader. As a leader, she should
know how to respond. There’s no need to ask those of us who
are at this lower level.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
5.2

Emotions as a Negative Element

In the early period of the research process (e.g. during the interviewing
stage), I found that emotions were perceived and labelled as negative by the
Malaysian social workers. In other words, the participants had a greater
tendency to associate emotions with negativity than with positivity. The
qualitative research findings revealed that there were similarities between the
three locations – Kota Kinabalu, Kuala Lumpur and Petaling – in terms of
gender and length of service concerning how the participants perceived
emotions and their contributions to their work practice (e.g. decision-making
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processes). The participants perceived emotions as a negative element and
suggested that emotions and feelings need to be avoided during professional
practice (e.g. in decision-making processes). They perceived that emotions
could disrupt decision-making processes:
I do not involve emotions … to me, in the process of making
decisions, sometimes, we can feel a mixture of emotions, either
a good or bad mood, or personal problems. In decision-making,
I am not confident. And, sometimes, I am doubtful too.
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 34)
According to the participants, they do not involve emotions in their work
practice (e.g. in decision-making processes) due to their negative effects on
practice and actions. For instance, Child Protector 5 said
… it’s like … if emotions are there, they would make me less
focused on my work … errr … for example, if I have a personal
problem, or any internal or external problem, of course, it
[negative emotion] would disturb me. I would not make any
decisions when I’m feeling emotional.
This indicates that certain emotions that arise from problems faced by the
individuals could disrupt their thinking process, as perceived by the
participants. Another female participant also strengthens the notion that
emotions are a negative element, as she said
I think we need to minimise the use of our emotions. I think if
we are emotional, any kind of decision related to the patients
will not be good.
(Medical Social Worker 7, female, aged 37)
The participants avoid involving emotions in their practice (e.g. decisionmaking processes) in their efforts to show their professionalism. Even though
they realise that their tasks may engage certain emotions (e.g. sadness,
anger), they completely reject the use of emotions. Another female participant
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also refused to use her emotions in her practice (e.g. decision-making
processes):
Errr … I am not saying that they [emotions] are negative, but I don’t
want these emotions to influence me in my decision-making
processes, and I am not saying that if I use emotions, my decision will
be a correct one. But, I am kind of … I don’t want to be influenced by
my emotions.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
According to the participants, using emotions may lead them to take the
wrong action or make the wrong decision. They perceived that emotions
could drive them to act unprofessionally. Probation Officer 7 added
I try to use emotions to relate the information I get from the
clients. Then, I make the decision by referring to all the
information and my past experiences. Okay, of course, I don’t
succumb to my emotions. I am not saying that I don’t use
emotions. I agree that emotions are there, but we cannot always
follow our emotions. I am afraid if I am wrong.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
Seemingly, the respondents perceived that if they used emotions in their
decision-making processes, it would make them act unethically – for
example, acting with bias or treating their clients unfairly. A male participant
said
Okay. In … errr … myself, I am not [a man does not use
emotions in decision-making processes]. It is because we want
to make the right decision. What people say, there will be no
bias. If I make a decision based on emotions, the decision will
be biased or it may be more in our own interest. So, I don’t want

201

to make any decision that is more in my own interest. I try to
think of the interests of all parties.
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
In an effort to prevent staff from thinking and acting emotionally, the
participants were required and strongly advised to follow the procedures
provided by their respective organisations. A female participant said
To me, you have to follow the procedures and you should. I, I
think it is better for you to follow the procedures. If you are
emotional, you … I understand because you are human, you
have emotions … the feeling of sympathy, I know you
sympathise. But, in the profession, we have rules and
regulations. Don’t trap yourself in any situation. Here, in this
department, we should always be careful of every single action.
If you make a mistake, there will be big consequences because
everything is about money. If you are emotional, no, you can’t
be emotional with the law. Am I right? For example, a client
would say that his mother does not like him, his family disowns
him, and he does not have a place to stay. I can’t simply give
him a place to stay in the institution. We have rules and we have
to follow the procedures. Yeah, I understand … emotional …
we are sometimes emotional, but hmm … but …
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 34)
From the analysis, it was found that there was a greater tendency to
associate emotions with negativity than with positivity among the participants.
During the interviews, the participants frequently talked about expressing
negative emotions. This may be due to some possibilities that relate to the
contexts of social work, such as working with vulnerable, poor and
problematic people. Howe (2008) states that working with people who are
under stress is one of social work’s basic givens. Thus, the expression of
negative emotions among the participants is seemingly relevant in its
contexts, purpose and causes. The participants reported feeling sadness
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when relating to someone’s fate – for instance, the client’s fate. Meanwhile,
feelings of resentment were reported as well, especially when clients do not
cooperate with them during assessment processes. Anger was also reported,
such as when someone fails to play his or her role.
In addition, based on the participants’ perceptions concerning emotions in
decision-making processes, it seems that the participants’ understanding,
knowledge and terms concerning emotions and their contributions to their
professional practice (e.g. decision-making processes) are also limited to the
negative effects of emotions. Moreover, the participants also perceived that
if they included emotions in their decision-making processes, their acts could
be considered unprofessional and unethical. The management also seemed
to discourage their staff from involving emotions in their professional work,
particularly in decision-making processes. The reason for the negative
perception of emotions may be the categorisation of emotions themselves.
The most widely accepted candidates for basic emotions, as suggested by
Ekman (1969), are happiness, sadness, fear, surprise, anger and disgust,
which are also known as the ‘Big Six Emotions’ (in Prinz, 2004). Of the Big
Six Emotions, four are categorised as negative emotions, while two are
categorised as positive emotions. However, according to Izard (1977), the
emotion of surprise can neither be categorised as basically positive nor as a
negative emotion, because it may lead equally to either positive or negative
outcomes for individuals (in Baun & Groeppel-Klein, 2003). Thus, there is a
possibility that one may perceive emotions and being emotional as negative.
Furthermore, when talking about emotions and their negative outcomes, Nur
Atiqah Tang Abdullah (2000:289), a Malaysian writer, emphasises in her
explanation concerning the attributes and uniqueness of human emotions
that “if human beings are too affected by emotions, this will result in negative
consequences”. Thus, the Malaysian child social workers’ negative
perceptions of emotions may come from the negative outcomes of certain
emotions. Work mottos such as “To think rationally without being influenced
by instinct or emotions is the most effective way of problem solving” may
cause the workers to detach their emotions from rational thinking due to their
perception that emotions could cause irrationality in decision-making.
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The situation, however, seemed to differ between novice and experienced
workers, particularly among individuals who hold senior posts in
organisations. A female leader in one of the research locations considered
using emotions in her professional practice (e.g. decision-making processes).
She has 20 years of experience working as a child protector in the child
rehabilitation centre. She has held the post of a leader in the institution for
more than 20 years. In my initial conversation with her, I asked her opinion
on emotions and their contributions to decision-making processes. At first,
she seemed to perceive emotions as negative and said
In

management,

we

can’t

be

emotional

[laughs].

It

[management] must depend on the needs, rationality and our
experiences. So people will not say … “Eh! Emotions have been
involved in her decision-making” … it must be natural.
(Child Protector 4, female, aged 48)
This indicates that the participant (who was a leader) also perceived emotions
as a negative element that should be avoided in decision-making processes.
However, after deeper discussion, the participant seemed to agree to
consider the positive effect of emotions on decision-making processes. The
participant said
this child, her age is already 21 years old. She needs to be sent
on from here [the institution]. But she has no one and nobody
comes to pick her up. Moreover, she actually has a mental
problem and she fails to tell us her family’s information. But she
has to be sent on from here.
(Child Protector 4, female, aged 48)
The participant added
… the emotion towards this case varies. We are sympathetic,
worried and sad. It’s like a mother’s feeling. We do think about
her welfare. We try to find out her strengths. We want her to be
a person. We know the procedures, but we don’t simply send
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her away. We care about her. This is being emotional, isn’t it?
Because of these emotions, we try to provide the best for her
before we send her away.
Similarly, another female leader, who is also a head of department in one of
the research locations in Kuala Lumpur, also perceived emotions as a
negative element at first. She believed that emotions should not be included
in decision-making processes. She has more than 20 years of working
experience as a medical social worker and has held the position of head of
the said department for more than 15 years. She said
Whatever kind of decision is made, it must be on a professional
basis, you know. We do not only follow our emotions, or follow
what we feel, whether we feel angry, patriotic, love our work or
have elements of bias, no. But, it’s more to … not only for the
benefit of our service or our department. So, when we refer to
our service, we are usually geared more towards the patients’
benefit because our core business is serving the patients.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
However, she added
… then, we also need to consider the workers themselves [her
staff – medical social workers], their conditions, capabilities,
limitations, and problems. We need to consider all these things.
We cannot simply just focus on patients’ conditions and aspects
in terms of service … because we are human, we are not
robots. As humans, we have feelings. We can feel it if anything
happens to our family or ourselves. All these things could affect
our work. So, if we don’t look at their personal problems,
especially our workers when we know they have limitations … I
agree I need to act professionally, but I also need to consider
their emotions.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
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A male medical social worker (Medical Social Worker 5) who is also the
leader of a unit in one hospital was also willing to include emotions in his
decision-making process. He has held the position of head of the unit for six
years. He said
I am positive about emotions. Errr … I use emotions in any
decision-making and intervention with patients. Emotions are
very important because if you do not use your emotions, to me,
you are not human! You’re a robot! Emotions must be there. As
I said, there are positive and negative effects of emotions. I will
use these kinds of emotions for the benefit of my patients and
staff members. But how we use them, either positively or
negatively, I mean … we can look at the outcomes. We should
ensure the right emotions for the right situations to achieve
good outcomes.
(Medical Social Worker 5, male, aged 42)
Emotions are needed in order to understand others. In understanding others’
behaviours and thoughts, we need to communicate with them using
emotions, particularly positive emotions. Another male participant (known as
Probation Officer 5) perceived emotions as a good element that needs to be
used in decision-making processes. He is head of a child rehabilitation unit
and has 16 years’ experience of working as a probation officer:
To me, when dealing with humans, I think we need emotions
because we want to understand the situation. When we
understand the situation, it will then influence our decisions. If
individuals do not use emotions, then any perceptions will only
be dependent on their own perceptions. I think they will not
understand others.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
Emotions can be used in developing one’s confidence in the workplace. The
use of emotions is also dependent on situations and cases. Another male
participant, who is also the head of a child rehabilitation institution, perceived
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emotions as beneficial to gaining support for and confidence in programmes
that one wants to conduct. He has been working as a probation officer for
more than 20 years and has held the post of leader in this institution for the
past five years.
With regard to any decisions related to the management or
administration, after I’ve referred to my staff and people who
are in the top level, at the final stage, I need to make the
decision myself. I use emotions, but the right emotions … I
mean emotions in my relationship with my staff. The
challenging decision is when it is related to policies. For
example, if I want to create a new programme or activity for the
children in this institution, I need to think of how far it will benefit
the children, manpower, and financial considerations. All these
things make us think a lot before we make a decision because
it involves government money. I don’t want to carry out a
programme where our children will have no interest in it. It will
waste our money. So, we feel doubtful. So, that’s why I need to
share it with my colleagues, my staff. I need their support. So, I
use emotions and EI, but this depends on situations and cases.
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
The differences between novices and experienced workers (i.e. workers who
hold senior posts) in perceiving the contributions of emotions to decisionmaking processes may be due to their differing lengths of working
experience. The less working experience they have, the less knowledge,
understanding and confidence they have in using emotions, and vice versa.
In one situation, the more they work emotionally (i.e. using the right
emotions), the more they feel satisfied. Probation Officer 4 added
To me … if we manage our emotions correctly, it will be positive.
If we fail to manage our emotions, it will be negative. That
means, in decision-making processes, the procedures remain
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as the guidelines. However, our emotions must run parallel to
the given procedures. I feel satisfied using both equally.
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
It is important to note the apparent pattern arising from the illustrations above.
In the first stage, the Malaysian social workers seemed to perceive emotions
as a negative element and thus thought they should not be included in their
professional practice. However, after deeper discussion, particularly with the
experienced

workers,

they

revealed

that

emotions

make

positive

contributions to social work practice. From Plato’s time until the closing
decades of the 20th century, the dominant view was that emotions are quite
distinct from the processes of rational thinking and decision-making and are
often a major impediment to those processes (Loewenstein, 1996).
Furthermore, this view seemed to have been successful in influencing the
Malaysian social workers. However, the Malaysian child social workers,
particularly the experienced workers, also seemed to agree and emphasise
the importance of emotions in the workplace. The influence of emotions on
decision-making is largely ignored due to the perception that emotions are
the opposite of reason, an untrustworthy force that cripples judgement (see
Fineman, 1993). Damasio (2006), however, hypothesises that emotions are
the loop of reason, and that emotions could assist the reasoning process
rather than necessarily disturbing it. Similarly, Gaudine and Thorne (2001)
demonstrate that individuals who experience arousal and positive effects
resolve ethical dilemmas in a manner consistent with more sophisticated
cognitive moral structures. The present research findings may result from
certain contexts and status levels, as is evident from the experienced workers
and leaders.
5.3

Domains of EI in the Malaysian Context

Three major themes have been identified and categorised as aspects of EI in
the Malaysian context. The three themes are 1) empathy, 2) emotional
expression and regulation, and 3) spirituality. These three themes and their
sub-themes will be discussed below. Before the exploration of EI aspects in
the Malaysian context, I will first discuss the participants’ understanding of EI;
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the research findings also showed that knowledge of EI and related terms
was relatively new to the child social workers involved in this research.
5.3.1 Novelty of the Term ‘Emotional Intelligence (EI)’ and Knowledge
About EI to the Participants
During the interview sessions, I noticed that the term ‘EI’ was not fully
understood by the participants. Some of the participants showed their
confusion and asked me to explain further:
Err… EI … actually, what’s that, ha? [confused]
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39)
… err… EI? How do we define emotional intelligence?
(Probation Officer 9, male, aged 29)
EI … err… if we understand others’ feelinsg … is that EI?
It’s EI, right [laughs]?
(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35)
I’ve heard about it [EI], but I am not really sure what EI
is … and even in this organisation, we never talk about
it [smiles].
(Child Protector 6, female, aged 35)
The thematic analysis of the child social workers’ interviews (Chapter Three)
discovered that EI was considered by many of the participants to be a new
concept and one that was rarely heard in their organisations. EI is a concept
that includes perceptions, expression and control of emotions, self-control
and empathy, communication, conflict resolution processes, conscience and
management of relations (Ioannidou, 2008). It became topical in 1998 when
the classic book by Daniel Goleman Emotional intelligence: why it can matter
more than IQ was published. It is not only in the Malaysian context that EI
seems to be a new concept; EI is also considered to be a new concept in
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Western and other Eastern societies. However, EI is believed to be the
predictor for an organisation’s success (Romanelli, Cain & Smith, 2006).
Research by Zawawi and Tsang (2009) involving the three main races in
Malaysia (Malay, Chinese and Indian) showed that there is a significant link
between EI and problem solving/decision-making, which is one of the
dimensions of job performance. Even though the term EI was relatively new
to the Malaysian child social workers in this study, they had unknowingly been
practising this skill in their profession.
5.3.2 Skill in Empathising
The first identified theme is directly relevant to the concept of EI in the
Malaysian context – that is, empathy. The quotes below demonstrate the
emotional feelings experienced by the participants in this study. Some
participants talked about empathy as the ability to feel their clients’ emotions:
She [her client] had not met her family for a long time, for almost
a year. Her family did not expect this to happen because they
always talked on the phone and she never revealed her
problems. She had been working and sending money to her
family every month. All these things had covered up her
problems. So when they met each other, there was a display of
emotional feelings, both in the parents and the patient. Of
course, her parents could not control their emotions. They were
sad. I felt it too [empathic concern].
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
Imagine a child aged 10 years old [his client]. He has to spend
his time in an institution, which means without his mother’s
tender love and care. He is one of hundreds of children in that
institution. He grows up and goes to school all by himself. While
other parents come to pick up their children, this boy [his client]
is all by himself. It is an emotional situation. It is not only him
that is affected – I’m also deeply affected by his situation.
(Probation Officer 9, male, aged 33)
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We know these kinds of people [Leonita’s client, a man from a
country in the Middle East]. They are the kind of people who do
not speak gently. They are impolite. When the police took over
his case [Leonita’s client’s case], only then did they find his
child. Just because of the way he made the report, he forced
us. He was an impatient person. He made all parties
uncomfortable. But I could understand and imagine how we
would react if we were to lose our own child. So, we are
empathetic … yeah, empathetic.
(Child Protector 6, female, aged 36)
He was caught shoplifting. He stole a CD player. Actually, this
boy [her client] has 11 siblings, which is a big family indeed. The
family lives in a small flat. When he was at home, there was not
enough space for him. Because of this, he could not bear this
situation, so he always went out. I could understand the reason
why he was not always at home.
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 31)
Accurate appraisals and expressive emotions of others are factors describing
the aspects of EI in relation to others (Lane et al., 2009). Furthermore,
emotional appraisals and expressive emotions have one thing in common –
they are both described in relation to empathy, which is the ability to
comprehend others’ feelings and to re-experience them in oneself (Salovey
& Mayer, 1990). Meanwhile, Goleman (1999) describes empathy as “sensing
what people are feeling, being able to take their perspective, and cultivating
rapport and attunement with a broad diversity of people” (p.318).
The research findings showed that the skill of empathising had potentially
been used by the social workers in their working relationships with their
clients. Two components of empathy, which were clearly presented
throughout the research findings, are ‘empathic concern’ and ‘perspective
taking’. Empathic concern is described by Davis (1980) as a tendency to
experience feelings of compassion and sympathy for others’ misfortune.
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Meanwhile, perspective taking is defined as the ability to adopt the
perspective of others in common life (Davis, 1980, in Fernandez, Dufey &
Kramp, 2011). These two components also support two of Morse’s
components of empathy, labelled by Morse as emotive and cognitive
components. Morse et al. (1992, 1994) describe the emotive component as
the ability to subjectively experience and share others’ psychological states
or intrinsic feelings. Meanwhile, the cognitive component is described as
someone’s intellectual ability to identify and understand other people’s
feelings and perspectives from an objective stance (in Reynolds & Scott,
1999). Thus, empathy in the Malaysian context can be referred to as two
related human abilities: mental perspective taking or cognitive empathy, and
vicarious sharing of emotions or emotional empathy (see Smith, 2006).
The concept of empathy by the Malaysian social workers in the present
research seemingly provides another component of empathy that is different
to those of Rogers’ (1959) definition. Rogers defines empathy as the ability
to “perceive the internal frame of reference of another with accuracy and with
emotional components and meanings which pertain thereto as an ability if
one were the person, but without ever losing the ‘as if’ condition” (p.210). The
participants seemed to provide the concept of empathy as a sensitivity to and
understanding of the mental state of others (see Smith, 2006). The research
findings were also parallel to one of the three components that reflect social
work’s commitment to social justice, which signifies the cognitive processing
of one’s affective response and other people’s perspectives (see Gerdes &
Segal, 2009). Furthermore, the participants seemed to claim that, based on
this understanding (empathy/perspective taking), it could help them in their
decision-making processes.
5.3.3 Empathy and Spirituality
Type of case was also seen as a contributing factor to different modes of
empathy. According to the medical social worker below, he is more
empathetic with children who have disabilities than those who are involved in
social problems or from broken families. The participant seemed to relate this
empathetic behaviour to the acceptance of fate (which he saw as coming
from God). In other words, an individual who is born with a disability has to
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accept his or her fate. Thus, because one cannot refuse his or her fate, the
participant is more empathetic with his clients’ feelings and conditions. It also
shows that empathy is easier to display and problems are better understood
if the reason for them is seen as coming from God, rather than the problems
being seen as being created by the individuals themselves.
… being emotional in children’s cases, especially those
involving disabled children or ‘kanak-kanak istimewa’ [children
with special needs], presents a different emotional experience.
We are more empathetic with special children compared to
those children who are involved in social problems or from
broken families. Our empathy goes to the children who are born
with disabilities. We are more empathetic because we
understand these are Allah’s [God’s] gifts.
(Medical Social Worker 5, male, aged 42)
A further aspect relating to empathy, the centrality of the concept of fate (from
God, which relates to spirituality), is also identified in the Malaysian context.
This shows that cultural and social norms arising from professionalism seem
to influence how emotions are enacted. About 96% (i.e. 24 interviewees) of
the participants in the present research stated that they are Muslim. Thus,
the researcher used the religion of Islam as a resource and basis for making
her argument. Moreover, Islam is also the official religion of Malaysia.
However, the researcher considers that all religions, including Christianity,
Buddhism and Hinduism, also preach that their followers should do good
deeds and be good individuals. With reference to the concept of fate in Islam,
there is a belief that everything that happens in heaven and earth is the result
of Allah’s (God’s) will. As stated in one of the Suras in the holy Al-Quran, with
regard to the concept of fate, “When He intends a thing, is only that He says
to it, ‘Be!’ – and it is!” (Sura Ya-seen 36:82). In other words, things do not
occur without Allah’s will. Further, there is a belief that when things are fated
to happen, it is the way Allah tests His creatures (see ref). However, humans
are also taught to be patient, pleased and strong in facing their fate because
there is wisdom behind every occurrence. As reported by Abu Yahya Bin
Sinan Syuhaib, Mohammed said
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It’s a good chance people believe, because in all cases they get
better. And there is no better reward like this, except for those
who believe. When in enjoyment, he will be grateful, then
thanksgiving was good for him. When he was afflicted patient,
the patient was well for him.
(Reported by Muslim, as cited in Zamzam, 2004)
In this respect, the male social worker above (Sofian) mentioned that he is
more empathetic towards clients who are born with disabilities, in which
cases it is easier to show and use emotions. He did not show or mention the
specific emotion of sympathy, but empathy; he said “we are more empathetic
because we understand those are Allah’s [God’s] gifts”. It is awkward for
Muslim individuals who practise the teachings of Islam to sympathise with
something being categorised as an ‘abnormality’ when it is from Allah. In
other words, this would be like blaming Allah for this ‘gift’. In addition, Sofian
used the word ‘gift’ instead of ‘lesson’ from Allah. In relation to this, the use
of empathy and the concept of fate in religion could lead to regulation of
emotions.
This may differ from Western societies, particularly in European countries
where traditional religious beliefs have decreased and have been replaced
with more secular cultures. Secularism continues to reflect a specific spiritual
heritage, in which the overall influence of religion – that is, Christianity –
continues to decline (Mathews, 2009). Even the concept of spirituality and its
relationship to religiousness is questioned (Kapuschinski & Masters, 2010).
This is in contrast to Asian countries, in which, through the restoration of
spirituality to its rightful place in contemporary psychology, philosophical
religious traditions remain relevant (Ho & Ho, 2007). A study of spirituality
and religiosity as a cross-cultural aspect of human experience showed that
the Faith Maturity Scale and the Religiosity Index were reliable and valid in a
sample from the Philippines, also an Asian country (Dy-Liacco et al., 2009).
On the one hand, a majority of the population in the United States, and
arguably other Western societies, probably prefer an orientation to
counselling and psychotherapy that is sympathetic or at least sensitive to a
spiritual perspective (Bergin & Jensen, 1990). It would be an issue in practice
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if American psychologists preferred a form of spirituality that remained
separate from religious beliefs (McMinn et al., 2009). However, Bergin and
Jensen’s (1990) research findings do not only reveal a substantial amount of
religious participation and spiritual involvement among groups of therapists
beyond or in addition to traditional conventions; due to the secular framework
of professional education and practice, Bergin and Jensen (1990) also found
that a reservoir of spiritual interests among therapists is often unexpressed.
Furthermore, Hage (2006) suggests that the integration of spiritual and
religious issues in recent conceptualisations of cultural diversity points to
stronger awareness of the significance of such issues in the life of an average
American and proposes integration of spiritual and religious diversities in
psychology training and supervision.

Moreover, attention given to

understanding individuals’ sense of spiritual self is also scarce (Kiesling et
al., 2008). Thus, differences in cultural understanding could hinder working
relationships, and, therefore, the use of emotions could be more fully
employed in social work education and training in Malaysia.
5.3.4 Emotional Expression and Regulation in the Workplace
The second theme relating to EI is emotional expression and regulation.
Through the thematic analysis, emotional expression and regulation were
identified as one of the EI domains in the Malaysian context. During the
interview sessions and observations, the Malaysian child social workers
revealed they frequently experienced emotional states when dealing with
problematic clients and top management in the workplace. Types of
emotions, as well as forms of emotional expression and emotional
understanding, will be discussed below.
In Section 5.1 – Types of Emotions in the Workplace and Their Constructions,
the participants reported that they had experienced a variety of emotional
states during their professional practice encounters, such as sadness,
resentment, anger, dissatisfaction, love, gratitude and others. With regard to
emotional expression, during the interview sessions all the participants
disclosed and talked about their emotional experiences, including both
positive and negative emotional experiences. The participants reported that
they always felt various kinds of emotions when dealing with clients,
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interacting

with

colleagues

and

working

under

the

organisational

management. Moreover, during the series of observations, I also noticed that
the participants expressed their emotional states both verbally and nonverbally. For example, tone of voice was low and they spoke slowly when
talking about sad things or events. They also wrinkled their eyebrows and
dropped their upper eyelids. Moreover, they looked directly into my eyes and
sometimes nodded their head. Nevertheless, how they expressed their
emotions depended on certain situations and contexts, which will be further
discussed in the following section.
During the interview sessions, the participants seemingly preferred to
disclose their experiences of negative emotions rather than positive
emotions. These negative emotions, such as sadness, resentment and
anger, were said to have been experienced in all contexts: when handling
clients’ cases, working with colleagues and interacting with their superiors at
the top level of management. For example, one participant said
I felt sadness and pity for the baby. Her pregnancy was already
five months old but she [her client] aborted her baby.
(Medical Social Worker 7, female, aged 37)
In terms of feeling resentful, one of the participants reported
Sometimes, they [his clients – the unmarried pregnant
teenagers] don’t want to tell us. They would rather hide their
problems. So, there is emotion. Of course, we feel resentful! We
want to help them here, but they don’t want to talk to us. If they
don’t talk, it will take longer to resolve their problems!
(Medical Social Worker 5, male, aged 42)
Meanwhile, feelings of anger and dissatisfaction towards superiors who failed
to fulfil their leadership roles were also expressed by the participants. One of
the participants said
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How could she/he think that way?! There are many candidates
who are more eligible for that post! So I’m dissatisfied!
(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
During the interviews, the participants frequently talked about expressing
negative emotions. This may be due to some aspects of the social work
context, such as working with vulnerable, poor and problematic people. Howe
(2008) states that working with people who are under stress is one of the
givens in social work practice. Thus, the expression of negative emotions
among the participants is seemingly relevant in its context, purpose and
cause. The participants reported their feeling of sadness when relating to
someone’s fate, such as the client’s fate. Meanwhile, feelings of resentment
were reported when the clients did not cooperate with them during
assessment processes. Another negative emotion, i.e. anger, was also
reported when workers failed to fulfil their roles.
In terms of emotional expression, as identified from the data analysis, the
participants’ expressions of emotion were also revealed and observed during
interview sessions with the researcher. The forms of expression were both
verbal and non-verbal. There was a tendency among the child social workers
to avoid public expression of emotions (i.e. negative emotions). The
participants reported that they would avoid expressing their emotions to other
parties (i.e. clients, leaders) for professional purposes and to maintain
harmony. One participant said
for professional practice with clients, I would minimise my
negative emotions so that I could restrain myself from
expressing them [negative emotions].
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
In addition, another participant said
… because we care about our relationships. We know them [his
clients]. They always come and meet us. So, it’s hard for us to
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express our negative emotions.
(Child Protector 1, male, aged 35)
It is likely that openly expressing anger (or dissatisfaction) and resentment is
considered inappropriate as this will threaten working relationships and
interpersonal harmony between clients and workers, or staff and leaders. It
seems that participants prefer to avoid emotional expression during their
professional encounters.
Currently, there are three major conceptual models of EI. First, Mayer and
Salovey (1997) define EI as
the ability to perceive accurately, appraise and express
emotions; the ability to access and/or generate feelings when
they facilitate thought; the ability to understand emotions and
emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions to
promote emotional and intellectual growth.
(p.10)
Second, according to Goleman (1998), EI is “the capacity for recognizing our
own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing
emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships” (p.317). Third, based on
Baron’s model, “emotional-social intelligence is a cross-section of interrelated
emotional and social competencies, skills and facilitators that determine how
effectively we understand and express ourselves, understand others and
relate with them, and cope with daily demands” (2006:3). The present
research findings showed that the first aspect of EI – emotional expression
and regulation in the Malaysian context – fixes all the three models of EI,
which is the ability to express, regulate (Mayer & Salovey, 1997) and manage
emotions (Goleman, 1998), as well as to understand and express ourselves
(Baron, 2006).
In terms of emotional expression, the research findings showed that the
Malaysian child social workers said they tended to suppress their negative
emotions when dealing with their clients. They tended to perceive negative
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emotions as a form of weakness. This may be related to the collectivist
orientation of the East in general, and Malaysian cultures in particular. The
cultures in Malaysian societies and organisations may reflect their
suppression of negative emotions in the workplace – for instance, to maintain
group harmony or organisational practice procedures. As mentioned by
Averill, Koo Chon & Woong Hahn (2001), Eastern societies tend to
emphasise group harmony over individual interest or, more properly
speaking, the group’s welfare is seen as inseparable from that of the
individual. By contrast, Western societies, at least over the last few centuries,
have emphasised the rights of the individual, even at the expense of the
group.
5.3.4.1 Avoidance of Emotional Expression by Emotional Regulation
As mentioned earlier, sadness was especially experienced by the child social
workers in the area of child protection, while resentment was felt when
dealing with cases at the child rehabilitation centres, and anger was
particularly related to organisational management. The participants reported
that they used various strategies for regulating such negative feelings – for
instance, by following the rules of professionalism, leaving the situation for a
while, thinking positively, referring the problem to organisational procedures
and talking to someone they trust. The participants said they used all these
strategies in their efforts to regulate their emotional experiences.
Extreme sadness was reported and felt in the early stages of their careers as
child social workers. One participant said
I used to be emotional in the earliest stage of my career. But
now, I am not. I’ve changed and I think it is better for us not to
be too emotional [laughs].
(Medical Social Worker 6, male, aged 33)
The participants reported that working experiences could teach them to be
competent in regulating their emotions, as well as in handling cases. In
addition, such feelings were said to eventually decrease over time and also
to decrease when they were occupied with heavier workloads:
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It is true. Maybe at that time I was new and had no exposure to
the situations [sad cases]. I was easily saddened in my early
career.
(Medical Social Worker 7, female, aged 37)
Previously, when I first started my career here, it took me longer
to manage my emotions. My first case really affected me [a child
neglect case]. I felt sad even when I was at home. I just kept on
thinking of that child [her child client]. However, due to workload
and being busy with new cases, the sadness faded away.
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 34)
We feel sad, yes, we feel it. But people say that males must be
strong, so that’s why we will show them we won’t cry … there
are no tears. But the females show their sadness easily. We
can see tears in their eyes. But because of professionalism,
they [female] should also try not to show their tears. They
should control their emotions, for example they should stop for
a while, or make an excuse to leave the client for a while.
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
The participants reported that they felt the emotion of sadness in the early
stages of their careers. However, they agreed that it is not wise or useful to
display too much emotion, such as extreme sadness over certain cases, in
the workplace. Hence, the participants reported using emotional regulation in
order to handle emotional circumstances. Gross (1998) refers to “emotional
regulation” as the process whereby “we influence which emotions we have,
when we have them, and how we experience and express them” (in Gross,
2000:282). The participants tend to regulate their emotions both intrinsically
(i.e.

self-regulation)

and

extrinsically.

Thinking

positively,

showing

understanding, acting calmly and talking calmly to the clients about their
attitudes are among the ways that they could regulate their feelings of
resentment. This also shows professionalism in their social work practice.
One participant reported that
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There are also cases that make us feel resentful, for example,
when our clients don’t want to share their problems and refuse
our help. We use certain techniques so that they open up to us.
This is what we call the confession, because in the first session
they won’t talk to us. However, we can accept this. We still can
accept them as individuals. Maybe they want to tell us but they
need time because they are not ready or it is not the right time.
Of course, in this kind of case [pregnancy], it will take some time
to open up. So we just chat with them until they feel comfortable
with us. Then, we continue asking them about their problems.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
Another participant said
How do I control my emotions? When this happens [the clients
displaying annoyance], I feel resentful. How then do I control
this feeling? … Normally, we go back to basics. We use rapport,
take our time, give them smiles. It’s easy, just show our
professionalism.
(Medical Social Worker, male, aged 32)
The quotes above suggest that the child social workers tried to regulate their
emotions as, according to them, professionalism was of overriding
importance. In Malaysian cultures, verbal and non-verbal expressions of
anger towards people in senior positions are strongly prohibited. This may
result from the Malaysian culture of respecting older people (e.g. parents).
However, in maintaining professionalism and decreasing dissatisfaction
among the workers with the leaders, the participants from the welfare
department in one of the research locations reported that the management
provided a platform for them to channel their anger or dissatisfaction
positively. All complaints would be heard and taken seriously by the
management. According to the participants, this method of emotional
expression helped them release their internal distress. One participant said
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The top management provides a platform for us, where we, as
the staff, can express everything concerning our dissatisfaction
towards the management, individuals and so on. So, if I have
any issues, I just voice the issues there. It’s helpful.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
Moreover, sharing their feelings by talking to friends, colleagues and partners
also helped them regulate their emotions. One participant reported,
We just share among us! I mean, among the colleagues in this
section. They understand because they also face the same
issues [laughs]. They [his colleagues] know, they know.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
Other participants also reported
I don’t want to express them [anger and dissatisfaction]
because I don’t want to prolong the situation. I do share my
feelings with my close friends who have the same background
as me – I mean, we come from the same place [same state]. It
helps me to control my feelings, and my emotions will be
regulated.
(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
If we want to share our anger, as for me, myself, I prefer to talk
to my husband. He is the only one who I can share with. I mean,
I need someone who I can trust and I need to express it so that
I can feel better.
(Child Protector 2, female, aged 33)
The participants showed their EI by regulating their negative emotions in a
positive way. They understood the emotions thta they experienced; however,
due to professional and social rules (i.e. showing respect to those in senior
positions), they had to suppress their emotions. The participants perceived
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that feelings of anger (internal distress) needed to be suppressed to maintain
professionalism irrespective of their own professionalism (i.e. for better
professional practice with clients) or the professionalism of the top
management. In general, sharing the experience with someone who also
faces the same emotional experience, or who has the same personal
background (e.g. place of origin), or who understands and is trustworthy (i.e.
a close friend or a partner) is perceived as the right way of regulating one’s
emotions, particularly feelings of anger.
‘Emotional regulation’ is defined as deliberate or automatic changes in any
aspect of emotional responses, including eliciting situations, attention,
appraisals, subjective experiences, behaviour or physiology. Meanwhile, the
term ‘response-focused emotional regulation’ is defined as emotional
regulation strategies that are mainly directed at emotional responses after
emotions have been generated. An example of such a process is the act of
denying an emotional experience. On the other hand, ‘antecedent-focused
emotional regulation strategies’ are mainly directed at aspects that occur
early in the emotional process (Mauss, Bunge & Gross, 2007). These
regulation strategies take place in response to situational cues, where
sociocultural contexts matter a great deal in automatic emotional regulation.
According to Mauss, Bunge and Gross (2007), sociocultural contexts provide
norms about appropriate responses, which are activated in response to
emotional cues. People in Western countries stress positive aspects of
emotions and generally encourage emotional experiences and expression
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Furthermore, among the Muslim respondents of the present study,
performing prayers to Allah s.w.t. was also perceived as a way for them to
regulate their own and others’ internal distress. The participants reported that
they could relieve their internal distress, such as depression, sadness and
suppressed anger, by performing prayers and asking for Allah’s help. One of
the participants said “I always pray” (Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35),
while another participant reported
I used to plan a programme for the uncontrolled children. I
purposely planned it at night from 9 pm till 5 am. When fajr
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came, we performed the fajr prayer together. I tackled their
emotions by praying together and asking for Allah’s mercy and
forgiveness. They [the clients] cried and regretted what they
had done.
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39).
How the child social workers managed their emotional experiences was
related to how they regulated their emotions. The child social workers
reported that there were many ways in which they could regulate their
emotions. Thinking positively, showing understanding, acting and talking
calmly, leaving the situation for a while, talking to someone who they trusted
and performing prayers were among the ways these child social workers
regulated their negative emotions.
The societal rules require males to suppress their emotions more than
females. The normative theory of emotion predicts male–female differences
in feelings and expressive behaviours that are consistent with gender-specific
emotional beliefs (Hochschild, 1982). This appears in both Western and nonWestern societies, in that males and females display and express their
emotions differently in both. In the present research, there is a perception of
gender and emotions in which females are perceived to easily show their
sadness and gentleness. However, in the workplace and in their professions,
females seem to act in a similar way to males. Hochschild argues that cultural
beliefs about emotions influence one’s feelings and expression, whereby
these feelings and expressive norms specify the emotions the individuals
should and/or should not feel and express in given situations. Hochschild
adds that feeling rules are cultural norms that specify the appropriate type,
intensity, duration and target of subjective feelings (or internal experiences),
whereas expression rules are cultural norms that regulate the type, intensity,
duration and target of emotional behaviours (or affective displays). According
to Hochschild, feeling and expression rules provide standards by which
individuals judge their own and others’ emotions.
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5.4

Spirituality

Spirituality appears as the third theme in the present study; understanding
the meaning of spirituality is the first step in exploring the cultural definitions
and concepts of EI. Next, I will explore the theme of spirituality and its
relations to emotions, EI and working relationships with clients (i.e. children
and parents, colleagues, staff, other professions and even oneself) and also
in decision-making processes. The participants in the present study (most of
whom were Muslims) defined spirituality in a very broad, holistic way, which
illustrates what the participants experienced as their interconnection and
relationship with God (Allah). Elements of spirituality (i.e. the belief that Allah
is intimately involved in every aspect of one’s actions) were also found in the
participants’ acts, either in the workplace or in their everyday lives. The theme
of spirituality will be explored in more detail in Chapter Six – Contributions of
Emotions and Emotional Intelligence to Working Relationships.
5.5

Summary

The Malaysian social workers reported that they experienced a variety of
emotions in the workplace, for which three major themes had been identified:
positive emotions, negative emotions and emotional labour/emotion work.
The emotions were said to exist in relationships (i.e. with clients and top
management personnel). The Malaysian child social workers also mentioned
that they would express their gratitude (thankfulness) to Allah when they
performed a good deed and the act was appreciated by people around them
(e.g. colleagues, clients). Furthermore, the expression of gratitude seemed
to be related to happiness. According to the respondents, as a good Muslim
one should never forget to express one’s thankfulness to the Creator (i.e.
Allah s.w.t.) because all good things always come from Allah s.w.t, based on
the Islamic belief.
Negative emotions felt at work were seemingly linked to gender differences.
Anger and dissatisfaction were frequently reported by the male social
workers, while the female respondents reported more stress/pressure,
depression and worry. This may relate to the ways in which men and women
express their masculinity and femininity. Femininity and masculinity or one’s
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gender identity refers to the degree to which one sees oneself as masculine
or feminine given what it means to be a man or woman in a society (Stets &
Burke, 2000). Expression of anger seems to conform to gender stereotypes
that each individual culture holds about emotional expressivity, such as
‘males should not cry’, or ‘girls should not be aggressive’ (see also Brody,
2000). Meanwhile, Fivush and Buckner (2000) mention that the traditional
female role, which is passive and submissive and involves giving up control,
may lead to feelings of helplessness and depression. Furthermore, sadness
was said to be felt by both male and female participants, which might relate
to their skills in empathising. Both genders reported that they experienced
some emotional incidents in the workplace. However, the female
respondents reported that they experienced more negative emotions than the
male participants. This was also possibly related to the ways that men and
women present themselves. Positive emotions were experienced both by
males and females in this study. Nevertheless, the social workers stated that
they needed to suppress their real emotions while carrying out their duties in
order to ensure their work would be done effectively as required by the
profession. This relates to emotional labour/emotion work.
Emotional labour and emotion work were also presented during the practice
of social work (i.e. with clients). There was a tendency for the Malaysian child
social workers to say they suppressed their emotions (emotional labour)
when dealing with clients. The suppression of emotions was perceived as
something that could help them work effectively with clients. Emotion work
appeared to be related to the workers’ respect for their leaders.
Furthermore, emotions were perceived by the participants as a negative
element that needed to be avoided in the workplace. This might relate to the
traditional assumption and view that emotions are disruptive and irrational.
However, these emotions were also perceived to contribute to the workplace,
particularly among the experienced workers. To consider the positivity of
emotions and how to change others’ views concerning emotions, EI might be
concerned with skills in empathising, expressing and regulating one’s own
and others’ emotions in the workplace. Even though EI and its knowledge
were found to be relatively ‘new’ among the Malaysian social workers and
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had not been discussed openly, the Malaysian workers described using EI
without noticing it. There were also workers (i.e. leaders with more working
experience) who used EI extensively in their professional practice but they
were not aware of the term due to the lack of exposure to EI terminology.
During qualitative exploration, emotional expression and regulation, empathy
and spirituality were seemingly important expressions in which emotions
were used. Spirituality and religious practice had also been considered as
elements that could help the workers in regulating their emotions.
In Chapter Six, the contributions of emotions and EI to working relationships
will be discussed. Skills in empathising and expressing and regulating one’s
own and others’ emotional experiences, as well as spirituality, were said to
contribute to better working relationships in their professional setting. These
three major contributions will be explored in more detail in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONTRIBUTIONS OF EMOTIONS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE TO
WORKING RELATIONSHIPS

6.0

Introduction

Chapter Five discusses the emotions and emotional experiences of the child
social workers during their professional practice. Even though use and
display of emotions were seemingly discouraged by the management (see
Appendix 13), the Malaysian child social workers revealed that they had
experienced a variety of emotions in accordance with different types of cases
that they had handled. The notice that stated “To think rationally without being
influenced by instinct or emotions is the most effective way of problem
solving” might have dissuaded the Malaysian child social workers from
expressing their emotions (i.e. negative emotions) in the workplace. This
might result from the general view that emotions are perceived as disruptive.
Due to this perception, emotions (i.e. anger) are devalued in some cultures
(see Mesquita & Walker, 2003) and presumed to negatively affect one’s
relationships and actions.
The avoidance of negative emotional expression was identified and
considered to be very useful in the context of child and family social work
practice in Malaysia. According to the workers, the expression of negative
emotions (e.g. anger) would damage relationships between workers and
clients, thus affecting their task of helping clients. Notably, expressing
emotions to others (i.e. skill in empathising) seemed to be categorised as one
of the themes in EI in the Malaysian context. This chapter will discuss further
the contributions of emotions and EI in one of the social work core tasks –
that is, in building working relationships with clients, colleagues and other
professionals.
In response to the third research question – to investigate whether social
workers consider that good working relationships require the consideration of
EI – EI was related and found to revolve around three main themes in
particular: 1) the skills of empathising, 2) the regulation of one’s own and
others’ emotional experiences, and 3) the use of spirituality in guiding positive
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emotions (these three main themes were elaborated in Chapter Five under
Subsection 5.3). These three main themes and their sub-themes will be
discussed further below.
6.1

Skills of Empathising

The analysis of findings showed that the participants seemed to perceive EI
as an important factor in working relationships. There are four sub-themes
(concerning the usefulness of empathy) categorised under this main theme:
understanding clients’ situations and problems, sharing clients’ problems,
creating a strong bond of relationship between clients and social workers,
and defining the concept of fate. These sub-themes in relation to the skill of
empathising (i.e. a domain of EI) will be discussed below. According to the
participants, having the skill of empathising could help them understand their
clients’ situations and problems. Moreover, the skill also enabled the clients
to express their problems with ease and strengthened the relationship
between the clients and social workers.
There is a general assumption in the literature that involvement of particular
emotions could either hinder or strengthen working relationships (e.g.
Rumble, Van Lange & Parks, 2010; Ehrenreich et al., 2007; Stephen & Finley,
1999). In particular, positive emotions are considered helpful for better
relationships. In the present research, throughout the interviews, the social
workers repeatedly mentioned the importance and function of emotions in
their practice when working with others. When asked in the interviews
whether they would consider that a good working relationship includes the
consideration of emotions and EI, the participants seemed to agree that
emotions and EI (e.g. empathy) could help in working relationships. They
perceived that skill in empathising could help them understand their clients’
situations and problems. An understanding of the clients’ problems and
situations was seen as crucial by the participants. They stated that
understanding of the clients’ situations was carried out by empathising; thus,
they tended to put themselves in their clients’ situations. By doing so, they
could feel and understand their emotions and thoughts. It also seemed that
emotions played a role by encouraging them to take appropriate action in
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helping the clients. This relates to the discussions of emotions in the area of
ethics and moral philosophy:
I think it can help [empathy helps working relationships with
clients]. I understand their problems because of emotions. And
as a reaction to my emotions, I help this family.
(Child Protector 1, male, aged 35)
… in terms of clients, I have no problem. My sympathy … I don’t
feel it is sympathy but more empathy, because when we
empathise and look at their conditions, we understand their
situations and that they need support. The clients who have
been referred to us usually need our support in terms of
understanding, materials and psychology.
(Medical Social Worker 4, male, aged 33)
If the social workers had no empathy, I think it would be difficult
for them to give help to their clients. For example, they [clients]
always ask about the terms and conditions for them to get help.
How can people [clients] with a salary of RM3,000 get help? We
cannot only look at the surface. Even though their salary is
RM3,000, what will happen if they have 10 children to feed?
Today, a salary of RM3,000 with 10 children seems impossible.
Besides, they need about RM500–RM600 for medical
expenses. Furthermore, they are also parents and heads of
their families. We also look at their expenses for medication
back home. We do understand.
(Medical Social Worker 7, male, aged 33)
The examples above illustrate how skill in empathising could help one
understand the situations and feelings of others. One understands the
situations of others by empathising. The act of empathising here refers to
using one’s imagination to put oneself in the client’s situation. By imagining
the situation as one’s own, one can understand the client’s emotional
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circumstances while dealing with their predicament. Thus, any child social
workers who have this skill can easily understand their clients’ situations.
When there is understanding, it can help social workers decide on the
appropriate actions for problem solving.
The participants also perceived that the skill of empathising could provide
comfort to the clients and encourage them to reveal and share their problems.
In addition, synchronisation of emotions was also perceived as important;
hence, the social workers reasoned that if an emotion did not match with the
situation, this might hinder effective practice:
Through my experience … when emotions exist between us
and the clients, it is easier for the clients to explain because of
our empathy. But for me, if our emotions are different, this will
be a problem. For example, when the clients come to us and
they are sad, we will not be stern during that time, otherwise
they will not explain to us what they want, which means we will
not understand what they want.
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
In cases like teenage pregnancy, we know errr … we
understand our clients’ and the families’ feelings. It [teenage
pregnancy] is a shame. It is a big shame to the family and
society as well. However, we don’t show our anger or
resentment. We need to solve the problem professionally. Give
them time. If the time comes, they will tell us. It’s not easy to
reveal our story to strangers, particularly in cases like teenage
pregnancy, according to my experience.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
There was one case where I suspected it was child abuse. It
involved a single mother with six children. One of the children
was in the hospital due to a serious injury. The mother said that
the child fell in the bathroom. However, I knew that was not the
case. The child did not fall. The family lived in a remote area.
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When I visited the other family members [the grandmother and
other children], they seemed to be hiding something … errr …
as if they were trying to cover up for the suspect [the mother]. I
could sense this from the grandmother’s behaviour. Errr… the
grandmother and the other children did not offer much
cooperation, even the neighbours behaved the same. I
understand that, errr… I mean, they were frightened and
worried. They were worried if I reported the case to the police.
So, I tried to build their [the grandmother’s and the other
children’s] trust in me and told them that I wanted to help their
family because there were another five children that needed to
be protected. I showed my interest. I told them that I wanted to
help because we did not want the same thing to happen to the
other children. I needed to convince them [the grandmother and
the other children]. It took some time, and they eventually
cooperated.
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 34)
The examples above seem to show us that helping others who are facing
difficult issues in their lives, particularly issues that are in conflict with social
and community expectations, requires the professional social workers’
understanding. This understanding should be displayed using appropriate
emotions in accordance with the expectations of others. When one displays
the required emotions, it is easier for others to confide their problems no
matter how difficult the issues are. In this manner, child social workers who
show their skills in empathising, understanding and expressing appropriate
emotions could provide a comfortable means for clients to share their
problems.
Apart from the two perceptions mentioned by the participants above, they
also perceived that emotions and skill in empathising could help create a
strong bond of relationship between clients and social workers. In addition,
skill in communication appeared to be an important aspect of strengthening
a relationship.
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The following excerpts from the participants’ responses illustrate this:
Hmm … to me, yes they can, they can [negative emotions such
as sadness and sympathy could reinforce a relationship].
Having emotions makes us feel closer to them, because when
we listen and go deep down into their heart, we will understand
their inner feelings. It is better than doing nothing without any
involvement, because this will make us fail to feel what they
feel.
(Child Protector 2, female, aged 33)
My client, he is the youngest in his family. But, he’s naughty and
stubborn! He tells me that his parents always compare him with
his brothers who are good at their studies and in their
behaviour. Actually, he’s a good boy but he needs more
attention, especially from his father. I always listen to what he
wants to say and he feels appreciated. I always tell him his
parents’ expectations of him, and I will tell him in such a way
that he can feel appreciated. He always comes to visit me at
home. Sometimes, we eat together. And we become close.
(Medical Social Worker 2, male, aged 51)
The excerpts above seem to show that having the right communication skills
(i.e. being a good listener) with people who are facing problems is important.
When one can show one’s skill in listening to others, this enables them to
give their trust due to the understanding displayed. When one is trusted by
others, complicated and difficult issues may be revealed with ease.
Furthermore, when there is trust, the relationship will also be reinforced.
Thus, by possessing skill in listening to others during their communication
with clients, the child social workers will be able to create a strong relationship
between them and the clients.
In strengthening the positive contributions of emotions, the quote from a
female social worker below further stresses that it is impossible to build a
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relationship without having emotions:
I don’t know, maybe [emotions may hinder professional
practice]. Maybe it depends on experiences and discussions so
that we can guide ourselves. Without emotions, it is like …
impossible. Without emotions, for example empathy, we will not
be able to understand others. We need to understand why a
person becomes like this. I don’t blame any party. I don’t blame
anybody because apart from understanding ourselves, we also
need to understand others as well.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
The female social worker was also asked about the motto that was displayed
by the top level of management. From the quote above, this female social
worker seemed to disagree with the motto, and suggested that it may be the
result of past experiences (i.e. bad consequences of misguided emotions) in
handling similar or other child and family cases, and discussions with
colleagues and/or leaders. However, like many other participants, she also
emphasised that emotions are important in understanding others. Seemingly,
past experiences and regular discussions could help individuals regulate their
emotions and guide them towards more positive actions, behaviours and
thoughts. The participants seemed to consider that emotions can be guided
by sharing dilemmas or issues through discussions. One of the male
participants added that
If I am not sure about something or I feel bad about something,
for example in deciding whether an action is right, or what action
should I take, errr … or if I am being empathetic or too
sympathetic, I will consult my senior colleagues or my boss. I
am not easily influenced by my emotions. My past experiences
in handling similar cases have also taught me what is right and
wrong.
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
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From the illustrations above, the participants seemed to disagree with the
idea of separating emotions from their professional practice (even though the
management encourages them to do so – see Appendix 9). It appears that
emotions have a positive contribution, particularly in understanding others.
Emotions, however, as perceived by the participants, need to be used with
caution. Actions and decisions prompted by either the wrong or right
emotions or by excessive emotion (i.e. being overemotional) could challenge
one in carrying out one’s duties. In addition, as perceived by the child social
workers, emotions can also be guided by consultation, which shows that
emotions can obscure their actions and decisions. When there are no definite
situations, one can get advice from experienced people.
In terms of the effect of gender on the use of emotions and EI in professional
practice, it seems that male and female Malaysian child social workers
showed some similarity. Both male and female workers used emotion (skill in
empathising) and EI in the workplace. Showing and/or using skill in
empathising may be due to the requirements of the social work profession
itself. In working with emotional beings, having the right skills in handling
them is important. Involvement with emotions is inevitable. The desire to help
others, to show interest and to be emotionally warm are some of the important
aspects that go along with emotions that signify efforts to show effective
assistance and practice in social work (Hepworth et al., 2006). Most of the
participants, regardless of gender, seemed to indicate the usage and
importance of certain emotions. For example, Probation Officer 7 (a female),
above, appeared to disagree with the idea of working without emotions: she
emphasised that empathy is an important element in understanding others.
According to her, empathy is important in preventing bias. It also appeared
that the female participants seemed to be able to differentiate between
emotional under- and over-involvement. Furthermore, the female participants
also appeared to be able to differentiate between useful and useless
emotions in their practice. As Probation Officer 7 mentioned, “I don’t know,
maybe [emotions may hinder professional practice]. Maybe it depends on
experiences and discussions so that we can guide ourselves”. Likewise, the
male participants gave the same comment. For example, Probation Officer 8
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(a male) responded that he would play with his emotions and consider them
in his actions; he said
If I am not sure about something or I feel bad about something,
for example in deciding whether an action is right, or what action
should I take, errr … or if I am being empathetic or too
sympathetic …
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
Thus, the qualitative findings confirm the quantitative findings concerning the
differences in emotions and EI between genders, in that both qualitative and
quantitative findings seem to show similar emotions and EI between male
and female child social workers in Malaysia. (The difference between
genders in emotions and EI is also discussed in Chapter Five under
Subsection 5.4.)
Personal experiences (e.g. social status and/or social roles in the family) also
influence emotions towards clients, particularly when children are involved. It
seems that empathy can be described as an attempt to put oneself in another
person’s shoes. It explains that one’s sadness can be felt by others; for
example, if one is a father, one may feel how another man (also a father) is
feeling. According to one of the participants, who is a father, it is important
that children should be taken care of by their own family members:
I was quite touched by that case. I also have children, so I know
how it feels. Our children should be under our care.
(Child Protector 1, male, aged 35)
The male social worker in this case (Child Protector 1) is a father of three
children, and his client is a father of two children. The case states that the
client could not look after his own children because he needed to work and
improve his socio-economic status, and consequently this forced him to send
his children to the children’s home. He actually did not want to give up his
children to the children’s home to live separately from him. The social worker
who handled this case mentioned that he was able to empathise with his
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client’s feelings during the assessment processes and hearings. What can
be highlighted here is that this male participant, along with the other male
participants (see the other illustrations above), indicated that he was not
encouraged to use emotions when dealing with clients.
A further aspect relating to empathy, which is central to the concept of fate
(from God, which relates to spirituality), was also identified in this research.
The concept of fate shows how cultural and social norms arising from
professionalism influence the enactment of emotions. The types of cases that
the participants had dealt with were seen as a contributing factor to different
modes of empathy. According to the participants, they are more empathetic
with children or with people who have disabilities than with those who are
involved in social problems or from broken families. The empathetic
behaviour was relatively perceived as a belief in the acceptance of fate (i.e.
the belief that one’s fate comes from God). In other words, the participants
perceived that an individual who is born with a disability must accept his or
her fate wholeheartedly. Thus, the participants seemed to be more
empathetic to their clients’ feelings and situations if they accepted their fate
wholeheartedly. It also appeared that empathy is easier to display when
problems are better understood or if the reasons for ‘abnormalities’ are seen
as coming from God, as compared to problems created by the individuals
themselves. One of the participants said
… being emotional in children’s cases, especially those
involving disabled children or ‘kanak-kanak istimewa’ [children
with special needs], presents a different emotional experience.
We are more empathetic with special children as compared to
children who are involved in social problems or from broken
families. Our empathy goes to the children who are born with
disabilities. We are more empathetic because we understand
these are Allah’s [God’s] gifts.
(Medical Social Worker 5, male, aged 42)
With reference to the concept of fate in Islam, there is a belief that everything
that happens in heaven and earth is by Allah’s (God’s) will. As stated in one
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of the Suras in the holy Al-Quran, with regard to the concept of fate, “When
He intends a thing, is only that He says to it, ‘Be!’ – and it is!” (Sura Ya-seen
36:82). In other words, things do not occur without Allah’s will. There is,
further, a belief that when things are fated to happen, it is the way Allah tests
His creatures. However, those who believe in Islam are also taught to be
patient, pleased and strong in facing their fate because there is wisdom
behind every occurrence. As reported by Abu Yahya Bin Sinan Syuhaib,
Mohammed said
It’s a good chance people believe, because in all cases they get
better. And there is no better reward like this, except for those
who believe. When in enjoyment, he will be grateful, then
thanksgiving is good for him. When he is afflicted by patience,
the patience is well for him.
(reported by Muslim, as cited in Zamzam, 2004)
In this respect, the participants said they are more empathetic towards clients
who are born with disabilities, in which case it is easier to show and use
emotions. Medical Social Worker 5, for example, did not show or refer to the
specific emotion of sympathy, but to empathy, as he said “we are more
empathetic because we understand these are Allah’s [God] gifts”. Hence, it
will be awkward for any Muslim individuals who practise the teachings of
Islam to reject the ‘abnormalities’ that Allah has bestowed. It would be like
blaming Allah for these ‘gifts’. In addition, the participant used the word ‘gift’
instead of ‘lesson’ from Allah. In relation to this, it may be considered that the
use of empathy and the concept of fate in religion could lead to emotional
regulation. Religious teachings pertaining to the state of being patient (i.e. the
concept of ‘rida’ in Islam) have been used as a medium not only for
understanding others, but also for moderating emotions, healing emotions
and so forth. The aspects of religion and religious teachings and their role in
regulating one’s emotions are also discussed in Section 6.3.1 – Religious
Beliefs and Practices.
The participants expressed different views about the extent to which they
should show empathy. They commented that it should be used with caution.
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They seemed to suggest using empathy only for understanding clients’
situations, but they also mentioned that it should be avoided as it may affect
their emotions and other daily routines. Besides the positive contributions of
empathy in building a professional relationship with clients, the responses
indicated that emotions could also have negative effects. There was the
perception that too much involvement of empathy (understanding others)
could affect the social workers themselves. If they failed to create a boundary
between themselves and their clients, this would have a negative effect on
both parties. Thus, it is enough to use empathy only to understand the clients’
feelings and situations. Some of the negative effects on social workers as
perceived by the participants are stated below:
I don’t involve too much empathy. Empathy is needed, but I
don’t overuse empathy. It is dangerous if empathy is overused
because we also need to take care of others’ feelings, for
example, the feelings of our children and wife. In cases
involving mothers and their children, or children being raped by
their relations such as the father, we will try to understand their
feelings without using too much empathy. I don’t want to show
too much empathy. It is enough to understand their feelings.
That’s it.
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39)
When we empathise… errr … use empathy, it does not mean
we need to show our tears. It is enough to show our clients that
we understand their situations, for example by looking deeply
into their eyes and nodding our heads, then giving them the
appropriate advice. If I … errr … for me, it is enough to show
my empathy here [at work/during professional task]. There is no
need to take it home. Otherwise, my wife will question me
[laughs].
(Probation Officer 3, male aged 32)
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The male participants above seemed to show that they were able to
differentiate between empathy and sympathy. The participants seemed to
consider using empathy only to understand the situations. They said they
avoided being influenced by their clients’ situations when it would make them
appear too emotional. The participants seemed to perceive that being too
emotional could affect their personal lives. In my understanding, this may
derive from the use of the terms for ‘emotion’ and ‘emotional’ in Malaysia. In
the Malay language, the term for ‘emotion’ is ‘emosi’, which is often used to
refer to negative emotions, such as anger. In the Malaysian context, ‘emotion’
and ‘anger’ are often used interchangeably. For instance, when someone
gets angry, other people will advise him or her by saying “jangan emosi”,
translated as “do not be influenced by your emotion of anger”. On the other
hand, the term for ‘emotional’ is used in relation to sad events. For example,
in social work practice involving children and families, when the court decides
to send a child to the child protection home without the family’s consent,
sadness will be clearly apparent. Malaysian people would only use the term
for ‘emotional’ to refer to sad events. Meanwhile, with regard to positive
emotions such as happiness, the term for ‘emotion’ is not used. This may be
due to the perception that ‘emotion’ denotes a disruptive force and, hence, it
is still largely viewed in the traditional way, particularly in the workplace. In
addition, the social workers seemed to avoid situations where they would be
seen by others as being too involved or emotional. Thus, they tended to
refrain from becoming too emotionally involved. By doing so, they believed,
this would show their professionalism in carrying out their duties as social
workers. Needless to say, these social workers still need to explore their
emotional responses and seek ways to develop their professional practice.
All the illustrations above portray Rogers’s (1957) definition of empathy,
which in this case is a social worker’s ability to sense the client’s private world
as if it is his or her own, but without ever losing the ‘as if’ quality (1957:99).
The term ‘empathy’ has been greatly emphasised and used by the Malaysian
child social workers, particularly in their efforts to understand their clients, to
strengthen professional relationships and to make it easier for clients to
reveal their problems. The Malaysian child social workers mentioned that by
putting themselves in their clients’ situations, they can feel and understand
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their emotions and thoughts. Empathetic understanding, as described by the
child social workers, is about their ability to reflect on the experience of
clients, as well as to encourage and enable clients to become more reflective
about their lives. Hence, this process opens up possibilities to help the clients
see a new perspective (see Sinclair & Monk, 2005). Empathy also seems
vital to counteract or prevent communication barriers in relationships,
according to the participants. Based on the participants’ perceptions,
empathy is conceptualised as an exceptional form of communication that is
transformed into a process in which the social workers perceive the clients’
emotions and situations, then express their understanding on the subject
matter, and, subsequently, the clients perceive the understanding of the
social workers. This conceptualisation of empathy does not imply a
predetermined response, or, for that matter, a response that is verbal (see
Kunyk & Olson, 2000). The outcome of this process is an accurate perception
of the clients in which their feelings are understood. Thus, the skill of
empathising helps child social workers build good relationships with their
clients in accordance with their perceptions.
Butler (2007) states that the ability to understand one’s own and others’
emotions is central to effective social work practice. In this manner, being
emotionally intelligent – for example, having the skill to empathise with clients’
situations – is an essential requirement for effective social work practice and
it has been accepted within the profession (see Hepworth et al., 2009). This
ability is one of the EI categories: the appraisal of our own and others’
emotions, as identified by Salovey and Meyer (1990), as well as Schutte et
al. (1998). This ability is not only practised in Western social work settings,
but also appears to be used in the Malaysian context. The present research
shows how the Malaysian child social workers perceived the use of empathy,
particularly in their efforts to understand their clients. The Malaysian child
social workers who participated in this study also considered empathy as a
contributing factor in building and sustaining cooperation in working
relationships. In addition, empathy has broad benefits for social interaction,
in which it can be an effective tool for coping with misinterpreted behaviours,
thereby maintaining or enhancing cooperation (see Rumble, Van Lange &
Parks, 2010).
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6.2

Regulation of One’s Own and Others’ Emotional Experiences

One of the themes that was also identified when studying the consideration
of EI in working relationships was the regulation of one’s and others’
emotional experiences. According to the participants, skills in regulating
emotions could help others to acquire confidence in solving their problems,
gain others’ cooperation and appreciation and maintain harmony in the
workplace. The contributions of this domain (i.e. emotional expression and
regulation) of EI will be discussed in detail below.
The participants in this research perceived that it is vital for professional
workers to possess intelligence in regulating the emotions of others who face
problems in their lives. In addition, the participants reported that exhibiting
intelligence in regulating others’ emotions will help their clients to acquire
confidence in solving their problems. Not only are their problems handled and
solved, but relationships and trust can be improved. A participant said
I can see the issues between us and our staff, or between us
and the children. As the people closest to the children in this
institution, we are required to always show our willingness to
listen to them [the children]. So we need to always give a
positive view, I mean, we should use the positive perspective.
For example, we should tell them that their failure does not
mean the end of the world. They still have chances to change
their behaviours. So, I think, through this positive view [positive
view of the children], individuals who face challenges in their
lives will feel relieved.
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
The Malaysian child social workers seemed to emphasise the importance of
using positive perspectives to help their clients in their professional conduct.
In addition, to gain the clients’ confidence, skill in listening to their problems
was also perceived as important. To force oneself to be a good listener
requires emotion – that is, the willingness to know and to understand. The
Malaysian child social workers again emphasised the contributions of
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emotions and EI in their working relationships with the clients. The workers
must be able to build clients’ confidence in their ability to resolve their
problems. This confidence can be achieved through the workers’ support of
the clients. Therefore, from the respondents’ viewpoint, those who are able
to express their emotions in a positive way (i.e. avoid bias, display the desire
to help, etc.) and regulate the emotions of others (i.e. the emotions of those
who are under pressure) will be able to gain the confidence of others.
In terms of organisational management, the participants who held important
posts in their respective organisations and who had skill in understanding
others (i.e. the staff) and expressing their understanding either verbally or
non-verbally found it easier to regulate others’ emotions, as well as to obtain
their staff’s cooperation and appreciation. One participant reported
I always respect them [the older female workers] like my
mother, and I notice that they want to be appreciated as
experienced workers because they have been working here
very much longer than I have. I am always concerned about
their emotions, I mean I will try to understand them. Then,
alhamdulillah [praise be to Allah], they accept me as their leader
even though I am a new staff member here and younger than
them.
(Probation Officer 6, female, aged 36)
I am lucky because my boss is very understanding. I feel
relieved because if I have issues concerning my practice, I just
refer to him openly. He always gives me guidance and shares
his experience with me as a new staff member. So, I feel
relieved and enjoy working with him.
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
I have started to think about their benefits and I can feel it, it’s
good … when we consider our staff’s limitations and we
understand their situations, they will appreciate us. They will
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come to us and thank us. Then our relationship will become
closer and they will respect us as their leaders.
(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
The data showed that the social workers’ and/or leaders’ EI (i.e. regulating
one’s own and others’ emotions) could help them in building a good
relationship with clients and/or subordinates. Expressions of respect,
appreciation, understanding and willingness to help others are useful and
important in gaining cooperation in the workplace. Expressing all of these
was also perceived by the participants as a means of helping others to
regulate their emotions. When one is stable in one’s emotions and feels
appreciated, this helps towards building a good working relationship in any
form (i.e. between the client and the worker, or between the leader and the
subordinate). In organisational management, a leader with this skill will be
successful in maintaining harmony in the organisation (Grandey, 2000) and
gaining workers’ cooperation and support. Grandey (2000) mentions that, in
the workplace, where positive expressions are expected, feeling positive
about the environment may mean that less emotional labour is necessary.
Workers may genuinely feel the emotion that is expected of them in a service
environment if the interpersonal relationship is positive and supportive. In
addition, the participants also perceived that support from leaders could help
employees cope with the stress of job services and regulate their emotions.
In spite of the value of expression of positive emotions in the workplace in
gaining the cooperation of others, the participants also emphasised the
avoidance of certain emotional expressions. The desire to maintain harmony
in the workplace and in relationships with colleagues and to show respect to
superiors at the top level of management were suggested as the reasons why
the participants preferred not to express their emotions. Furthermore, they
also thought that these were appropriate ways of regulating their emotions.
The participants reported
If we work under one roof and have those kinds of feelings
[resentment and anger], it doesn’t help us. I think it’s not good
because we interact and work with them every day. So, I am
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not comfortable if I show my feelings because we need to
maintain harmony with our boss.
(Probation Officer 1, female, aged 35)
I don’t know. Maybe this is me. It’s not easy for me to show my
emotion [anger] even when I am in a state of anger. No, I won’t
show it [anger]. I think it’s not applicable here [in the workplace]
…

because

we

are

always

dealing

with

them

[clients/colleagues]. I will not feel comfortable if I show my
anger.
(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 33)
The expression of positive emotions and avoidance of certain negative
emotions (e.g. anger) during professional practice, such as in the areas of
child protection and child rehabilitation, were perceived by the participants as
very important when dealing with clients and when interacting with their
colleagues, leaders and subordinates. The verbal and non-verbal displays of
love, care, concern and pride were viewed by the participants as appropriate
and acceptable in building and maintaining professional relationships,
particularly with the clients. This is similar to the Western research findings;
for example, Barret and Campos (1987) state that submissive emotions,
specifically sadness, do not threaten interpersonal interaction in most cases,
whereas anger has the potential to threaten relationships or interaction.
Sadness communicates personal vulnerability, which signals a need for
consolation and comfort from others that reflects a willingness to submit
oneself to the care of another (Barret & Campos, 1987). One participant said
“Sadness, it does not mean that we are sad but it’s like we understand their
situations [empathy]” (Prohibition Officer 3, male, aged 32). In contrast, as for
anger and joy, when they occur at the expense of someone else, they are
disharmonious emotions. Barret and Campos (1987) add that anger and joy
convey a motivation to achieve one’s own goals or to take satisfaction in
one’s success over another. The participants perceived that if they (the social
workers) fail to show seriousness in professional matters, such as laughing
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when dealing with clients, the clients will feel offended and taken for granted.
For instance, a male participant reported
Here [in his department], if we laugh or are not serious, errr …
the Sabahans would think that we are insulting or making fun of
them.
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
The participants perceived that emotional expression (e.g. empathy and
understanding) and emotional regulation may lead to more adaptive and
reinforced mood states. In the end, these two themes (aspects) of EI (i.e.
emotional expression and emotional regulation) will contribute to better
working relationships between social workers and clients, or leaders and
subordinates. In addition, the child social workers also perceived that
observing emotional regulation in themselves and others is an important
effort in meeting particular goals.
6.3

Spirituality Facilitates Positive Emotions

Another theme that was also identified in relation to consideration of EI in
working relationships was the use of spirituality to facilitate positive emotions.
There are several sub-themes under the theme of spirituality (i.e. the aspect
of EI): 1) religious beliefs and practices, 2) almsgiving (meaning and
purpose), 3) care towards people (meaning and purpose), 4) disbelief of the
devil’s guile, and 5) expression of gratitude to God (Allah). All these subthemes will be further discussed in the following section.
Religious Beliefs and Practices
The results indicated that the participants defined ‘spirituality’ as a
relationship with a higher power and/or religious teaching. In the individual
interviews, 25 participants were involved (i.e. 24 Muslims and 1 Hindu). More
than half of the participants (64%, i.e. 16 out of 25 participants) mentioned
and emphasised spirituality and its usage in dealing with negative emotions
(e.g. sadness and depression) and with uncertain situations. Moreover, the
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ways in which the participants perceived their own and others’ attitudes and
behaviours were also demonstrated in the element of spirituality.

In the present research, spirituality is expressed through religious rituals such
as performing prayers, as mentioned by the participants. The participants
reported that when they face relationship difficulties with people in the
workplace, they always perform their prayers. One of the participants said “I
pray as frequently as I can … When we are being isolated [she feels that she
is alone]” (Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35). The participants described
the strategies as balancing negative emotions. For instance, Probation
Officer 2 added that when it comes to the influence of others’ negative
attitudes (e.g. resistance to change), her religious faith helps balance her
emotions in executing her tasks as a social worker, first and foremost as a
leader. According to the participant, her prayers could assist her in balancing
the negative feelings caused by the environment. In other words, according
to her, religion has its strength in helping stress-burdened people. She
explained that, once one has experienced bad or negative emotions, it takes
time to get back to the norm or the state that one has experienced before. It
seems that emotions are extremely sensitive and fragile; therefore, strength
is needed in balancing them. When asked whether she used a religious
approach in her effort to balance her emotions, she replied, “It is the main
thing. That is the main factor which makes us strong”. She further stated that
It takes ages to balance my emotions. I should be strong
enough. That strength is from the inside. That strength from the
inside, which is more important, is religion. It must be firm. I pray
as frequently as I can. When we are being isolated [she feels
that she is alone] … then, people put a lot of pressure on us,
the task can be heavy for me. My task is tough, it is. But the
task does not bother me. I accept the task as it is. But the
conditions [e.g. the senior staff] … and emotions disturb my
relationship with the environment.
(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35)
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This suggests that spirituality, which can bring a feeling of being closer to
God, will give a sense of emotional stability to an individual. It is noticeable
that in defining spirituality in the Malaysian context, religious rituals, such as
performance of prayers, were also emphasised by a majority of the
participants (i.e. the interviewees and observed participants). The researcher
found that all the departments and premises in every location where this
research project was conducted (i.e. Kota Kinabalu, Kuala Lumpur and
Petaling) were equipped with prayer rooms (i.e. salat rooms) for Muslim
workers to perform their prayers. Through her observation, the researcher
also noticed that the prayer rooms were provided with the necessary
equipment and facilities, such as carpets for salats, some al-Qurans and a
place for wudhu (ablution). Needless to say, it is not surprising to find a prayer
room in most buildings in Malaysia, particularly in workplaces, schools,
shopping complexes, recreational parks and other public premises, as this
country is populated by an Islam majority and Islam is the official religion in
Malaysia. The prayer rooms are provided in most premises for Muslims to
perform their salats in so that they do not have to go to the mosque in order
to do so. The Muslims can perform their salats at the nearest mosque or
prayer room – wherever they are when it is time for prayer. In the context of
this research project, the researcher discovered that the prayer rooms were
fully used by the social workers to perform their salats, regardless of gender
or position in the administration, and even by the clients or patients who came
to the welfare department or hospital for services. This suggests that religious
beliefs and the requirement to perform salats were observed by the Muslim
social workers.
During another observation, dated 11th March 2011 (Wednesday night) at
8pm, in one of the research locations, a ceremony was held to celebrate the
staff personnel who were just having their promotion conferred. The
researcher was also invited as a guest on that night. The opening ceremony
started with a prayer. One of the male staff members in this organisation
conducted the prayer while the others sat quietly. The prayer expressed their
thankfulness towards the Creator (i.e. Allah s.w.t.). They also asked for
Allah’s blessings on their gathering on that night. Other than that, a prayer of
thanksgiving was also conducted before consuming the meal. The same
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male staff member conducted this prayer. Notably, it is a typical procedure
for any government organisation in Malaysia to start their programme or
ceremony with a prayer, particularly the organisations headed by a religious
leader. For more official and bigger ceremonial events, such as international
conventions or conferences, normally the protocol will be arranged by the unit
of public relations within the organisation, and normally a prayer programme
will be included.
In another observation dated 2nd February 2011 (Wednesday evening at
6pm), in Kuala Lumpur Hospital, while sitting and completing her field notes,
the researcher noticed three males chatting and joking with each other. One
of the males, known as Salleh (aged 36, a medical social worker from Kuala
Lumpur), was heard repeating “salat … salat … salat” to his friends while
preparing for his own salat. Salleh reminded his friends to perform the salat
as it was close to prayer time. Based on this observation, it can be assumed
that Salleh was a religious person. Apart from this, his religious character was
also displayed through the way he presented himself – for example, he
always wore the kopiah (a head cover for males), even during working hours.
When Salleh urged his friends to perform the salat, one of his friends refused
and said he would do so later before the next salat time [the Muslims observe
the formal salat at different times: Fajr (pre-dawn), Dhuhr (noon), Asr
(afternoon), Maghrib (sunset) and Isha (evening)]. Salleh seemed to disagree
with his friend and continued “Let’s do our prayer”. The researcher also
laughed and agreed with the friend’s plan to perform the salat before the next
salat time. However, Salleh, who also disagreed with what the researcher
said, approached her and stated seriously “We cannot postpone our salat.
We should salat in time. It is a sin to postpone the salat”. This seemed to
suggest that Salleh strictly followed the rules and the teachings of Islam. As
Allah says, “Verily, as – salat (the prayer) is enjoined on the believers at fixed
hours” (Al-Quran, Sura An-Nisa:103). Several minutes later, the researcher
realised that Salleh and the two other workers had gone to perform their
prayers. Salleh appeared to have succeeded in persuading his friends to
perform the salat. However, this might not have been due to Salleh being firm
in his religious practice: the two other workers might just have realised that
they had made a mistake (or forgotten what had been taught in their religious
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learning), as observed and felt by the researcher herself. Thus, the
consistency of individual interview data with the study observations
strengthened the credibility of this factor and theme. It seemed that the
organisation and the participants still particularly practise religious teachings.
We may assume that religion could reinforce relationships, whereby the role
of a true friend is played by someone who always reminds his or her friends
not to forget the Creator. When someone appreciates the good role played
by others (in this case, reminding others not to forget the Creator), this could
implicitly strengthen the relationship.
Almsgiving (Meaning and Purpose)
Giving alms to those who are in need (i.e. the poor) was also emphasised by
the participants. The participants emphasised alms as one of the religious
actions that are encouraged in religious practices (e.g. in Islam), even in their
daily working lives. The participants emphasised giving alms themselves in
order to help others who they perceive are in need. In a verse from the Holy
Qur’an, Allah says “And spend in the cause of Allah (i.e. Jihad of all kinds)
and do not throw yourselves into destruction (by not spending your wealth in
the cause of Allah)” (Qur’an, Sura Al-Baqarah:195). The participants stated
In the past when my department did not have enough
resources, I always gave mine. Honestly, I always gave them
my own money. But, it [alms] is good … right? In religious
teaching, we are encouraged to give alms to people who are in
need if we are capable.
(Medical Social Worker 6, male, aged 33)
We get emotional when we look at their living conditions, like
seeing the old ladies, single mothers, and the poor wearing
shabby clothes. Yes, it is [feeling of sympathy]. Sometimes, I
give my own money. Alms. I just give them RM50 or RM100.
We are human … if sympathy is not there, it’s like we are not
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human! And remember … as humans, Allah gives us that
feeling.
(Child Protector 6, female, aged 35)
As Allah says,
And indeed We have honoured the Children of Adam, and We
have carried them on land and sea, and have provided them
with At-Tayyibat [lawful good things], and have preferred them
to many of those whom We have created with a marked
preferment.
(Al-Quran, Sura Al-Isra:70)
Muslims believe that Allah teaches that many humans (not all humans) are
noble. Those followers who always bring themselves close to Allah and
always remember the religious teachings are the best people in Allah’s eyes.
When social workers always fulfil their obligations towards other people, such
as by helping those in need, this could directly build good relationships
between themselves and their clients.
Care for People
According to one of the female participants, who was also the head of a
probation institution, working with people who have problematic behaviours
(e.g. children presenting or facing difficulties) is a huge challenge. It could
also challenge the credibility of workers, such as the child social workers. The
participant emphasised the term ‘caring’ for people, particularly children.
According to this participant, she would advise her staff to work with children
sincerely. She also reminded them to carry out their duties with sincerity in
the belief that ‘what goes around comes around’. This was emphasised in her
statement “whatever we give, we will get it back” (Probation Officer 6, female,
aged 36), known as the ‘rewards from Allah’. In accordance with Khan (2009),
a Muslim is one who performs his or her actions to seek the pleasure of Allah
and to draw nearer to Him. In accordance with this definition, Khan (2009)
mentions that all actions undertaken for the pleasure of Allah are spiritual
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because they link material actions with the purpose of life. Moreover, this
participant described the meaning of spirituality as follows:
Spirituality … spirituality means we are working with people
who face problems in their lives. We care about these people.
So, we want our staff to work with sincerity. We want them to
work with the spirit, that is, whatever we give, we will get it back
[reward]. So, whatever it is, if you work with sincerity, your
income is clean, and with that income, you will provide
everything that is needed by your family members. Therefore,
we don’t want to be rude and selfish to our clients. Otherwise,
our income is not halal. From the religious perspective, if we act
righteously to others, Allah will give His rewards accordingly.
(Probation Officer 6, female, aged 36)
With respect to the belief that Allah will reward them according to their deeds,
this drives the social workers to act and work sincerely. Seemingly, believing
in God and practising what has been learned from religious teachings
encourages people to work with sincerity. The participants also considered
that working with sincerity is important and they assumed that they need to
use a halal income to raise their family. Hence, as encouraged by religion,
caring for people could build good relationships between workers and clients.
Disbelief of the Devil’s Guile
The disbelief of the devil’s guile was highlighted as a critical attribute within
the participants’ accounts. They said that the connection with God (i.e. Allah)
helps guide them as they go through their lives as religious people. The
participants indicated that they use their knowledge of religious teachings in
guiding their clients away from what is prohibited in the religion. They also
said they share their beliefs and religious knowledge with their clients. In
addition, there is a belief that usage of black magic is highly prohibited in their
religion. As Allah says, “And indeed they knew that the buyers of it (magic)
would have no share in the Hereafter. And how bad indeed was that for which
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they sold their ownselves, if they but knew” (Qur’an, Sura Al-Baqarah:102).
One of the participants stated
I explained to her about our religion – what is allowed and not
allowed in our religion. She is a Muslim. What made me angry
… her mother took the baby and put the baby in a bottle. Her
mother wanted to do something [black magic], which is wrong
in our religion. I cannot accept it [black magic] because it is
wrong in our religion.
(Medical Social Worker 7, female, aged 37)
Expression of Gratitude to God (Allah)
The element of spirituality was also evident in the participants’ verbal
communication (e.g. in speeches), as portrayed in their expression of
gratitude to Allah. For instance, through an indirect observation of one of the
male participants, who also participated in the individual interview, the
researcher found that the participant expressed his gratitude to Allah several
times during the interview process. He said “Alhamdulillah [praise be to
Allah], I have never taken that action [i.e. slapped or punched the children
when they make mistakes or break the institution’s rules]” (Probation Officer
4, male, aged 47). It is noted that probation institutions are occupied by young
offenders who have been sentenced by the court to undergo rehabilitation
processes. According to the participant, these children with challenging
behaviours always raise problems in the institution and their behaviours can
easily anger the young officers in particular. Hadith – Sahih Al-Bukhari, as
narrated by Abu Huraira, r.a., Prophet Muhammad s.a.w. (peace be upon
him) said “The strong is not the one who overcomes the people by his
strength, but the strong is the one who controls himself while in anger” (as
cited in Zamzam, 2004). The participant expresses gratitude to Allah by
saying ‘alhamdulillah’ [praise be to Allah], as he believes that it is Allah who
keeps him from acting irrationally.
The definition of the expression of gratitude to Allah as described by the
participants above indicates that the social workers put a high value on
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religious teachings. They said they would pray when they are unstable
emotionally, give alms and care for those in need. They also expressed their
disbelief of the devil’s guile and uttered their gratitude to Allah when they
succeeded in doing something good. Hadith 13 of Forty Hadith by Imam AnNawawi mentions that, on the authority of Anas bin Malik, the servant of
Allah’s messenger, the Prophet said “None of you [truly] believes until he
wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself” (related by Bukhari and
Muslim). Hadith 13 teaches believers that a man to another man is like a soul,
whereby if he loves his brother, it is as if he loves himself too. This is
illustrated in the value of almsgiving.
The present research findings showed that the participants thought that the
religious practice of performing prayers assists in regulating one’s emotions.
Religion not only provides a way for individuals to moderate their emotions,
but is also a factor that they describe as making them strong. The present
research supports some research findings on the contributions of religion and
spirituality in everyday life. It has been suggested that religion and spirituality
contribute positively to both clients’ (Sharp, 2010; Harvey & Cook, 2010;
Walter, 2002) and social workers’ lives (Hamama, 2011; Tham & Meagher,
2009). For this reason, spirituality and religion have been widely discussed
within social work literature (Graham & Shier, 2009). Some studies have
found that religiousness and spirituality are consistently linked with positive
indicators of well-being (Jackson & Bergeman, 2011). Ellison (1991) states
that individuals who are committed to their religious faith and spiritual
convictions have more coping resources at their disposal (as cited in Jackson
& Bergeman, 2011). Furthermore, the present research also suggests that
prayers are used as the participants’ attempt to manage their emotions (i.e.
negative emotions). In terms of emotions and EI, the daily practice of religious
worship, such as performing the zikh, praying and reciting the Quran have
been argued to contribute to one’s EI (Mamat, Hassan & Tamuri, 2011).
Mamat, Hassan and Tamuri (2011) mention that religious practice could
enhance one’s self-awareness, self-regulation and self-motivation. With
reference to the Muslim faith, the Pillars of Faith and the Pillars of Islam are
both known as the followers’ guides in knowing or understanding their
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feelings and others’ feelings. They are important in motivating individuals and
in helping them handle emotionally fraught situations. In accordance with the
fundamental thinking of Ary Ginanjar Agustian (2009), the Pillars of Faith and
the Pillars of Islam could be the foundations in developing a concept of EI
(EQ) based on the relationship between humans and God (SQ). Therefore,
Agustian (2009) calls it the Emotional and Spiritual Quotient (ESQ). In Islam,
an understanding of EI is obtained through the Pillars of Faith and it can be
trained and sharpened through the concept of shahada (declaration of faith),
prayer, fasting, zakah (purification and growth), and hajj (pilgrimage), that are
performed repeatedly and continuously (Agustian, 2009). This suggests that
if religious teachings are practised with sincerity, one can control one’s
sadness, depression and so on. In addition, there is Islamic advice for
depression and sadness, as Allah says “… And do not kill yourselves (nor kill
one another). Surely, Allah is Most Merciful to you” (Al-Quran, Sura AnNisa:4). Everyday religious practice appears to be something that is
potentially particular to the Malaysian context because Islam is more widely
practised in Malaysia on a routine basis than in Western countries. However,
it is not only people in Malaysia who practise religious rituals in their daily
routines. Other Asian countries (e.g. India, Korea, Japan, etc.) also observe
their religious teachings (Cheon & Canda, 2010; Hall et al., 2011). For
instance, in Korea, spirituality has been identified as an important aspect of
strength-based social work that can enhance youths’ development by helping
them attend to issues of meaning and identity, development towards
adulthood and risk factors, as well as personal, environmental, religious and
spiritual resources (Cheon & Canda, 2010). The research findings seemed
to suggest that spirituality may stimulate positive emotions. For example, as
reported by the social workers, they would perform their prayers when their
emotions were unstable and/or at times when they felt doubtful. According to
them, in praying, it seemed that they were afforded a feeling of calmness. In
addition, their expressions of thankfulness to God (i.e. Allah) when something
favourable occurred also demonstrated their emotional state (i.e. happiness).
Spirituality also seemed to be used to build good relationships with
colleagues or between leader and theirr subordinates. One of the
participants, who was also a leader in one of the rehabilitation institutions,
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claimed that she used emotions to help her tolerate others in her efforts to
tackle them:
I don’t mean emotions. We use toleration instead to get them to
work with us without them thinking that they are more senior
[senior workers]. Even though they are more senior than us, we
can still tackle them. I use spirituality as an approach. It is more
like a family concept. I also want to hinder them from perceiving
that they are better than me, and that they have worked here
longer and therefore the new leader knows nothing. But, with
this style of leadership, we have established that all the staff
should work in solidarity. Hence, we use the family concept. We
play with their emotions to tackle them. So, when they enjoy
their working environment, they will no longer think about their
seniority, status, or their status as older people. They will
respect me as their leader. Eventually, they will follow what I
say. If I give an order whereby they need to come to the office
on a weekend, they will comply without making any complaints.
(Probation Officer 6, female, aged 36)
The research findings seemed to show the importance of religion/spirituality
in guiding and/or controlling one’s emotions. The role in guiding emotions is
the desire of wanting to help others, to behave in a right manner as expected
by religion, and so on. The participants seemed to practise what had been
taught in their religion (e.g. behaving well) as Allah has promised that good
or bad behaviour will be rewarded/punished according to one’s deeds. The
Malaysian child social workers assumed that religion could guide them and
others to build a good spirit (spirituality), and, thus, spirituality could bring
them and others closer to God (i.e. Allah). In other words, spirituality could
encourage one to behave and act in an appropriate manner as sanctioned by
religion. There is also a belief that if one is good in one’s actions, one can
gain Allah’s blessings. Hence, in terms of the contributions of EI to social
work practice, particularly in working relationships, religious teachings could
moderate and guide (facilitate) one’s emotions in a way that would lead to
appropriate behaviour, such as helping others in need, reinforcing goodwill
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among colleagues and strengthening the relationship between oneself and
one’s superiors. The research findings seemed to echo the perspective of
sociology and anthropology, in which religion has been defined in terms of
social function – that is, as a system of life that binds humans into a
harmonious unit or social group (e.g. Brinkerhoff & White, 1989). This
functionalist approach assumes that religion is largely a product of society,
and hence it must be defined in terms of what it contributes at both societal
and individual levels (Hunt, 2005). However, this functionalist definition of
religion has been criticised by sociologists, such as Durkheim, Kolakowski
and Bruce (in Hunt, 2005). For example, Kolakowski (in Hunt, 2005) states
that “the important consideration is to maintain a distinction between the way
in which religion may be delineated, more or less, arbitrarily, the width of
sociological inquiry, and subjective explanatory statements made regarding
the nature and function of religious life” (p.18). Another recent discussion of
definitions by Furness and Gilligan (2010) suggests that “those considering
the subjects of ‘religion’ and ‘belief’ face considerable challenges around
definitions and these challenges are greatly increased where individualised
and occasional expressions of religious feeling and spiritual belief are
included” (p.3).
The present study found that in order to spiritually care for clients, colleagues
and subordinates, the Malaysian social workers need to care for themselves
by continuously promoting harmonious integrity. Through serenity, workers
can come to realise how to relate to a higher dimension and can in turn
connect with their clients and/or colleagues, as well as their leaders and
subordinates. Every major religion in the world preaches on the basis of ‘love
your neighbour’ and promotes a belief in the brotherhood and sisterhood of
all humanity (Isgandarova, 2011). This belief seems to strengthen the social
workers’ relationships with their clients, colleagues and/or subordinates.
Various definitions of the term ‘spirituality’ are used by different authors (see
Hardy et al., 2011). However, for those who participated in the present study,
spirituality is largely connected to the holiness of Allah and the belief that
every action taken is for Allah. In other words, the definition of spirituality
emerges from the individual’s construction of his/her relationship with God.
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In the Islamic perspective, spirituality is defined as the linking of actions to
the purpose of life (Khan, 2009). For example, a Muslim’s purpose of life is
to worship Allah; therefore, spirituality in this sense is linked to an individual’s
actions and the purpose of his/her life. In Islam, spiritual interpretation is
based on the Al-Quran and the Sunnah (Zainal Abidin, 2009). Moreover,
spirituality has a strong relationship with aqidah, which is the basis of one’s
belief, whereas spirituality is a person’s willingness to perform the
requirements of aqidah (Stapa & Dollah, 2001). Spirituality is positioned in
the heart of Islam; in other words, religion and spirituality are essential
constituents of non-separable entities as argued by James (1985, in
Kapuscinski & Masters, 2010).
This may differ from Western societies, where traditional religious beliefs
have been diminished and replaced with more secular cultures. Secularism
continues to reflect a specific spiritual heritage in which the overall influence
of religion – that is, Christianity – continues to decline (Mathews, 2009). Even
the concept of spirituality and its relationship to religiousness is highly
questionable (Kapuschinski & Masters, 2010). However, research findings
regarding Western people who work in helping professions have provided
evidence that helping professionals from a range of spiritual traditions and
professional specialisations believe that God inspires and assists them in
their professional work (O’Grady & Richards, 2010). Gale, Bolzan and
McRae-McMahon (2007) emphasise the absence of spirituality in social work
education curricula and the impact of social work’s emphasis on rational and
scientific imperatives. Thus, the awareness of spiritually inclusive practice
and the significance of spirituality and faith in areas of intervention have been
proposed (see Gale, Bolzan & McRae-McMahon, 2007). It is similar to Asian
countries, in which restoring spirituality to its rightful place in contemporary
psychology and philosophical religious traditions remains relevant (Ho & Ho,
2007). In a study on spirituality and religiosity as a cross-cultural aspect of
human experiences, it was revealed that the Faith Maturity Scale and the
Religiosity Index were reliable and valid for the sample from the Philippines,
another of the Asian countries (Dy-Liacco et al., 2009). In addition, a majority
of the population in the United States probably prefer an orientation to
counselling and psychotherapy that is sympathetic or at least sensitive to a
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spiritual perspective (Bergin & Jensen, 1990). It would be an issue in practice
if American psychologists preferred a form of spirituality that remained
separate from religious beliefs (McMinn et al., 2009). However, Bergin and
Jensen’s (1990) research findings did not only reveal a substantial level of
religious participation and spiritual involvement among groups of therapists
beyond or in addition to traditional conventions: due to the secular framework
of professional education and practice, Bergin and Jensen (1990) also found
that a reservoir of spiritual interests among therapists often went
unexpressed. Furthermore, Hage (2006) suggests that the integration of
spiritual and religious issues in recent conceptualisations of cultural diversity
points to stronger awareness of the significance of such issues in the lives of
average Americans and proposes integrating spiritual and religious diversity
into psychology training and supervision. Moreover, attention is also rarely
paid to understanding individuals’ sense of their spiritual selves (Kiesling et
al., 2008). Thus, the differences in cultural understanding could hinder
working relationships, and, therefore, the use of emotions could be more fully
employed in social work education and training in Malaysia.
6.4

Summary

This chapter discusses the contributions of emotions and EI to working
relationships. Three main themes (i.e. aspects of EI) have been identified
concerning EI in the social work profession in Malaysia, particularly in working
relationships: 1) the skill of empathising, 2) the expression and regulation of
one’s own and others’ emotional experiences, and 3) spirituality. Within the
first theme, the skill of empathising, the Malaysian child social workers
perceived that being empathetic could help them understand their clients’
situations and problems, provide comfort to the clients in revealing their
problems and create a strong bond between the clients and themselves. They
also added that the skill of empathising could help them understand and
admit the centrality of the concept of fate – the belief that everything comes
from Allah – and thus they would interpret challenges in life as God testing
their belief in Him. The second theme pertaining to the concept of EI relates
to the expression and regulation of one’s own and others’ emotional
experiences. Within this theme, the workers perceived that exhibiting skill in
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regulating others’ emotions could help the clients to acquire confidence in
solving their problems, obtaining others’ (i.e. subordinates’) cooperation and
appreciation, maintaining harmony in the workplace and showing respect to
superiors. The third theme related to EI is spirituality. Spirituality and religious
practices were said to be able to facilitate positive emotions among the social
workers. The social workers’ experiences, knowledge and appropriate skills
(EI) were necessary to assist and guide their clients in their search for
meaning in their lives. The present research findings have provided insights
into the social workers’ activities in relation to their caring profession as they
seek spiritual fulfilment by compassionately helping and connecting with
others.
The social workers revealed that spirituality through religious beliefs and
practices, almsgiving, caring for people and expression of gratitude to Allah
could moderate their feelings and guide them towards positive emotions. The
research findings seemed to reveal that Asian countries such as Malaysia
still emphasise the importance of religious influence in society’s daily routine,
either in formal or informal tasks, which shapes behaviour and actions.
Regarding gender differences, the present research findings seemed to show
a similarity in the way both male and female participants reported using
emotions in their work. They seemed to agree on the importance of using
certain emotions (i.e. positive emotions) in building good working
relationships. The similarity between genders in perceiving and using
emotions may be due to the workplace requirements themselves – those of
social work practice. This is generally different from the findings in the
literature; however, it can be understood in terms of professional
requirements. The literature indicates that there are some inconsistencies in
the findings concerning emotions and gender, and related subjects including
children, college students, adolescents, adults and married and unmarried
couples (Scheff, 2006; Tudor, 2004; Baron, 2000; Reynolds, Scott &
Jessiman, 1999; Mitchel, 1975).
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CONTRIBUTIONS OF EMOTIONS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE TO
DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

7.0

Introduction

This chapter explores Malaysian child social workers’ perceptions of
emotions and emotional intelligence (EI) and their contributions to decisionmaking processes in the context of child and family social work in Malaysia.
After the process of data analysis, four major themes were identified that
relate to the following research objective: to investigate how the social
workers perceived the contributions of EI to decision-making processes. The
four major themes are 1) emotions as a negative and disruptive element in
decision-making processes, 2) the positive effects of emotions in decisionmaking processes, 3) the negative effects of emotions in decision-making
processes, and 4) the distribution of EI’s positive roles in decision-making
processes. In Chapter Five, I elaborated on and discussed some emotions
that had been experienced by the participants during their professional
practice. The participants reported that they had been experiencing
emotional encounters when dealing with their clients. In this chapter, I will go
further to investigate whether the emotions experienced might influence their
decision-making processes. If the child social workers included the emotions
they experienced, it is important to investigate what kinds of emotions were
involved, how they perceived the involvement of certain emotions and how
they dealt with them. In the past, particularly in Western countries, emotions
were considered a disruptive force in rational thinking and adaptive action
(e.g. Bernstone, Boysen & Cacioppo, 1993). Some authors, however, argue
that emotions are increasingly recognised for the role they play in decisionmaking. In fact, it has been argued that we need emotions in order to behave
rationally (Ishrat, 2010; Loewenstein & Lerner, 2003). Towards the end, I will
also attempt to investigate whether EI was integrated into their social work
practice (i.e. how EI was constructed, particularly in the Malaysian context).
This chapter is divided into four main themes, as stated in Section 7.1 below.
The main themes and the relevant sub-themes that have been identified
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during the investigation of the participants’ perceptions of the contributions of
emotions and EI to decision-making processes will be discussed. The four
identified main themes are 1) emotions as a negative and disruptive element
in decision-making processes, 2) the positive effects of emotions in decisionmaking processes, 3) the negative effects of emotions in decision-making
processes, and 4) the distribution of EI’s positive roles in decision-making
processes. Further elaborations of these main themes are included below.
7.1

Malaysian Child Social Workers’ Perceptions of Emotions and EI

in Decision-making Processes
Emotions as a Negative and Disruptive Element in Decision-making
Processes
The first theme, the perception of emotions as a negative and disruptive
element in decision-making processes, was identified while investigating how
the Malaysian social workers perceived emotions and EI in decision-making
processes. In relation to the topic of emotions and decision-making
processes, it is noted that the use of emotions was discouraged in one of the
selected organisations of this study where the participants were recruited.
Seemingly, the notice (see Appendix 13) displayed in this organisation served
as a reminder for the workers not to be influenced by emotions during
decision-making processes. The participants seemed to perceive emotions
as a negative element and commented that emotions and feelings should be
avoided during professional practice, such as in decision-making processes.
They perceived that emotions could disrupt decision-making processes. The
participants mentioned that
In

management,

we

can’t

be

emotional

[laughs].

It

[management] must depend on the needs, rationality and our
experiences. So people will not say … “Eh! Emotions have been
involved in her decision-making” … it must be natural.
(Child Protector 4, female, aged 48)
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Whatever kind of decision is made, it must be on a professional
basis, you know. We do not only follow our emotions, or follow
what we feel, whether we feel angry, patriotic, love our work or
have elements of bias, no. But, it’s more to … not only for the
benefit of our service or our department. So, when we refer to
our service, we are usually geared more towards the patients’
benefit because our core business is serving the patients.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
Emotions, if emotions … errr … I don’t involve emotions in
making decisions. For example, if a mother has to be sent to
prison and she has a child aged about five years old, when the
child turns five, they need to be separated. For the child’s sake,
we don’t allow a child to be in prison. There are emotions. Of
course, a child must be taken care of by his/her mother. But in
this case, it’s different.
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39)
Errr … I am not saying that they [emotions] are negative, but I
don’t want these emotions to influence me in my decisionmaking processes, and I am not saying that if I use emotions,
my decision will be a correct one. But, I am kind of … I don’t
want to be influenced by my emotions.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
The illustrations above seem to show us that emotions were perceived by the
Malaysian social workers as a negative element that should be avoided in
social work practice (e.g. decision-making processes), regardless of whether
they were viewed as positive or negative. This seems to suggest that, if one
includes emotions in decision-making processes, one will be viewed as
unprofessional. In addition, the interest of the clients must be made a priority.
Even though social workers may experience a certain kind of emotion when
dealing with clients, they must avoid it at all costs. This seems to reveal that
in the Malaysian context in general and in social work practice in particular,
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emotions (i.e. one’s own and others’ emotions) are avoided and their
inclusion in professional practice is discouraged. This may result from the
general view that emotions are disruptive; due to this perception, emotions
(i.e. anger) are devalued in some cultures (see Mesquita & Walker, 2003).
The reason for the avoidance of emotions in professional practice as
perceived by the participants was that emotions could disrupt their rational
thinking regardless of whether they are positive or negative. The participants
claimed that involvement of certain kinds of emotions could cause them to
lose their confidence and leave them doubtful about whether they were
making wise judgements. Hence, according to them, emotions should be
used within limits. The participants reported that
I do not involve emotions … to me, in the process of making
decisions, sometimes, we can feel a mixture of emotions, either
a good or bad mood, or personal problems. In decision-making,
I am not confident. And, sometimes, I am doubtful too. If
emotions are there, they would make me less focused on my
work – for example, if I have personal problems or any internal
or external problems, of course they [negative emotions] disturb
me. I would not make wise decisions if I was being emotional.
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 34)
I think we need to minimise the use of our emotions. I think if
we depend on emotions, any kind of decision that relates to the
patients will not be a wise one.
(Medical Social Worker 7, female, aged 37)
The examples above show that the inclusion of emotions in decision-making
processes is not encouraged due to their negative effects on decisions and
actions. The Malaysian child social workers perceived that certain emotions
that arose from problems faced by individuals or issues relating to clients
could disrupt their rational judgement. It seems that emotions are completely
avoided and rejected in their professional duties:
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I have a case involving a boy. This boy was sent to the
rehabilitation institution due to his misbehaviour. I believe he
[his client] became mischievous due to his broken family. At that
time it was close to the Eid celebration. He has been in the
institution for six months. Our procedure states that after six
months in the institution, a child can apply to go home for at
least three days for the Eid celebration or if there is any
emergency in his/her family. But it depends on his/her discipline
while he/she is in the institution. We don’t simply allow them to
go home if we’re not satisfied with their behaviour. His mother
came and showed her sadness and anger. I don’t mind, even if
it is for Eid Mubarak. I know the child was sad, really sad,
because he wanted to be with his family. But we have our
policy.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
Traditionally, decision-making is viewed as a rational process where reason
indicates the best way to achieve a goal. Stocker (2002) states that one
reason ethicists have ignored emotions or thought of them as relatively
unimportant stems from the view that emotions are abnormal and perhaps
rare events and are often of considerable depth. Emotions thought of this way
are naturally perceived as misleading, disruptive and even overwhelming.
Goldie and Spicer (2002) also argue that emotions are characteristically
thought of by philosophers as states that give rise to perturbation in what
might roughly be called right thinking. The quantitative research findings
show that these traditional perceptions of emotions seem to be embraced
fully by the Malaysian child social workers.
The participants, however, seemed to reveal that their work is full of
emotional experiences. They experienced negative as well as positive
emotions (e.g. sadness, anger, lack of confidence, doubt and empathy),
particularly when dealing with clients (see Chapter Five – Emotion and
Emotional Intelligence in the Workplace). However, due to their negative
perceptions of emotions, particularly the emotions which had been
emphasised by the management and which they had been discouraged from
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using in their professional practice, they preferred to put aside their emotions
when doing their jobs. It seems that the Malaysian child social workers’
understanding, knowledge and terms concerning emotions and their
contributions to decision-making were limited to the negative effects of
emotions. In addition, the participants perceived that if they included
emotions in their decision-making processes, they would consider their acts
as unprofessional, which would lead to unethical practice. However, this is
not surprising, particularly when it concerns social work practice in which the
relationship between the role of emotions within the practice is considered
against the backdrop of proceduralist practice (see Ingram, 2012). As social
workers, they have a role in supporting reasonable and informed client
decisions in accordance with professional guidance, values and standards,
as well as legal and policy frameworks in their practice (Taylor, 2010). The
Malaysian social workers indicated that they tended to avoid emotions, which
might be due to the proceduralist practice. This was in contrast with social
work professionals in the UK, where the standard view has always been that
social workers need to be aware of their emotions and to use emotions in a
professional way that prioritises the needs of service users. As a body of
professionals, the UK’s social workers are and have been highly critical of
and resistant to the types of proceduralist practice that governments have
tried to impose on them (Ingram, 2012). Furthermore, the present study also
shows that the Malaysian child social workers sought to act within
professional boundaries.
Professional Boundaries
The social work profession is challenging; indeed, social work practitioners
regularly face complex and difficult situations. One important responsibility
that social workers have to shoulder is maintaining professional relationships
between themselves and individual clients and their families. The main
reason social workers are required to manage their relationships with clients
is the power imbalances in their relationships with them. Professional
boundaries are concerned with behaviours that are acceptable or
unacceptable in light of the fact that an individual is a professional and this
may include the use of emotions. The research findings show that the
266

participants managed to avoid emotions (i.e. negative emotions) in their
decision-making processes in their efforts to show professionalism or
professional boundaries. Even though they realised that they may experience
certain emotions (e.g. sadness and anger) in their professional practice, they
completely rejected the use of these emotions:
Emotions depend on the individuals … I am not rejecting
emotions. Emotions are important and useful. But we should
not be controlled by our emotions. We are the ones who should
control our emotions. We should also ignore bad things. We
should know when to display our sympathy and how to control
situations.
(Medical Social Worker 4, male, aged 33)
… but, if there are elements of negative emotions, such as
anger, it’s difficult. It’s difficult to make decisions, I mean fair
ones. So, when you are experiencing anger, don’t ever make
any decision at that particular time. You must put it on hold and
wait until you feel better and calm. But don’t forget that we are
human and I understand we have human characteristics.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
We feel worried when we have to make a call to their parents
[parents of her clients who are involved in teenage pregnancy
cases]. There is a type of parent who can’t accept the fact that
their children are involved in teenage pregnancy. But we do
have the techniques and we can use several approaches. We
don’t show our emotions or feelings of worry, anger or
excessive sympathy to our clients [teenage clients]. It’s not
professional if we show our emotions because this is a
profession.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female, aged 43)
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In their efforts to make good decisions, the participants said that they would
prefer to consider relevant information acquired from the clients and other
informative resources, as well as their own experiences other than emotions.
They agreed that they might experience certain kinds of emotion but they
chose to avoid them due to the perception that they may produce wrong
actions or decisions as stipulated by the management. They further perceived
that emotions could drive them to act unprofessionally. A female participant
said
I try to use emotions to relate the information I get from the
clients. Then, I make the decision by referring to all the
information and my past experiences. Okay, of course, I don’t
succumb to my emotions. I am not saying that I don’t use
emotions. I agree that emotions are there, but we cannot always
follow our emotions. I am afraid if I am wrong.
(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
Similarly, the male participants gave the same comments. They also
perceived that if emotions were to be used in their decision-making
processes, it would lead to unethical and biased acts, and consequently, this
would lead to their unfair treatment of their clients. I found that in terms of
decision-making processes, male and female participants showed no
difference in their perceptions of emotions, in that both genders perceived
emotions negatively. A male participant said
I don’t use emotions in decision-making processes. It is
because we want to make the right decisions. Whatever people
say, there will not be any bias. If I make the decision based on
emotions, the decision will be biased or it may be more in our
own interest. So, I don’t want to make a decision that is more in
my interest. I try to think of the interests of all parties.
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
In their efforts to avoid thinking and acting emotionally, the participants
suggested and strongly advised that the procedures provided by their
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organisations should be strictly followed. One of the participants commented
that
To me, you have to follow the procedures and you should. I, I
think it is better for you to follow the procedures. If you are
emotional, you … I understand because you are human, you
have emotions … the feeling of sympathy, I know you
sympathise. But, in the profession, we have rules and
regulations. Don’t trap yourself in any situation. Here, in this
department, we should always be careful of every single action.
If you make a mistake, there will be big consequences because
everything is about money. If you are emotional, no, you can’t
be emotional with the law. Am I right? For example, a client
would say that his mother does not like him, his family disowns
him, and he does not have a place to stay. I can’t simply give
him a place to stay in the institution. We have rules and we have
to follow the procedures. Yeah, I understand … emotional …
we are sometimes emotional, but hmm … but …
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 34)
Based on the participants’ perceptions of the use of emotions in decisionmaking processes, the Malaysian child social workers’ understanding,
knowledge and terms pertaining to emotions and their contributions to
decision-making processes were seemingly confined to the negative effects
of emotions. In addition, the participants perceived that if emotions were to
be involved in their decision-making processes, they would view their conduct
as unprofessional, which would lead to unethical practice. In the social work
profession, it is a requirement for social workers to practise ethical behaviours
and actions, in which they are guided by moral philosophy and ethics as
moral norms or standards (Banks, 2012). Social work conduct and practice
in European countries is largely implemented with secular orientations,
although even Banks (2012) proposes referring to normative theories (e.g.
religion). Moreover, the qualitative research findings of this study showed an
emphasis on religious matters in how the social workers regulated their
emotions and how religion played a significant role in stimulating their
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emotions (this will be further discussed under the theme of distribution of EI’s
positive roles in decision-making processes in the following section).
Many philosophers, neuroscientists and psychologists emphasise that the
role of emotions in decision-making is not exempted. However, philosopher
DeSousa (1987) claims that when dealing with the issue of making decisions,
individuals can benefit significantly by accepting the assumption that
emotions are active participants in decision-making. Likewise, Damasio
(2006) also hypothesises a similar conclusion, but from the perspective of
neuroscience and psychology. The present research findings, however,
seem to suggest that emotions have their effects in decision-making
processes (i.e. positive and negative effects) as reported by the participants.
Even though emotions were perceived as a negative and disruptive element
in social work practice by the respondents in the study, after a deep
discussion in the interview sessions, the participants agreed that emotions
also have their positive side. Nevertheless, they suggested that there must
be a limit in using emotions in the profession. Following this, I will divide the
discussions into two parts in the sections that follow, covering the positive
and negative effects of emotions.
7.2

Positive Effects of Emotions in Decision-making Processes

The second theme, the perception of emotions as having positive effects in
decision-making processes, was also identified while investigating the
contributions of emotions and EI in decision-making processes. There are
four sub-themes in this thematic category: 1) the use of emotions in relevant
situations and purposes, 2) the use of emotions in taking rational and right
action, 3) emotions as a motivator to help others, and 4) the use of emotions
for understanding others. These sub-themes will be further explained below.
The participants perceived that positive emotions can contribute to social
work practice. Positive emotions (e.g. love) were described as having the
potential to drive one to carry out positive actions. This suggests that positive
emotions could make one act to show that one cares about others. Similarly,
negative emotions also have some effects. On the face of it, the participants
agreed that negative emotions (e.g. anger) have their positive effects too.
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According to them, these emotions could help motivate them to act. The
participants reported the following:
… if they are positive emotions, it’s okay. For example, you do
something or make the decision based on the feeling of love.
You do this because you have a good intention, then that’s
okay.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50 & Officer 4, male, aged 47)
I think if we sympathise with our clients’ situations or
problems … errr… it [sympathy] could make us take action…
errr… fast action, you know, I think. So, for me, sometimes
sympathy could help me. Because of that feeling [sympathy], it
drives me to take the appropriate action. We don’t simply … you
know … show our sympathy and then just do nothing. No. I will
normally act when I sympathise with my clients.
(Child Protector 2, female, aged 33)
The illustrations below are some of the relevant sub-themes that show the
positive effects of emotions on decision-making processes as obtained from
the respondents. It was perceived that emotions could help the social workers
to understand others and motivate their actions. This seems to relate to the
view that emotions also have their rationale (Bohm & Brun, 2008), according
to which they can drive one to take the right action in achieving one’s goal.
Use of Emotions in Relevant Situations and Purposes
The participants reported that they would consider using emotions for certain
situations in their professional practice according to the suitability of the
scenarios. They seemed to reveal a tendency to use emotions for relevant
purposes. Even though their professional practice has been guided and
influenced by the procedures or rules of the agencies or organisations, they
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presumed that not all actions and decisions have to be referred to them. The
participants said
… and in decision-making processes, I use emotions and EI
depending on situations and type of case, as I told you in our
earlier conversation [the interview]. I trust my staff to look after
our children in this institution. And I notice that our children
respect our staff and are disciplined. So, in cases of conflict
among children or between our young staff and the children
[teenagers] … errr … I will use emotion [the emotion of
understanding others, or empathy] to settle their problem. It
does not mean that we have to punish them on the spot if they
fight. It’s wrong. We need to understand why it happens. Talk
calmly with them [children/teenage clients] and listen.
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
… in our work processes, we should follow the act … errr … the
procedures. At certain times or during specific situations, when
we feel that it is not breaking the procedures or rules, emotions
can be included then. For example, when our clients do not
have enough money to come here [the department], I will just
give them mine or I will ask our driver to pick them up or at least
send them back to the bus station. You know, the location of
our department is not easily accessible by public transport. I
think that’s fine as long as it [her help] can make our work get
done smoothly.
(Child Protector 7, female, aged 34)
Likewise, in decision-making processes, emotions were also used by the
heads or leaders of the organisations. These participants (i.e. heads and
leaders) used emotions to ensure that the actions or decisions they took were
appropriate to relevant parties, or to assess the capability of their staff’s
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achievements in the organisations. One of the participants, a head of a district
welfare department, said
During decision-making, usually, I will think whether my
decision will bring benefits to the organisation. I don’t really care
about personal problems, actually [personal problems of her
workers]. However, I must also consider these problems [the
personal problems of her workers] because if I ignore them, it
means I don’t consider their capability. If I just think about the
outcomes, results or productivity, this won’t bring any benefit to
the organisation. This is because I know their nature and right
[her workers’ capability]. They are my staff and under my
supervision, so I know them. So, yes! For the benefit of this
department, I need to consider their problems and their issues
[her staff’s problems]. There are emotions, all right.
(Child Protector 7, female, aged 34)
Use of Emotions in Taking Rational and Right Action
Seemingly, there are certain emotions that could drive the participants to take
the right action, especially those that are geared towards the children’s
interests. Even though children should be protected or cared for by their own
families, if the child social workers thought that the families had failed to
provide a safe home and suitable protection for their children, they would take
appropriate action for the children’s sake. The participants said
No. It’s not [emotions do not influence decision-making
incorrectly]. We have to think first. For example, I had to take
the child away from his family. I know the child loves his mother.
But they are living in great poverty. They are very poor. So, for
the sake of the child, I had to take him away. I didn’t mean to
separate him from his family. Yes! I didn’t want to, actually. But,
I had to. I saw them hugging each other on the day I wanted to
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take the child from his family. I had to in the best interest of that
child.
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 34)
Normally, we will make a decision based on the child’s interest.
Let’s say we are struggling to find a suitable foster family for a
child. We will discuss the case in the case conference. We will
study the background of all applicants who want to adopt a
child. Every member [the staff members in the case conference]
will give his or her opinion. And sometimes, we will also include
emotions … errr … we will discuss it emotionally [laughs]. For
example, this is X city. The child comes from X city. Then, the
applicants come from X, Y and Z cities. Our boss’s policy states
that if the child comes from X city, the foster family should also
from X city. However, I disagree with this policy. Of course, the
child comes from this city. So, only the applicants from this city
will have the opportunity to adopt the child? How about the
applicants who come from other cities? Should they make their
application in the city where they are from? They work here and
some of them have established their lives here. Our boss
comes from X city. So, I think our boss is making the decision
based on irrational emotions. It seems that he is biased against
other applicants!
(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
The illustrations above seem to suggest that emotions do not always drive
one to take the wrong action. Conversely, emotions have the rationale in
directing one to act appropriately or take right decisions. In other words,
emotions help one to operate professionally following accepted norms and
regulations. The participants seemed to consider that emotions are rational
because they can guide them on how to perform their duties, particularly on
what they are supposed to do. Notably, the present research supports
Blanchette and Richards’s (2010) argument that emotional and analytical
processes interact in different combinations and with different degrees of
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influence depending on the needs of the environmental context. Furthermore,
the present research findings also support Damasio’s (2003) emotional
reading of reason.
Emotions as a Motivator to Help Others
The participants also emphasised that emotions could motivate them to help
their clients. They not only help the participants to empathise with their clients’
conditions, but they also generate the child protectors’ or rehabilitation
officers’ efforts to help their clients to get the service they need. The
participants said
In the context of my work and tasks, I think emotions do help in
decision-making

processes.

They

[the

emotions

of

understanding others] show how far we would commit
ourselves to the case. Of course, there is involvement of
emotions. For example, let’s take the case that I handled
before, which involved a family. This family lives in Batu Caves.
During the assessment and investigation, we noticed that this
family only receive RM60 [GBP12] per month. The mother
works as a garbage collector in one area and she has five
children. I asked her, “What do you eat? Can you provide food
for your children?” This is an Indian family. According to her,
sometimes she would just boil water as a signal for her children
that she was cooking [I observed the interviewee’s facial
expression and noticed from his serious look that he was
emotionally affected by his client’s situation]. So, in that case, I
looked at how far this mother could look after her children.
Moreover, one of her children was involved in a criminal act.
This family is very poor, very poor. At the same time, the mother
also asked me how to apply for help from the welfare
department. I helped this family due to their financial situation.
I also advised her to send her son to the rehabilitation institution
because I knew she couldn’t look after him.
(Probation Officer 5, male, aged 45)
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… for example, when I see the faces of the abandoned babies,
it makes me really sad. Why do they have to face this kind of
fate? It is sad and it makes me want to help them. I will bring
the babies directly to the court. If there is nobody who will take
them to the court, I will take them myself because I sympathise
with their fate. I’m emotional, am I not?
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 34)
Use of Emotions for Understanding Others
In decision-making processes, emotions were also used by the participants
in assessing issues related to their clients, workers and organisations. The
participants considered emotions, particularly those of others, before taking
any related actions regarding their tasks and responsibilities towards their
clients, workers and organisations. A rehabilitation officer, who is also the
head of one of the rehabilitation institutions, said
… to slow down the process of decision-making, yes! It is
[emotions delay the process of decision-making]. Emotions do
not really have effects [i.e. negative effects]. No, I don’t think
so, but they slow down decision-making processes. For
example, in this institution, if the children have problems with
discipline, we will take a decision concerning what the children
have done. Here, we must show our patience in hearing the
reasons why they break rules, and we will not be prejudiced
against them [the children]. We should give them the
opportunity to explain to us why the problems occur. So, when
we take action [punishment], they can accept it.
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
… in our profession and in my opinion, emotions must be there
because we deal with humans. Humans cannot run from
emotions. Every day, they [emotions] emerge. We are not
machines and we do not deal with files, we are dealing with
humans, we are dealing with problematic people. So, emotions
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are still there. In my opinion, what I do when investigating cases
is easy, I depend on emotions. In making decisions, we should
give emotions a chance. To make a better situation, it is better
to involve emotions.
(Probation Officer 9, male, aged 29)
Damasio (2006) challenges traditional ideas about the connection between
emotions and rationality. Emotions are not a luxury: they are essential to
rational thinking and normal social behaviour (Damasio, 2006). In discussing
the positive effects of emotions in decision-making, the research findings
reveal that rational and emotional processes function together. Rationality is
a witnessable feature of social settings rather than a pure and logical form
where mutual recognition and demonstration of rational behaviour is a
property of social interaction (see also Garfinkel, 1967).
7.3

Negative Effects of Emotions in Decision-making Processes

During the investigation of the contributions of emotions and EI to decisionmaking processes, the third theme identified was perception of emotions as
an element that could cause negative effects in decision-making processes.
Two sub-themes are included under this third theme: 1) emotional overinvolvement, and 2) the influence of mixed emotions on rational thinking.
These sub-themes will be discussed in detail below.
Emotional Over-involvement
In the present study, however, the use of emotions seems to have a limit.
Emotional over-involvement (e.g. shedding tears after hearing about a
client’s problems) is prohibited and discouraged in certain situations, as
stated by the participants. For example, one of the participants said
“Normally, in child protection cases, emotions will exist. However, in this kind
of case, we are required to work professionally even though we feel sad”.
Moreover, the participants, who are also professionals, are not willing to show
their emotions even though they may experience feelings such as sadness,
sympathy and so on. The participants said
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… but, if there are elements of negative emotions, such as
anger, it will be difficult to make a decision, I mean a fair
decision.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
… if I cry too, it seems like I support their emotion [the emotion
of sadness]. For instance, let’s say there is violence in the
family. A mother comes and reports that her husband has
mistreated the children and her, the mother tells us everything
and cries. If I show my emotions and cry along with her, that
means I am not irrational. We will only show our sympathy.
What we need to do here is to help them.
(Probation Officer 9, male, aged 29)
The Influence of Mixed Emotions on Rational Thinking
Mixed emotions (e.g. when facing personal problems or issues in the
workplace) experienced by individuals at certain times also influences the
stability of their thinking capability. This emotional interference may affect
rational decision-making or judgements about others. This may result in
judgements which are unfair to relevant parties. Due to this assumption, the
participants would avoid emotional states in their decision-making processes.
A male social worker explained why he did not use emotions in his decisionmaking processes. He said
I do not involve emotions … to me, in the process of making
decisions, sometimes, we can feel a mixture of emotions, either
a good or bad mood, or personal problems. In decision-making,
I am not confident. And, sometimes, I am doubtful too.
However, if I experience these kinds of feelings, I will ask for a
second opinion.
(Child Protector 5, male, aged 33)
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The present research findings show that humans and emotions cannot be
separated. Allen (1989) states that a person who employs a highly structured
decision-making process does not guarantee that the chosen path will be
right (in Allsopp, 2004). In terms of decision-making processes, Oliver and
Roos (2005) criticise the isolation of decision-making processes from their
social context. The literature on emotions and management studies implies
that emotions are something to be managed and suppressed, principally on
the grounds that emotions interfere with rationality (see Kohlberg, 1969).
However, in the present research, the findings show the opposite: the
research findings seem to support the view that emotions can serve
rationality. Negative emotions, such as anger, underline the credibility of
threats, while love and affection support the credibility of promises to
cooperate (Fineman, 1999).
Individuals’ judgements and decisions are based not only on available
information, but also on individuals’ transitory moods and emotions (Schwarz,
in Ubel, 2005). In addition, Loewenstein (in Ubel, 2005) proposes that
individuals are influenced by the emotions of the moment. He adds that
emotions lead individuals to make radically different decisions according to
their mood. In terms of effect, Loewenstein argues that individuals become
different people at different times. The social context of decision-making also
needs to be emphasised as decisions are not made in a cultural vacuum
(Bodenhausen, in Ubel, 2005). Based on the present findings, one benefit of
this study is the marking of clearer borders between rational thinking and the
understanding of emotions in social work practice in Malaysia. The research
findings seem to distinguish between emotional and irrational thinking,
arguing that social work practice (e.g. with children and family) in Malaysia is
both rational and emotional. As mentioned earlier, the participants perceived
emotions as a negative element that should be separated from decisionmaking processes; however, in certain situations or cases, they also
perceived that emotions have their positive side as well. The origins of the
decisions and actions of public officers and high-ranking officials in the
bureaucratic hierarchy are expected to be rational, but at the same time such
individuals are expected to be sensitive and emotionally responsive to
people’s needs and demands (Rourke, 1992). However, the literature may
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diverge over this argument, putting rationality and irrationality of emotions at
two separate ends of the continuum.
7.4 Contributions of EI’s Positive Roles in Decision-making Processes
The fourth theme, perception of EI as contributing to decision-making
processes, was also identified during the investigation of the contributions of
emotions and EI in decision-making processes. Three sub-themes are
presented here: 1) social awareness or empathy, 2) empathy and
understanding of others’ emotional expression, and 3) the role of spirituality
in stimulating emotions. These sub-themes will be discussed below.
Social Awareness or Empathy
The participants perceived that social awareness or empathy could help them
in their decision-making processes:
… just imagine my client who is 10 years old. We have to send
him to the children’s institution. We know there is not enough
love in the institution – like the mother’s love. He will get less
attention. So, we will wonder, how would he develop his
relationship with others and how would he feel when he sees
other children’s families sending and picking up the kids from
school. There would be emotional feelings. So, in the decisionmaking processes, we pay attention to all these things.
(Probation Officer 9, male, aged 29)
This boy is good. I know he is a good boy. But because of his
family’s poverty, that condition [poverty] has forced him to steal.
I think putting him in the rehabilitation centre is not a good
decision because we know the reality in the institution. I don’t
want him to be influenced. He’s young and innocent.
(Probation Officer 10, female, aged 34)
Social awareness means showing understanding and empathy for others
(Goleman, 1998). EI skills (i.e. social awareness and empathy) enable the
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child social workers to judge the impact of their decisions and the manner in
which those decisions are made. The participants seem to use their emotions
in considering what decision should be taken about a child – for instance,
whether to send the child to the institution or not. Indeed, individuals should
generally possess the skill of social awareness (see Goleman, 1998). In the
present study, the social workers who practise the value of empathy seem to
foresee the impact of their decisions before implementation. This shows they
display responsibility in relationships by being fair and aware of rights and
rules in relationships. It is argued that emotions are intimately involved in
information processing, whereby they guide knowledge of the world by
altering what we notice, enhancing learning and evoking recall. This function
is said to be essential to intelligent beings in the world (Hinton, 1999). Human
nature is inescapably emotional and irrational, and true justice can only be
done by the humans involved in social work practice through psychological
understanding of clients in the context of their own unique developmental
histories (Howe & Hinings, 1995).
Emotions may have various effects on ethical decision-making processes
and may result in better or worse ethical decisions. However, this is said to
depend on the level of arousal and type of emotion, whether negative or
positive (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001). This requires the child social workers to
display intelligence in perceiving and empathising with their own emotions,
as well as with those of others. In addition, social workers who are self-aware
and can accurately and honestly assess their strengths in comparison to
others in the organisation have the advantage of leveraging the attributes of
others in decision-making processes. The ability to assess potential
emotional outcomes and reactions to decisions can empower the workers to
predict the sentiment of those affected by the decisions, thereby increasing
the probability of a more positive decision outcome (Hess & Bacigalupo,
2011). The present research findings also support those found in the study
by Rahgozar et al. (2012), which stated that there was a significant
relationship between self-awareness and decision-making among high
school teachers and principals in Shiraz. Even though their research findings
showed that there was no significant correlation between social skills and
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decision-making, they showed a relationship between self-excitement, selfcontrol and social intelligence with 95% reliability.
Working experience was also reported as one of the factors that could
regulate one’s own emotions in decision-making processes. The effects of
previous decisions were perceived by the participants as a measurement of
how to reach future decisions about the same issues and problems. A
participant reported that
In the past, if I did not like a person, I would use my authority to
send him or her to a remote place. I would let him or her work
at the place without enough resources! I did not care about his
or her spouse, or the children. If I said you had to go there, you
had to go there! But now, I have changed. I’ve started to think
about the family. Would it be easy for him or her to handle family
matters if I transferred him or her to this place? Yes, I have
started to think about the family and personal benefits, and I
can feel them, it’s good.
(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
Webster-Stratton (1999) argues that regulation of emotional responses is a
developmental achievement that is not present at birth; in fact, it must be
learned. She adds that initial regulation must be provided by the environment.
From the findings of the present study, it can be seen that the participants
perceived that age (i.e. youth) is influential in one’s emotional response. In
another sense, the participants claimed that when they were younger they
were more easily influenced by their emotional state (i.e. negative emotion).
In other words, they had less intelligence in regulating their emotions and also
less empathy with others’ emotions. Moreover, length of service and showing
empathy with others’ emotions were also perceived by the participants as
factors that could assist them in regulating their emotions. Finally, the
participants also perceived that by thinking about others’ emotions (i.e.
empathising with their emotions) before taking any decisions could result in
better feelings about themselves (i.e. the participants).
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Empathy and Understanding Emotional Expression of Others
The participants emphasised the importance of cooperation from relevant
parties who are involved in child protection and rehabilitation cases.
According to the participants, the expression of certain emotional
experiences of those who need help could assist the child social workers in
their decision-making processes, such as in cases concerning children’s
placement. However, the participants reported that there are some difficulties
in gaining the cooperation of relevant parties – namely, the children or
families. Sexual abuse in families has been reported as a type of case that is
difficult to handle because the victims (i.e. the mother or child) refuse to tell
their problems. Moreover, clients who are involved in cases such as those of
teenage pregnancy before marriage are identified as difficult clients who are
reluctant to express their problems. The participants claimed that they
empathise with the clients’ situations and remarked that these cases (i.e.
teenage pregnancy and sexual abuse) bring disgrace to the affected families
or victims. One participant said
We cannot simply accept that behaviour [child sexual abuse in
a family]. They are like people who do not have a religion! They
are uncivilised people! We understand the emotions of our
clients.
(Probation Officer 9, male, aged 29)
The child social workers mentioned that they realised that it is not easy for
the victims (i.e. child or mother) to talk about their problems, and, thus, they
understand the emotions (i.e. depression and shame) of their clients. Even
though their clients do not express their problems to them, the participants
claimed that they understand their clients’ non-verbal expressions of internal
distress, which shows their EI. Moreover, it seemingly shows their capability
to establish and maintain effective relationships in the workplace with their
clients by understanding their emotions and being empathetic with them. The
present research findings show that in making decisions concerning others’
lives, one should understand their expressions. Hence, the need in social
work practice for social workers to understand the emotional expressions of
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their clients was emphasised by the participants. The important point here is
to learn how to identify those signs of desperation and discontentment in
order to be able to create a plan to help oneself and others in controlling them.
A solid and well-established plan for self-awareness and social awareness is
the number one resource of emotionally intelligent individuals. It helps one
not only to recognise one’s emotions and be aware of the effect they could
have in one’s decisions, but also to prevent one from making decisions based
on those emotions.
The Role of Spirituality in Facilitating Emotions
In decision-making, the participants also expressed their view that performing
prayers as it is done in Islam could also help them as Muslim individuals to
make the right decisions through Allah’s guidance. One of the female
participants asserted that
If we feel unsure and not confident about which decision we
should make, as a Muslim, I think we need to just pray, pray
and pray. And if you think that you need to perform salah alistikhara [the prayer of guidance] asking for His direction, just
do it. Sometimes, we don’t know how to make a decision. So,
Allah is there to help us.
(Medical Social Worker 3, female, aged 50)
The present research findings also support Geula’s (2004) argument that
self-regulation, which is seen as a fundamental emotional regulation, is the
essence of spiritual development. Spirituality is necessary for discernment in
making spiritual choices that contribute to psychological well-being and
overall healthy human development. Individuals who are spiritually intelligent
would think and act based on their beliefs and also take their religion as their
guidance. The participants suggested that this will help them to be better
people (see Hassan, 2009) and assist them in decision-making processes.
Seemingly, individuals can regulate their emotions through praying.
In Islam, al-istikhara is a prayer consisting of two rak’ah, in which the praying
person appeals to Allah to guide him or her to take the right way regarding a
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certain matter he or she wants to undertake (Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din &
Muhammad Muhsin, 2010). When the researcher asked Medical Social
Worker 3 whether she would perform the al-istikhara prayer if she were in a
dilemma in her decision-making, she replied “Yes, I do. I always perform the
al-istikhara prayer and ask for His guidance, and it is helpful”. Al-istikhara was
taught by the Prophet s.a.w. (peace be upon him) to ask for Allah’s guidance
regarding the best option in every action, plan, decision and so on that a
Muslim wants to engage in. Hence, Muslims believe that expressing their
desires and needs to Allah is the right thing to do. To the Muslims, performing
al-istikhara is the best way to direct one’s choices and efforts, through
seeking guidance from Allah. Bihar Al-Anwar in Hadith 153 noted that the
Prophet of Allah said
Among the felicities of the children of Adam is that he asks the best
from Allah and His pleasure in that which Allah has decreed for him.
And among the misfortunes of the children of Adam is abandoning the
asking of what is best from Allah and not being pleased with what Allah
has decreed.
This portrays that the Muslim participants in the study, as devoted followers
of Islam, emphasised the beliefs and values of their religion. Thus, it can be
said that religious teachings have succeeded in convincing the followers to
be closer to the sacred one when facing life’s difficulties.
7.5

Summary

This chapter discusses the contributions of emotions and EI to decisionmaking processes in the profession of social work (i.e. children and family
practice) in Malaysia. Four main themes have been identified in relation to
the use of emotions and EI in decision-making processes. The themes are 1)
perception of emotions as a negative and disruptive element in decisionmaking processes, 2) positive effects of emotions in decision-making
processes, 3) negative effects of emotions in decision-making processes,
and 4) distribution of EI’s positive roles in decision-making processes.
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Under the theme of perception of emotions as a negative and disruptive
element in decision-making processes, it seems that the Malaysian child
social workers’ understanding, knowledge and terms concerning emotions
and their contributions to decision-making processes were limited to the
negative effects of emotions. This may stem from how Malaysian people
devalue emotions due to cultural restrictions on expressing negative
emotions. However, they also revealed some positive effects of emotions.
According to them, they would use emotions in decision-making processes,
in relevant situations and purposes, to achieve rational decision-making. In
this circumstance, the use of emotions serves as a motivator that could help
them understand and facilitate others. Besides the positive effects of
emotions, they also perceived that emotions could have negative effects.
According to them, emotional over-involvement and the influence of mixed
emotions on rational thinking could disrupt decision-making processes.
Positive and negative effects of emotions in decision-making processes have
also been identified. The Malaysian child social workers said they would use
emotions in relevant situations, whereby emotions would be utilised for
specific purposes. Emotions were not only characterised as disruptive by the
participants, but were also viewed as having their own ‘rationality’. The
participants also perceived emotions as a beneficial tool for understanding
clients’ problems. Furthermore, ‘rational emotion’ was identified as an
element that could help the Malaysian child social workers to take the right
action (i.e. in decision-making processes) in their social work practice. By
‘rational emotion’, they were referring to emotion as something that has
rationality and positivity. In other words, emotion is not simply disruptive but
also has its own rationality.
Emotional over-involvement and mixed emotions were seen as contributing
to unstable thinking in decision-making processes as perceived by the
participants. Emotions were viewed as bringing negative effects to decisionmaking processes.
EI was identified and considered to contribute to decision-making processes.
As already mentioned in the previous chapter, social awareness or empathy,
emotional expression and spirituality (aspects of EI) appear to be related to
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EI in the Malaysian context (i.e. the Malaysian child social workers). These
aspects of EI were also identified when investigating the relationship between
EI and decision-making processes. Social awareness or empathy, emotional
expression of others and the role of spirituality in stimulating emotions were
three sub-themes identified in an effort to explore the contributions of EI to
decision-making processes. The present research contributes to the existing
knowledge in this area by identifying spirituality as one of the aspects of EI in
Malaysia. Spirituality was perceived by the child social workers in this study
as a quality that could help them regulate their emotions.
Finally, it appears that there is a similarity in the way both males and females
talk about using emotions and aspects of EI. Both male and female Malaysian
child social workers perceived EI as an element that could contribute to
decision-making processes. This could be due to the requirements of social
work.
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PART V
CHAPTER EIGHT
CONCLUSIONS

8.0

Introduction

This chapter draws conclusions on the measurement of emotional intelligence
(EI) pertaining to child social workers in Malaysia, the EI differences between
demographic characteristics and the social workers’ perceptions of emotions and
EI and their contributions to working relationships and decision-making
processes. The strengths and limitations of the research will be discussed, and
recommendations for policy, practice and future research will be offered as well.
The present research was conducted in conjunction with my interest in
investigating the use and contributions of emotions and EI in the social work
profession (i.e. child and family practices). I adopted Morrison’s (2007) argument,
which states that EI has been neglected by social work research and by
management in evaluating performance. It is noted that EI can contribute to the
development of social work/service users’ relationships (see Ingram, 2012).
Similarly, emotions can play a fundamental part in effective and responsive
professional practice (see also Howe, 2008). However, literature concerning
emotions and EI in relation to the social work profession is rather scarce
compared to other human service organisations, such as nursing, nurse
education and recruitment (e.g. Smith, Profetto-McGrath & Cummings, 2009;
Guleryuz et al., 2008; McQueen, 2004; Freshwater & Stickley, 2004; Cadman &
Brewer, 2001).
The present research was an exploratory study, which aimed to explore EI and
cultural beliefs about emotions that have been stated to be important by Thoits
(1989). According to Thoits (1989), cultural beliefs about emotions include 1) the
question of what should be felt or not, or be expressed or not; ideology about
emotions; common understandings of the causes, consequences and results of
emotional experiences and interactions; beliefs about whether emotions can be
controlled or not; and circumstances (determined by social contexts) arising from
the requirements of society (expectations) to conform to emotions, and 2) issues
that can be seen in cultural beliefs (i.e. the area of focus) are the types of
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emotions that can be felt or not, or be expressed or not, and beliefs about whether
emotions can be controlled or not, which reflect issues of ideology of emotions in
the setting of child and family practice (i.e. working relationships and decisionmaking processes).
The primary research question was to investigate whether EI contributes to better
working relationships and aids decision-making processes in child welfare.
The objectives were
1. To investigate the usefulness of the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) in
the Malaysian context.
2. To investigate the differences in EI and demographic factors among child
social workers.
3. To investigate whether social workers believe that good working
relationships require the consideration of emotions and emotional
intelligence.
4. To investigate how social workers perceive the contributions of emotions
and EI to decision-making processes.
5. To investigate how gender informs perceptions of emotional intelligence
in working relationships and decision-making processes.
8.1

Theoretical Implications

As mentioned above, the main purpose of the present research was to investigate
whether EI contributes to better working relationships and aids decision-making
processes in child welfare. From the qualitative analysis of the study, it is known
that the Malaysian child social workers reported that emotions and EI contributed
to working relationships and decision-making processes. The skills in
empathising during practice involving children and families were reported as
being capable of enhancing the workers’ understanding of the clients’ situations
and problems, encouraging the clients to share their problems and creating a
strong bond of relationship between the clients and social workers. As mentioned
by Gerdes and Segal (2011), empathy is particularly important in social work
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practice: empathic social work practitioners are more effective in their social
stance and can balance their roles better.
Furthermore, the acceptance of fate as presented in rida13 in Islamic teachings
helps the child social workers to regulate their emotions, which seems to signify
the importance of spirituality to them. Seemingly, the workers believe that
everything that happens in their lives is due to Allah’s will. In addition, Muslims
believe that Allah is in charge of all their affairs and is able to do all things. They
also believe that any life challenge that afflicts them is a form of test by Allah of
His beings. Hence, forming a spiritual relationship with Allah is a central theme in
Islamic spirituality. It is the presence of a relationship with Allah that affects an
individual’s self-worth, sense of meaning and connectedness with others and with
nature (Nasr, 1997).
The social workers also stated that emotions and EI (e.g. emotional regulation)
could contribute to better working relationships in the workplace between both
social workers and clients, and between leaders and subordinates. In addition,
emotional regulation among social workers could help clients to acquire
confidence in solving their problems, as well as assisting leaders to obtain their
staff’s cooperation and appreciation. Furthermore, emotional regulation also
enables the subordinates and leaders to maintain workplace harmony,
strengthen relationships among themselves, and show respect to those at the top
level of management. Similarly, with regard to the contributions of emotions and
EI in decision-making processes, the social workers reported that they could build
social awareness (through empathy) and promote understanding of the emotional
expression of others. They also reported on the part that religiosity/spirituality
plays in stimulating emotions.
The significance and contributions of religiosity/spirituality have been identified
as the key finding of the present study. It seems to play its role in facilitating
emotions and EI in the Malaysian context. I will discuss religiosity/spirituality and
explain how it facilitates EI and I will further suggest that religiosity/spirituality is

13

Rida (an Arabic word) is one of the Islamic virtues as discussed in Sufism and early Islamic beliefs. The
term rida literally means ‘the fact of being pleased or contented; contentment, approval’. In religious
contexts, this term is interpreted as satisfaction or ‘perfect contentment with God’s will or decree’.
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an aspect of EI, particularly in the Malaysian context. I will also consider the
results and the discussions of religiosity/spirituality in relation to the objectives of
this study.
In response to the first research objective (to investigate the usefulness of
the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) in the Malaysian context): the analysis
of the quantitative part of the present research seemed to support the four-factor
model (i.e. perceiving emotions, managing one’s own emotions, managing
others’ emotions and utilising emotions), which was in line with Schutte et al.
(2007) (see Chapter Four, Section 4.1 – Reliabilities of AES in the Malaysian
Context). This was discussed in Chapter Three – the methodology chapter.
The Malaysian child social workers reported that they were intelligent in the
aspect of managing their own emotions and this aspect had the highest reported
score. This was followed by perceiving emotions and managing others’ emotions.
On the other hand, the factor for utilising emotions revealed the lowest mean
score. Seemingly, managing one’s own emotions was regarded as the most
important factor of EI among the Malaysian child social workers, who also
reported that religious practices such as praying had helped them to remain calm.
The qualitative analysis seemed to support the quantitative research findings.
Prayer, for example, was reported by the child social workers as a means to
regulate their negative emotions (e.g. sadness and doubtfulness), particularly
when facing relationship difficulties with people in the workplace. According to
them, prayer could calm their emotional state by helping them to balance their
emotions while executing their challenging role as a social worker and/or as a
leader. The existing evidence seems reasonably supportive of the proposition
that some religious rituals (e.g. prayer) facilitate self-regulation (see McCullough
& Willoughby, 2009).
Spirituality was further defined by the child social workers as a state of
relationship with a higher power and/or religious teaching. They claimed that by
performing prayers, they could make themselves closer to the Creator (i.e. Allah)
and keep calm. Praying could help them regulate their negative emotions, which
represents their internal locus of control. An internal locus of control is one of the
factors associated with resilience (Daniel & Wassell, 2002, in NCH, 2007). A
study by Munk and Addleman (1992) showed a significant relationship between
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religious affiliation and internal locus of control. Thus, a high internal locus of
control may help the child social workers to enhance their capability in managing
their emotions when dealing with stressful situations in the workplace. Geula
(2004) argues that prayer is an emotional engagement and relation process. It
also utilises the same attachment elements that help create new neural pathways
responsible for emotional modulation and mastery (Siegel, 1999). Self-regulation,
which is seen as a fundamental emotional regulation, is the essence of spiritual
development. Moreover, according to Geula (2004), the habit of praying
accelerates one’s capacity for emotional regulation.
The second-highest rating or scoring factor was that of perceiving emotions.
Apparently, individuals with high scores can more quickly perceive and respond
to their own emotions and better express those emotions to others (Salovey &
Mayer, 1990). Meanwhile, Saarni’s definition of perceiving emotions seems to be
related to the concept of empathy – that is, an ability to discern one’s own and
others’ emotions based on “situational and expressive cues that have some
degree of cultural consensus as to their emotional meaning” (in Ciarrochi, Chan
& Bajgar, 2001:1107).
The present research findings revealed that empathetic behaviour could also be
seen as related to the acceptance of fate (which comes from God). For instance,
an individual who is born with a disability is rida (or redha in the Malay language)
to his or her fate. This is taught in Islamic teachings through the concept of
rida/redha, in which all things are said to happen due to Allah’s divine will. It also
shows that it is easier to display empathy when it is believed that the reason for
an ‘abnormality’ comes from God, as compared to when problems are seen as
created by the individuals themselves. This assumption relates to the concept of
surrender – a fundamental practice for some Christians that occurs within and
outside the clinical milieu and may positively impact on clinical empathy
(Duckham, 2008), and/or the concept of rida/redha for Muslims. Spirituality and
religious belief seem to facilitate the development of one’s EI (i.e. empathy).
Based on Huber and McDonalds (2012), it is suggested that spirituality may have
an impact on empathy and altruism. A path model was developed by Huber and
McDonalds (2012), wherein spiritual experiences were shown to have a direct
effect on altruism, while spiritual cognitions have an indirect effect on altruism
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through empathy. Vaughan (2002) relates spiritual intelligence to EI as a spiritual
practice, including the development of intrapersonal and interpersonal sensitivity.
According to Vaughan (2002), paying attention to subjective thoughts and
feelings and cultivating empathy are part of increasing awareness of the inner
spiritual life. Such literature supports the present research findings, whereby
empathetic behaviour seems to be related to religious teachings.
Management of others’ emotions scored lower than management of one’s own
emotions. Salovey and Mayer (1990) suggest that EI includes the ability to
regulate and alter the affective reactions of others. The qualitative analysis of the
present research seems to support the quantitative results. It appears that
emotions are considered to be very private, in that only certain people are allowed
to see them, and social workers feel they must show professionalism in the
workplace. In addition, emotions are also considered to be a negative element,
as perceived by the Malaysian child social workers. Chapter Four, under the subtopic Management of Others’ Emotions as found on page 9, discussed this more
fully.
The Malaysian child social workers scored the lowest on the aspect of utilising
their emotions. According to Salovey and Mayer (1990), making use of emotions
can lead one to flexible planning, creative thinking and mood redirected attention.
This may relate to the perception of emotions as negative and/or the way in which
individuals are socialised. The Malaysian child social workers seemed reluctant
to use emotions because, they said, emotions are disruptive. However, there was
also a tendency to use emotions, whereby they were perceived as a motivation
for them to take appropriate action. A leader or someone with a higher position in
an organisation is allowed to use both types of emotions – i.e. positive and
negative emotions. This was discussed more fully in Chapter Six, Subsection 6.2
– Regulation of One’s Own and Others’ Emotional Experiences. This seems to
show that the expression of positive emotions may affect the subordinates’ mood
and perceptions. Meanwhile, expression of negative emotions (e.g. anger) by
leaders is apparently allowed because of their higher status.
Overall, AES and its factors can be considered useful as a way to measure EI in
the Malaysian context as the scores obtained for the factors (e.g. perceiving
emotions, managing one’s own and others’ emotions and perceiving emotions)
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were similar to those obtained in other contexts, although there were some
differences that could be explained by cultural factors. The qualitative data
provided additional support for the factors and cultural differences. The Malaysian
social workers were observed displaying their religious beliefs through their
perceptions, management and utilisation of emotions. In other words, it was
perceived that belief in God and applications of religious teachings could facilitate
EI (see also Geula, 2004). It is noted that 96% of the participants in the present
research were Muslim workers and one worker (4%) was a Hindu. Nevertheless,
the non-Muslim participant also mentioned religion in his professional practice
(this was discussed in Part IV, Chapter Six – Contributions of Emotions and
Emotional Intelligence to Working Relationships, and Chapter Seven –
Contributions of Emotions and Emotional Intelligence to Decision-Making
Processes). Geula (2004) further proposes that spiritual experience enhances EI.
The processes of personal devotions, prayer, prayerful meditation and religious
fervour and experience also utilise the same attachment elements that help
create new neural pathways responsible for emotional modulation and mastery
(Seigel, 1999, in Geula, 2004).
In response to the second research objective (to investigate the differences
in EI and demographic factors among child social workers): quantitative
research findings showed that there were no significant differences in EI for
demographic factors among the child social workers except for level of education.
This means that the higher the level of qualification, the higher the EI score.
Educational level, which had been presumed to be a cognitive ability, had a
correlation with EI (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). The present research findings
supported the ability model of EI as developed by Salovey and Mayer (1990), in
which people with a higher educational level would also have higher levels of EI.
This denotes that, in the context of the present research, when dealing with
clients the social workers were more prepared, with better-developed
professional skills in terms of perceiving, regulating and utilising emotions; in
other words, they tended to display greater EI. In addition, they were also found
to have higher scores in perceiving, managing and utilising emotions. Notably,
the definitions, model and measurements surrounding the ability model are based
on an intelligence framework. In this approach, Salovey and Mayer (1997)
consider EI to be a standard intelligence. What distinguishes senior leaders
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(directors and senior managers) from other ranks is their self-belief, and in
particular their emotional resilience, goal-directedness, personal power, positive
outlook and capacity to manage conﬂict and act independently when required
(Maddocks, 2011). The present research findings, however, were not
straightforward in explaining the equivalence of higher levels of qualification with
higher scores in EI. However, this could be explained by the assumption that EI
can be learned through experience (see Freedman 2013; Goleman, 1995).
Benson (2014) suggests that EI can be learned and developed by self-evaluation,
feedback and practice.
With regard to the present research, the social work profession itself requires
workers who are emotionally competent. Howe (2008) stipulates that emotionally
intelligent practitioners are not only likely to be more sensitive, but they are also
likely to be more resilient. The quantitative analysis of this study showed that
there were no EI differences regarding the amount of working experience the
participants had. Non-significant differences were also revealed for marital status
and different age groups of the child social workers. Therefore, the workers’ EI
did not appear to increase with their age, working experience or marital status (EI
might increase once they were married). This may also relate to the requirements
of the profession, in that social work is a challenging profession because it
requires expertise in a broad range of skills and abilities. In addition to the
emotional qualities necessary for a caring profession involving individuals and/or
clients with problems, social workers need to make assessments, work as part of
a multidisciplinary team and adapt to constantly changing environments
(Hepworth et al., 2006). Social workers have to remain calm during times of
intense stress and be able to make critical decisions at short notice (Taylor,
2010). Clinical experience, guidance from senior workers and coursework
provide a strong foundation for workers’ success. Thus, demographic factors
(e.g. working experience, age, marital status and gender) are not the criteria that
contribute to the development of EI in the Malaysian context, particularly among
Malaysian social workers (except for educational level) and this might be due to
culture in the social work profession.
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In response to the third research objective (to investigate whether social
workers believe that good working relationships require the consideration
of emotional intelligence): from the analysis, it appears that the participants
think empathy helps to build relationships. Skills in empathising could help one to
understand others and learn to trust others. When understanding and trust exist,
the relationship between the two parties could become closer. Thus, by putting
oneself into situations or problems that are faced by others, it is easier for one to
feel and understand situations faced by other people. Social workers’
understanding of their own and others’ emotions can assist them in building good
relationships with clients (Howe, 2008). Workers derive emotional benefits from
their relationships with service users, in which they experience feelings of
closeness and of being sustained and develop a sense of spirituality and learning
about themselves. Likewise, Baron (2000) argues that there is a correlation
between the ability to be aware of emotions and the ability to create and maintain
interpersonal relationships.
The social workers said that empathy is very useful because it helps them to
understand clients’ situations and problems, share clients’ problems, create
strong relationships between the clients and themselves and relate situations or
problems to the concept of fate (i.e. rida). The social workers also reported that
skills in expressing and regulating emotions could help others (i.e. the service
users) to acquire confidence in solving their problems, gaining others’
cooperation and appreciation and maintaining harmony in the workplace.
Importantly, the social workers also reported that spirituality begets positive
emotions.
Emotions and expression of emotion among Malaysian workers (from workers to
leaders) are identified as being influenced by culture. For instance, how Malay
Muslim individuals in Malaysia behave and express their emotions is strongly
influenced by religious and cultural values on what is acceptable in their position
and the community. According to Ahmad Fahmi (2004), this comes from societal
values that place a great emphasis on respect. Giving respect to leaders is
important, and this is taught in religious teachings. The followers believe that
leaders are individuals who have efficiency and expertise in their area. They are
trusted by their followers to carry out their tasks with dedication and to have the
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wisdom to inspire others to exhibit righteous moral conduct (e.g. working
together).
The findings of the present study reflect the significance of cultural norms in
Malaysia. As Malaysia is an Asian country, its plurality of cultures have
traditionally been characterised as collectivistic (Mohd Nor, 2014). This suggests
that Malaysian people are interdependent, in that they tend to focus on their
connection to social groups and are concerned to maintain social group harmony
in their relationships with others. Thus, hierarchy, social positions, individualistic
roles and relationships are less central to Malaysian communities, in which group
goals are more emphasised than individual ones. The sense of agency among
Malaysian people is also socially defined (see Mahmud et al., 2011). For
example, a child is socialised early and required to focus on social connections
within his/her family and community by following adults’ instructions.
Furthermore, a child is taught to obey his/her teachers and to cooperate with,
instead of challenging, his/her teachers and peers at school. Respect and social
harmony are emphasised among Malaysian communities; thus, there is
deference to authority. Therefore, understanding others, particularly other
people’s emotions, seems to be important in building good relationships. This has
been emphasised in Malaysian culture in an effort to ensure and maintain
harmony in groups and/or society.
Similarly, in response to the fourth research objective (to investigate how
social workers perceive the contributions of emotions and EI in decisionmaking processes): from the analysis, the themes identified were empathy,
empathy and understanding of others’ emotional expression and the role of
spirituality in guiding emotions. The social workers perceived that these three
themes contributed to decision-making processes. Goleman (1995) states that EI
can play a role in establishing and maintaining relationships. Theoretically, EI
includes the ability to understand and regulate one’s own and others’ emotions
(Schutte et al., 1998).
The social workers seemed to reveal that their work was full of emotional
experiences. They experienced both negative and positive emotions (e.g. feeling
sad, angry, unconfident, doubtful and empathetic), particularly when dealing with
clients. However, due to their negative perceptions of emotions, particularly
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emotions that the management had discouraged them from using in their
professional practice, they preferred to be seen as putting aside their emotions
when doing their jobs. It seemed that the Malaysian child social workers’
understanding,

knowledge

and

terms

concerning

emotions

and

their

contributions to decision-making processes were limited to the negative effects
of emotions. In addition, they perceived that if they included emotions in their
decision-making processes their actions would be considered unprofessional and
deemed to lead to unethical practice.
With regard to the social workers’ perceptions of emotions, the qualitative
analysis revealed that emotions also encompass positive effects in decisionmaking processes. This finding was identified while investigating the
contributions of emotions and EI to decision-making processes. Positive
emotions such as love were described as having the potential to drive one to take
positive action. This suggests that positive emotions could make one act to show
that one cares about others. In the present study, the social workers reported that
they would avoid involving emotions (either positive or negative emotions) in their
decision-making processes due to the perception that emotions could disrupt
reasoning. However, Malaysians’ traditional views/perceptions of emotions (i.e.
negative perceptions) could be balanced by changing their traditional way of
perceiving emotions (i.e. negative perception). This is because the positive
effects of emotion in decision-making were apparent from the research analysis
(e.g. the emotion of love). Despite the reports that the Malaysian social workers
perceived emotions as negative and disruptive and that they should thus not be
included in decision-making, the role of positive emotions in social work practice
was inevitably significant. Hence, the importance of EI among social workers is
raised here. How they perceive, use and regulate emotions in their professional
tasks are among the aspects of EI. In decision-making processes, practical
applications of EI skills can enhance the decisions and outcomes of an individual
or a group (see Agarwal & Chaudhari, 2013). Self-excitement, self-control, and
social intelligence are said to have a relationship with decision-making styles
(Rahgozar et al., 2012).
Next, the social workers reported that they would consider using emotions for
certain situations in their professional practice according to the suitability of the
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situation. They seemed to reveal the tendency to use emotions for relevant
purposes. Seemingly, there were certain emotions that could drive the
participants to take the right action, especially those that were geared towards
the children’s interests. Moreover, the social workers also emphasised that
emotions could motivate them to do their best, as professional workers, to help
their clients. Apart from assisting them to empathise with their clients’ situations,
emotions also generated the child protectors’ or rehabilitation officers’ efforts to
help their clients to get the services they needed. This also signifies the multiple
feelings and expressions that include positive emotions, which motivate altruism,
hard work and motivation and in turn lead to good outcomes.
The Malaysian social workers also revealed that the experience of negative
emotions could make one behave unprofessionally and lead one to conduct
unethical practice (see Chapter Seven, Subsection 7.3 – Negative Effects of
Emotions in Decision-making Processes). Hence, there is a tendency among
Malaysian child social workers to avoid and/or manage negative emotions by
regulating them. How they perceive, use and regulate emotions in the workplace
are aspects of EI. Religious practice such as prayer is said to calm them and thus
could help them in decision-making processes. Prayer is linked to a better
psychological state for those who rely on it (Vasconcelos, 2009). The present
research findings seem to reveal that emotions and EI make positive
contributions to decision-making processes. In regulating one’s emotions or
psychological state, religious practice (praying) is said to be able to help one to
remain calm and achieve positive results in decision-making. Thus, it is theorised
that religious practice could help one in regulating one’s emotions.
In response to the fifth research objective (to investigate how gender
informs perceptions of emotional intelligence in working relationships and
decision-making processes): in the qualitative phase of the study, the
Malaysian child social workers seemed to show similarity between genders. This
may be due to culture and ethics, as well as the requirements of the social work
profession itself: when working with people, having the right skills in handling
them is important, and the involvement of emotions is inevitable. The present
research findings seemed to show a similarity between male and female
Malaysian social workers in how they perceived and used emotions in the
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workplace, particularly in working relationships. They seemed to agree on the
importance and usage of certain emotions (i.e. positive emotions) in building good
working relationships.
The similarity between genders in terms of perception and use of emotions may
be due to the requirements of the workplace itself. The desire to help others, to
show interest and to be emotionally warm are some of the important aspects that
go along with emotions that signify efforts to show effective assistance and
practice in social work (Hepworth et al., 2006). The literature concerning gender
and EI, however, also shows that women are more emotionally intelligent in terms
of social relationships (i.e. interpersonally) than men (Goleman, 1995). This is
widespread in that women have been widely claimed to be more warm,
supportive, empathetic and cheerful (Shields, 2000).
In conclusion, the results seemingly show that in the professional practice of
social work, male and female workers show similarity in their use and perceptions
of emotions. It is theorised that this similarity could be due to the professional and
organisational culture of social work.
8.2

Reflections

The approach used in the present research was related to the different
perspectives in viewing emotions, particularly in the areas of anthropology and
sociology. The present research agrees with some sociologists and
anthropologists who consider that emotions are not purely innate and
biophysiological phenomena (Turner & Stets, 2006; Lutz & White, 1986). The
present research also considers the diversity that exists within the context of
history and culture, which implies that subjective experiences and emotional
beliefs are also socially structured. Due to the view that emotions are not only
innate and biophysiological phenomena and the fact that Malaysia is one of the
Eastern countries that still maintain their cultural characteristics (e.g. the rules on
emotional display), an ethnographic approach was used to investigate the
contributions of emotions and EI in social work practice.
The present research used multiple methods in collecting data. The methods
used consisted of questionnaires, individual interviews and observations. The
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questionnaires comprised closed-ended questions, which were useful in the
attempt to quantify the respondents’ perceptions of emotions and EI in general
(in their professional practice). Closed-ended questions are normally used in
ethnographic framework research to confirm the data (see Fetterman, 2010). For
example, the study used semi-structured interviews as one of the methods of
data collection. Individual interviews were used to provide the qualitative data and
were aimed at gaining familiarity with the frames of meaning within which the child
social workers perceived and used emotions and EI in their professional practice.
Through the semi-structured interviews, the social workers’ perceptions of
emotions and EI in their workplace were explored. The data provided the
understanding and descriptions of the child social workers’ personal experiences
of emotional phenomena. The rich details on emotional phenomena were
described in accordance with the local context of Malaysia. The use of interviews
and observations as the methods for data collection in the present research can
be seen as a strength because the data (i.e. participants’ perceptions and
observations of behaviour) emerged from the research participants themselves.
Moreover, the use of semi-structured interviews provided data that came from the
participants’ own words, which became the strength of this research. However, it
is noted that semi-structured interviews provide detailed information about the
process that allows for similar studies to be conducted with different groups
(Miller, 2012). A great deal of qualitative research (e.g. grounded theory, thematic
analysis, etc.) uses semi-structured interview material (Miller, 2012).
The data concerning the child social workers’ perceptions of emotions and EI in
working relationships and decision-making processes were based on the
Malaysian child social workers’ categories of meaning. Perceptions of emotions
and EI obtained through interviews and observations of their behaviours, actions
and activities in the workplace were very useful for understanding complex
phenomena such as emotions. The ethnographic framework is also very useful
for investigating how Malaysian child social workers interpret constructs. For
example, in the present research, spirituality was identified as facilitating EI
constructs in the local context of Malaysia. How and why emotional phenomena
and EI occurred was also easier to study through the words and categories of the
participants.
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How Malaysia emphasises the importance of religion and the needs that must be
taken seriously by its citizens is illustrated in Malaysia’s National Principles
(Rukun Negara14 in the Malay language). ‘Belief in God’ is ranked highest among
other important principles (see Department of National Unity and Integration,
2013). The first principle emphasises the importance of religious values and
beliefs so that the people are healthy in their thinking and inclined towards good
conduct and avoidance of evil deeds (Aviation Management College:115). The
National Principles of Malaysia are taught and emphasised to Malaysian children
at primary school. These principles are supposed to be observed and applied in
their career when they join the workforce. Hence, it is likely that Malaysian
administrators and leaders will also apply Islamic concepts and/or approaches in
the workplace. Nevertheless, the application of Islamic concepts is acceptable as
they do not violate the beliefs of other religions (the present research discusses
Islam alone as 96% of the participants were Muslim).
Thus, regarding reasons for the significance of spirituality being a key finding of
the present research, it should be noted that spirituality has been taught to
Malaysians and emphasised to them since they were young. The practice of
religion and/or spirituality can also be said to be a norm that begins at home and
is regulated by parents (Ishak, 2010; Kassim, 2005). In addition, Malaysian
academic institutions emphasise the religious aspect in school curricula by
introducing spiritual and moral development at the pre-school level; spirituality,
values and attitudes at the primary school level; and Islamic education/moral
education at the secondary school level (National Report Malaysia, 2005).
8.3

Policy Implications

Since spirituality/religion seems to contribute to facilitating EI among the
Malaysian child social workers, the spiritual and religious dimension of practice
should not be ignored in social work education and training. The findings suggest
that faith and hope can serve as a means of connecting workers with clients (to

14

Rukun Negara is Malaysia’s national ideology, which was declared on 31st August 1970 by the
National Operations Council in conjunction with the anniversary of the independence of Malaysia’s 13th
year of event after 13th May 1969 that undermined national unity in Malaysia. Rukun Negara consists of
five principles: 1) belief in God, 2) loyalty to king and country, 3) supremacy of the constitution, 4) rule
of law, and 5) good behaviour and morality.
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build relationships), regulating their unstable emotions and helping them in
making decisions. Apparently, religious Malaysian social workers have a
tendency to believe that there is a powerful or supreme force watching over them
(the social workers) that is capable of offering them help or working with them to
solve problems. The research findings also revealed the strength of the religious
beliefs of the Malaysian social workers in this study, which facilitate and relate to
the qualities of EI. Certain qualities that stemmed from religious beliefs were also
identified. It is appropriate to suggest that, when recruiting social workers, the
government sectors in Malaysia, particularly the Ministry of Women, Family and
Community Development (i.e. the Malaysia Social Welfare Department), the
Ministry of Health and those responsible departments should assess whether
applicants have appropriate motivation, values and levels of EI (emotional
resilience) for social work tasks. Those departments should be aware that many
individuals will express these qualities in religious terms and draw strength from
their religious beliefs and practice. Additionally, in efforts to bridge the way of
knowing, it would be important to consider individuals’ spiritual/religious beliefs
as a way of treating clients holistically by incorporating their most fundamental
beliefs and values (Morgan, Berwick & Walsh, 2008). For instance, in the present
research, the workers mentioned almsgiving (meaning and purpose) and care
towards people (meaning and purpose). Religion teaches one to behave calmly
by praying, to revert to religion, and to remember Allah when facing difficulties.
Religion also teaches one to form a good relationship with others. Thus, a social
worker’s spiritual/religious belief is a foundation that forms guidelines for him/her
in their treatment of clients. As presented in the research findings, it was revealed
that the social workers emphasised spirituality in their daily activities in the
workplace, particularly in building relationships with their clients, colleagues and
other professionals and in making decisions. The cultural values are rooted in
their ethnicity, their religious beliefs and their morality, which influence the social
workers’ social values (see Brahim et al., 2015).
The social work programme (curriculum) in Malaysia follows the curriculum policy
of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), as well as the Educational
Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS). EPAS (2001) emphasises the basic
parameters of foundation areas, such as values and ethics, diversity, populations
at risk, social and economic justice, human behaviour, social environment, social
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welfare policy and services, social work practice, research and field education (in
Farley, Smith & Boyle, 2012). The use of the qualities inherent in spirituality and
religiosity in the current curriculum, however, is rather limited (see also Asher,
2001). The qualities that may enhance EI, as reported by the participants, can be
powerful tools of strength and empowerment for any individual. As evident in the
research findings, it was revealed that the Malaysian social workers reported that
they used religion/spirituality in regulating and perceiving emotions in the
workplace (e.g. in working relationships and decision-making processes). Thus,
the spiritual/religious aspect should be explored in greater depth, and the qualities
that are found to enhance EI should be promoted in social work education and
practice (Morgan et. al., 2008). For instance, in the present research findings, it
was shown that religious belief and practice (e.g. praying and expression of
gratitude) helped the social workers to remain calm. In addition, to strengthen the
level of a social worker’s understanding, the social work curriculum should also
encompass elements of religion/spirituality (see Sheffield & Openshaw, 2009).
According to Malaysia Profile (OMF, 2014), the country’s population consists of
62.6% Muslims, 19.2% Buddhists and other followers of the Chinese faiths, 9.2%
Christians, 6.2% Hindus, 1.4% non-religious people, 0.9% animists, 0.3% Bahá’ís
and 0.1% Sikhs (https://omf.org/asia/malaysia/malaysia-profile/). The implication
of the findings in relation to religiosity may not be relevant to the non-religious
individuals who work in the social sector in Malaysia. However, even though the
research findings revealed that religious people are those who believe in God
(i.e. the Creator) and practise religious rites, and that having a religious belief
could enhance EI, these present findings could be debated in relation to the role
of religion in social work practice. It appears that non-religious individuals also
have the potential to become social workers. However, although there is the
potential for some manifestations of religious beliefs to be problematic, and there
exist the usual cautions that social workers may not impose their religious belief
on others, Furness and Gilligan (2010) argue that ignoring a dimension that is
important to clients as service users may actually lead to inappropriate service
delivery. In addition, in discussing the appropriateness of religion and/or
spirituality in social work practice, in their findings, Gilligan and Furness (2006)
also reveal that attitudes varied little between those students who held religious
beliefs and those who did not, but Muslim students and qualified social workers
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were more likely to view religion and spirituality as appropriate. It must be noted
that all of the participants in the present research are religious people; it means
they believe in the existence of God (i.e. Allah). In addition, the present research
also used the ethnographic framework, and for this reason it can be accepted as
a significant finding in the cultural/local context. If the participants were nonreligious, it is possible that a different finding would be revealed. Furthermore, it
was also difficult to verify the participants’ religious status in relation to the nonreligious state of some inhabitants of Malaysia. For instance, so-called nonreligious people could be the natives of the Peninsular Malaysia, also known as
the Orang Asli15 , or expatriates from other countries who work in Malaysia. In
addition, Malaysia is one of the Asian countries where people still emphasise
religious rituals in their daily lives, particularly in relation to cultural and religious
festivals (Ishak, 2010).
The research findings and their implications relating to non-religious people,
however, can be discussed within the concept of morality and/or the differences
in view between religion/spirituality and secularism. The main difference between
spirituality (religion) and secularism is the belief in the Creator. The term ‘secular’
means “to be concerned with the affairs of this world as opposed to that of the
sacred, monastic, or ecclesiastical” (Seed, 2015). Even if there is an assumption
that a moral person is one who believes in God and has good values (see Pew
Research Centre, 2014), it is, however, only practical to believers and not to those
who have a humanist perspective, for example. Humanists believe that moral
values are not dependent on religion. Non-religious individuals think that it is
actually more moral to think for oneself, and to make responsible and
independent choices without the involvement of a divine authority or the hope of
attaining divine rewards in the afterlife (British Humanist Association,
http://www.humanismforschools.org.uk/pdfs/thinking%20about%20ethics.pdf).
Moreover, humanists believe that one should make the best of others’ lives and
respect and care about other people, thus creating better relationships.
Subsequently, this could manage their emotions. Hence, the religious sentiments
of the workers might not impact on their social work practice. Furthermore, as a

15

Orang Asli or indigenous peoples are ethnic minorities who have been disregarded as their historical
territories become state-run land.
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social worker, acquiring an understanding of the variety of religious and/or nonreligious beliefs that are represented by the clients and/or patients is
tremendously important. It is also noted that as a social worker one needs to
understand the importance of this variety and possess understanding of one’s
own unique religious or spiritual beliefs and values. Moreover, the social worker
also needs to acquire understanding of the beliefs and values of his/her clients
and/or patients, and the disparities between the last two (Pentaris, 2012). In
addition, the values and ethical principles specified in the Code of Ethics for
Social Work, i.e. professional integrity, also need to be emphasised in social work
practice. As a professional social worker, one needs to be prepared to justify
one’s judgements and actions to service users, employers and the public (British
Association of Social Workers, 2012). The British Association of Social Workers’
Code of Ethics mentions the importance of challenging all types of discrimination,
including religious discrimination.
Furthermore, the present research findings seem to suggest that in recruiting
workers who handle child and family cases in Malaysia, level of education needs
to be emphasised. As the recruitment of child protectors and rehabilitation officers
involves workers who hold only a diploma education, this seems to suggest that
professional social workers must at least possess a bachelor’s degree, following
the practice in Western countries such as the UK and US. Globally, social workers
are recognised as professionals with a bachelor’s degree in social work.
Malaysia, however, has both social work and non-social-work graduates working
in the social work settings. Thus, the present research seems to underline the
importance of educational level in recruiting professional social workers and
ensuring that clients have access to professional services from competent
workers.
8.4

Recommendations for Future Research and Policy

Through my personal experience in working in this field of research, I realise that
it is difficult to study emotions in a specific area of a professional setting (i.e.
making decisions), particularly pertaining to Malaysian people (this may also
apply to other Asian countries/people) as they tend to perceive emotions as a
disruptive and negative element. However, this area of study is very important,
particularly in a helping profession such as social work. As it is a professional
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area that involves practitioners working with people with challenging issues in
their lives, achieving efficiency of work performance requires higher skills in EI.
Nevertheless, the present research findings provide basic information concerning
emotions, EI and professional practice. Hence, it is recommended that future
research should encompass studies of emotions, as well as EI and its relation to
social work practice, concerning topics such as the role of religiosity/spirituality in
facilitating EI (e.g. empathy, emotional regulation and use of emotions), and
should fully use the quantitative approach in order to obtain clear confirmation
that religious practice does contribute to enhancing EI. The present research
used the qualitative approach, where the key finding, i.e. religion/spirituality,
contributes to the enhancement of EI in the local context. This seems to be a
contribution to the arena of emotions, EI and social work practice.
For future research, it is suggested that studies concerning emotions and EI
should be conducted among senior managerial personnel in the social work
profession.

Senior

managerial

officers

are

responsible

for

ensuring

implementation of policies and practices, and they may be able to instigate
initiatives to enhance these elements in the workplace. Even though EI seemed
to be a term that was new to the workers, specifically among the Malaysian child
social workers, this skill (EI) had apparently been applied without awareness. In
other words, the workers had used this skill during their practice and in the
workplace without possessing knowledge of EI.
The present research found that religiosity/spirituality facilitated EI among the
Malaysian child social workers. Praying and other religious practices were
reported as having the capacity to help one to regulate one’s emotions in the
workplace. It is suggested that future studies should explore in depth the
perception of religiosity/spirituality as an aspect of EI in Malaysia. More
specifically, this area of study could also be conducted with clients or service
users as the research participants.
The present research and its findings, however, can be considered as a
preliminary study, particularly in the context of Malaysia’s social work practice.
Religiosity/spirituality has the potential to become a new aspect of EI,
predominantly in Malaysia. Future research should further explore the role of
spirituality in other professional fields, such as nursing, education and other
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human service contexts. The aspect of religiosity/spirituality may also be studied
in the context of corporate organisations (i.e. organisations for profit). There may
exist some differences between profit and non-profit organisations in terms of
which EI aspect is most important.
In the future, related studies can also be conducted to examine the relationships
between EI and other factors such as leadership style, workers’ ability to deal
with stress and their ability to think critically and creatively, using measurement
tools (e.g. questionnaires) that contain items reflecting spirituality. The research
findings showed that the Malaysian social workers used religiosity/spirituality in
relevant contexts (i.e. perceiving emotions and regulating one’s own emotions).
Therefore, developing the level of one’s religiosity/spirituality can be done
through religious activities in the workplace. The management may provide
activities such as morning talk or Friday talk concerning religion/spirituality in the
workplace. Since religiosity/spirituality was identified as facilitating EI among the
Malaysian social workers in this study, the management may provide associated
activities that could enhance the level of EI among the workers. The management
could also provide opportunities by allowing or sending their workers to attend
seminars or conferences on topics pertaining to religion.
8.5

Final Conclusions

I conclude that the present research findings potentially identify an element that
could help facilitate the skill of EI in the Malaysian context – that is, the element
of religiosity/spirituality. Religiosity/spirituality has been identified as having the
potential to regulate one’s emotions, particularly negative emotions. When one is
experiencing difficulty or is under stress, one would rely on one’s religious beliefs
to help one regulate such emotions. I also found that emotions are integral to the
practice of social work even in cultures which seemingly deny or restrict the use
of emotions. Positive and negative emotions were expressed by the social
workers when dealing with vulnerable clients and/or interacting with people in the
workplace. As human beings, we cannot deny the emotions that we experience.
The research findings seem to show that emotions occur in relationships with
others. Malaysian people and culture seem to view emotions as a response to
social contexts that underline relations within groups and the promotion of
harmony and interdependence. With reference to negative emotions, such as
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anger and resentment, Malaysian culture tends to associate them with
aggression, in contrast to the usual Western emphasis on assertiveness
(Donnelly, Eburne & Kittleson, 2001). This makes anger suppression a top
priority. The term ‘geram’ (a Malay term denoting a negative connotation) is
normally used to refer to an emotional state that is not freely expressed. In
balancing/regulating the emotions experienced (i.e. negative emotions), the
Malaysian social workers in this study tended to apply their religious beliefs to
their professional practices. Hence, religiosity/spirituality seems to be an element
that facilitates EI in the Malaysian context. EI is also considered to contribute to
the social work profession (e.g. in working relationships and decision-making
processes) despite the initial suppression or denial of the use of emotions in this
context.
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Appendix 2

TAJUK PENYELIDIKAN/RESEARCH TITLE

SUMBANGAN KECERDASAN EMOSI KEPADA TERAS KERJA BERSAMA KANAK-KANAK DAN
KELUARGA: PERSPEKTIF KERJA SOSIAL DI MALAYSIA
THE CONTRIBUTION OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE TO CORE TASKS IN WORKING WITH
CHILDREN AND FAMILIES: SOCIAL WORK PERSPECTIVES IN MALAYSIA

PENYELIDIK/RESEARCHER
Habibie Ibrahim
University of Bradford, England

BORANG SOAL SELIDIK
QUESTIONNAIRE

Arahan:
1. Anda boleh mengajukan sebarang persoalan kepada penyelidik sekiranya ada terdapat
soalan-soalan yang tidak jelas.
2. Sila simpan borang soal selidik yang telah lengkap diisi sehingga penyelidik datang dan
mengutipnya sendiri daripada anda.
3. Borang soal selidik ini mengambil masa 10 – 15 minit untuk dilengkapkan

Instructions:
1. Please feel free to ask questions of the researcher if anything is not clear to you.
2. Once you have completed this questionnaire please keep it until the researcher
collects it, in person, from you.
3. The questionnaire takes approximately 10 to 15 minutes to complete.
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SEKSYEN A / SECTION A

DEMOGRAFI PESERTA / PARTICIPANTS’ DEMOGRAPHICS

Sila berikan maklumat anda di bawah / Please provide your details below.

1.

Nama / Name : ______________________________

2.

Alamat E-mel / Email address : ________________________________

3.

Lokasi / Location:
Sabah
Kuala Lumpur

Petaling
4.

Jantina/Sex :
Lelaki/Male
Perempuan/Female

5.

Status perkahwinan/Marital Status:
Berkahwin/Married
Bujang/Single
Janda/Balu/Duda/Widow

6.

Umur/Age : ______ tahun/year olds
21 – 30 tahun/year olds
31 – 40 tahun/years olds
41 and above/ke atas

7.

Etnik /Ethnic :
Melayu/Malay

India/Indian

Cina/Chinese

Bumiputera/Native
(Sila Nyatakan / please specify:
_________ )
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8.

Agama / Religion :
Muslim / Moslem
Kristian / Christian
Buddha/ Buddha
Hindu / Hindu
Lain-lain / Others
(Sila nyatakan / Please specify : _______ )

9.

Jawatan / Job title :
(Anda boleh tanda lebih dari 1 sekiranya berkaitan / You can tick more than 1 if
related)

Pegawai Pelindung / Protector
Pegawai Akhlak / Probation officer
Pegawai Kebajikan Masyarakat / Social welfare Officer
Penolong Pegawai kebajikan Masyarakat / Assistant Social Welfare Officer
Pekerja Sosial Perubatan/ Medical Social Worker
Lain-lain / Other
(Sila nyatakan / Please specify: _________________________________ )

8.

Berapa tahun sudah anda memegang jawatan semasa ini? Sila nyatakan:
_____
tahun How many years have you been in your current position? Please specify:
_____ years

Kurang daripada 5 tahun / Less than 5 years
6 – 10 tahun / 6 – 10 years
Lebih daripada 10 tahun / More than 10 years

9.

Berapa tahunkah pengalaman anda di dalam praktis kebajikan kanak-kanak?
Sila nyatakan: ______ tahun
How many years of child welfare practice experience do you have?
Please specify: ______ years.
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Kurang dari 5 tahun / Less than 5 years
6 – 10 tahun / years
Lebih daripada 10 tahun / More than 10 years

10.

Sila nyatakan pendidikan tertinggi yang dicapai.
Please specify the highest education obtained.
Sekolah Menengah / High School
(Sila nyatakan / Please specify SPM/STPM : ___________)
Diploma
(Sila nyatakan / Please specify your specialization: _______________________
)
Sarjana Muda / Bachelor
(Sila nyatakan pengkhususan anda / Please specify your specialization:
____________________________________________)
Sarjana/Doktor Falsafah / Post graduated
(Sila nyatakan pengkhususan anda / Please specify your specialization:
_____________________________________________)
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SEKSYEN B/SECTION B : PENGUKURAN KECERDASAN EMOSI / EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
MEASUREMENTS
Please tick ( / ) in appropriate box to represent your answer.
Nota: Bagi tujuan penyelidikan, pengarang The Schuette Emotional Intelligence Scale (SEIS)
memberikan kebenaran untuk alat pengukur kecerdasan emosi ini digunakan. Sila rujuk Schutte,
N.S., Malouff, J.M., Hall, L.E., Haggerty, D.J., Cooper, J.T, Golden, C.J., and Dornheim, L. (1998).
Development and validation of a measure of emotional intelligence, Personality and individual
Differences, 25, pp.167-177
Note: The authors of the Schuette Emotional Intelligence Scale (SEIS) give their permission to use
SEIS for the research purpose. Please refer to Schutte, N.S., Malouff, J.M., Hall, L.E., Haggerty,
D.J., Cooper, J.T, Golden, C.J., and Dornheim, L. (1998). Development and validation of a
measure of emotional intelligence, Personality and individual Differences, 25, pp.167-177
1
SANGAT
TIDAK
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
DISAGREE

Item

2
TIDAK
SETUJU /
DISAGREE

3
NEUTRAL

4
SETUJU /
AGREE

Statements

1

1.

Saya tahu bila masa untuk bercakap masalah peribadi
saya kepada orang lain
I know when to speak about my personal problems to
others

2.

Bila saya berhadapan dengan rintangan, saya teringat
masa berhadapan dengan rintangan yang sama dan
cara mengatasinya
When I am faced with obstacles, I remember times I
faced similar obstacles and overcame them

3.

Saya menjangka bahawa saya akan melakukan dengan
baik di dalam banyak perkara yang saya cuba
I expect that will do well on most things I try

4.

Orang lain mendapati mudah untuk mengadu dengan
saya
Other people find it easy to confide in me

5.

Saya dapati sukar untuk memahami mesej bukan lisan
daripada orang lain
I find it hard to understand the non-verbal messages of
other people
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5
SANGAT
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
AGREE

2

3

4

5

1
SANGAT
TIDAK
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
DISAGREE

2
TIDAK
SETUJU /
DISAGREE

3
NEUTRAL

4
SETUJU /
AGREE

6.

Kebanyakkan peristiwa besar di dalam hidup saya telah
memandu saya untuk menilai semula apa yang penting dan
tidak penting
Some of the major events of my life have led me to reevaluate what is important and not important

7.

Bila mood saya berubah, saya nampak kemungkinan –
kemungkinan baru
When my mood changes, I see new possibilities

8.

Emosi adalah satu antara perkara yang membuat kehidupan
saya adalah kehidupan yang berharga
Emotions are one of the things that make my life worth
living

9.

Saya sedar emosi saya sebagaimana saya alaminya
I am aware of my emotions as I experience them

10.

Saya harap perkara baik yang akan berlaku
I expect good things to happen

11.

Saya suka berkongsi emosi saya dengan orang lain
I like to share my emotions with others

12.

Bila saya mengalami satu emosi yang positif, saya tahu
bagaimana untuk mengakhirinya
When I experience a positive emotion, I know how to make
it last

13.

Saya atur peristiwa yang disenangi orang
I arrange events others enjoy

14.

Saya mencari aktiviti yang membuat saya gembira
I seek out activities that make me happy

15.

Saya sedar mesej bukan lisan yang saya hantar kepada
orang lain
I am aware of the non-verbal messages I send to others
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5
SANGAT
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
AGREE

1
SANGAT
TIDAK
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
DISAGREE

16.

17.

2
TIDAK
SETUJU /
DISAGREE

3
NEUTRAL

4
SETUJU /
AGREE

Saya mempamirkan diri saya dengan cara yang boleh
memberikan kesan yang baik ke atas orang lain
I present myself in a way that makes a good impressions
on others
Bila saya dalam mood yang positif, penyelesaian masalah
adalah mudah bagi saya
When I am in a positive mood, solving problems is easy
for me

18.

Dengan melihat pada ekspresi muka mereka, saya tahu
emosi yang sedang mereka alami
By looking at their facial expressions, I recognize the
emotions people are experiencing

19.

Saya tahu mengapa emosi saya berubah
I know why my emotions change

20.

Bila saya dalam satu mood yang positif, saya boleh
mengeluarkan pandangan-pandangan yang baru
When I am in a positive mood, I am able to come up with
new ideas

21.

Saya terlalu mengawal emosi saya
I have control over my emotions

22.

Saya dengan mudah mengenali emosi saya sebagaimana
saya mengalaminya
I easily recognize my emotions as I experience them

23.

Saya memotivasikan diri saya dengan membayangkan
hasil yang baik terhadap tugasan yang saya ambil
I motivate myself by imagining a good outcome to tasks I
take on

24.

Saya puji orang apabila mereka melakukan sesuatu
dengan baik
I compliment others when they have done something
well

25.

Saya sedar bukan mesej yang orang lain hantar
I am aware of the non-messages other people send
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5
SANGAT
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
AGREE

1
SANGAT
TIDAK
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
DISAGREE

2
TIDAK
SETUJU /
DISAGREE

3
NEUTRAL

4
SETUJU /
AGREE

26.

Apabila orang lain memberitahu satu peristiwa penting
dalam kehidupan mereka, saya dapat merasakan
peristiwa tersebut berlaku pada diri saya
When another person tells me about an important event
in his or her life, I almost feel as though I have
experienced this event myself

27.

Bila saya rasa satu perubahan dalam emosi, saya
cenderung mengeluarkan idea-idea baru
When I feel a change in emotions, I tend to come up with
new ideas
Apabila saya berhadapan dengan satu cabaran, saya
menyerah sebab saya percaya saya akan gagal
When I am faced with a challenge, I give up because I
believe I will fail

28.

29.

Saya tahu apa yang dirasai oleh orang lain dengan hanya
melihat mereka
I know what other people are feeling just by looking at
them

30.

Saya bantu orang lain rasa lebih baik bila mereka sedih
I help other people feel better when they are down

31.

Saya menggunakan mood yang baik untuk membantu
diri saya terus mencuba di dalam menghadapi rintangan
I use good moods to help myself keep trying in the face
of obstacles

32.

Saya boleh beritahu bagaimana perasaan yang dialami
oleh orang lain dengan mendengar nada suara mereka
I can tell how people are feeling by listening to the tone
of their voice

5
SANGAT
SETUJU /
STRONGLY
AGREE

33.

Adalah sukar pada saya memahami mengapa orang
merasa cara mereka lakukannya
It is difficult for me to understand why people feel the
way they do
Copyright 2010. Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations

Thank you for your support and co-operation
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Appendix 3
INVITATION LETTER/EMAIL
Study Title: The Contribution of Emotional Intelligence to Working
relationships and Decision Making Processes in Working with Children and
Families: A Malaysian Case Study.

Dear Ms XYZ,
My name is Habibie Ibrahim. I am a graduate student in the University of
Bradford, England. I am conducting a research study as part of the requirements
of my degree in social work, and I would like to invite you to participate.
I am studying emotion and emotional intelligence and its contribution in social
work practice i.e in the relationships with clients, colleagues and other
professionals as well as in the processes of making decision. This research
consists of two phases: Phase I involves completing a questionnaire and Phase
II may involve some of your work be observed, participating in an interview and
a focus group discussion. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to
complete a questionnaire, and potentially I will be observing, and conducting
interview and/or participate in a group discussion with you. In particular, you will
be asked questions about your views and experienced of the contribution of your
emotions to working relationships and decision making processes. The research
will take place at your working place between 1 October 2010 – 31 December
2010. The research will take place during your working week. Interview and group
discussion will be recorded so that I can reflect on what is discussed. The
recording will only be used by me for transcribing and analysing. The recorded
will then be destroyed.
You may feel uncomfortable answering some questions. Hence, you do not have
to answer any questions that you do not wish to.
Your participation is strictest confidential. Your personal information and research
data will be kept in a secure location. The results of the research may be
published or presented nationally and internationally, but your participation is
anonymous.
However, taking part in this research is your decision. You do not have to be in
this research if you do not wish to. You may withdraw your data, however, before
the processes of analysis start or decide not to answer any question you are not
comfortable answering.
I will be happy to answer any questions you have about the research. You may
contact me at 0198571357 or hibrahim@ums.edu.my or my supervisors at
s.e.johnson2@bradford.ac.uk OR/AND p.a.gilligan@bradford.ac.uk if you have
related questions or problems.

387

Thank you for your consideration. If you would like to participate, please contact
me by telephone or email for further information and to discuss participating.

With kind regards,

HABIBIE IBRAHIM
Telephone :
0198571357
Email
:
hibrahim@ums.edu.my
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Appendix 4

INFORMATION SHEET
(QUESTIONNAIRE)
Title: The Contribution of Emotional Intelligence to Working Relationships
and Decision Making Processes in Working with Children and Families: A
Malaysian Case Study.
You are being invited to take part in this research. Before you decide, it is very
important for you to understand why this research is being done and what it will
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and you may
discuss it with your colleagues or department staff if you wish. Ask the researcher
or her supervisors if there is anything that is not clear to you or you would like
more information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. Thank
you for reading this.
The research
Overall, this research aims to investigate whether protectors/probation
officers/medical social workers consider that good working relationships include
the consideration of emotional intelligence; and to investigate how
protectors/probation officers/medical social workers perceive contributions of
emotional intelligence in decision making processes. For example, the
researcher hopes this research will provide basic information regarding the skills
that are required in social work practices, particularly the practice with children
and families in Malaysia’s context.
This research involves two phases namely phase I and phase II. This is the phase
I of the research which involves questionnaire. Phase II will potentially involve
some of your work being observed, participating in a focus group discussion
and/or an individual interview. If you are interested in participating in the phase
II, you could express your interest by filling the PHASE II FORM. The form is
attached to the back of the questionnaire. You can express your interest in
participating by ticking in the appropriate boxes provided. However, the research
in the second phase will only be conducted in Kota Kinabalu, Kuala Lumpur and
Petaling Jaya. Please be informed that the protectors/probation officers/medical
social workers in the areas other than Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, will not be included
in the second phase due to geographical factors.
The researcher would like to invite you to participate in the first phase of the
research. You are invited to complete the questionnaire provided. This
questionnaire consists of two sections: Section A concerns with your
demographic data; while Section B concerns with emotional intelligence
measurements. In this phase, your level of emotional intelligence will be
measured and linked with your demographic characteristics.
Why have you been chosen?
You are being invited to take part in this phase because you fulfilled the criteria
that required in this research which is: (1) Child Workers who are handling child
in need of care and protection cases and/or; (2) Workers who are handling child
in need of care and rehabilitation cases. In this phase, all protectors/probation
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officers/medical social workers in Sabah, Kuala Lumpur and Petaling will be
invited to participate.
What is the questionnaire about?
The questionnaire consists of two sections: Section A includes items on
participants’ demographics. These items are designed by the researcher to suit
the research objectives; while Section B uses the items from the Schutte
Emotional Intelligence Scale (SEIS) by Schutte et al. (1998). Items in this scale
pertain to one’s ability to monitor and discriminate emotions and to use emotions
to guide thinking and actions. Your level of emotional intelligence will be linked
with your demographic characteristics in the analysis. The questionnaire takes
approximately 10 to 15 minutes to complete. There is no pressure to answer any
questions you prefer to keep private.
Do you have to take part?
It is up to you to take part or not. If you decide not to, you do not have to give a
reason.
Will your taking part in this research be kept confidential?
All the information and answers that you give in the questionnaire will be kept
strictly confidential. Completed questionnaires will be stored in a locked filing
cabinet in the researcher office. Data in the questionnaire will be key-entered onto
the researcher personal computer. Your name will not be entered onto the
computer. Computerised data will be stored as a file in password protected
folders. Questionnaires and computerised data will be stored for a period of 10
years from the end of the project. Only the researcher will have access to the
computerised data and questionnaires. After 10 years from the end of the project,
computerised data and questionnaires will be destroyed.
You and your organisation’s details will not be able to be identified in any reports
or publications. Any reference to you or your participating departments will be
anonymised in the dissemination of findings. The researcher will inform you and
your organisation about the research presentations/publications arising from this
research.
What are the possible benefits of taking part?
Even though this research forms part of the researcher’s PhD, it is hoped that the
findings can contribute in a positive way to education and policies related to social
work practice.
What will happen to the results of the research?
The results will be written up into a thesis which will be submitted to the University
of Bradford. A copy will be given to Department of Social Welfare, Ministry of
Health as well as Economic Planning Unit in Malaysia.
The research findings will also be written up and presented in a number of
seminars/conferences nationally and internationally. If you and your organisation
would like to be kept informed about the research presentations/publications
arising from this research please indicate this on your consent form and the
researcher will provide you with any publications arising from this study i.e. a copy
of research paper will be sent to you.
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Who is supporting and authorising this research?
This research partial fulfilment of the requirement for the Doctor of Philosophy
(Social Work). The researcher (HABIBIE IBRAHIM) is an academic staff member
at the School of Psychology and Social Work, Universiti Malaysia Sabah,
currently on study leave at University of Bradford, England.
The researcher is employed by the Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) and the
research is funded by the Malaysia Higher Education Ministry and UMS. The
researcher is a research student at the University of Bradford. This research is
supervised by two supervisors from University of Bradford, England. They are Dr.
Sally Johnson (first supervisor) and Mr. Phillip Gilligan (second supervisor). Their
contact details as below:
For further information, please contact:
If you wish to discuss this further before making a decision you may speak to
HABIBIE IBRAHIM, the researcher, hp no. 0198571357 OR office telephone
number 088 320000 (ext 8852) OR email her at hibrahim@ums.edu.my OR
h.ibrahim4@bradford.ac.uk
You also can directly contact to her supervisors at s.e.johnson2@bradford.ac.uk
OR/AND p.a.gilligan@bradford.ac.uk

Thank you for taking the time to read this
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Appendix 5
CONSENT FORM
(QUESTIONNAIRE)
Title: The Contribution of Emotional Intelligence to Working Relationships and Decision
Making Processes in Working with Children and Families: A Malaysian Case Study.

Name of Researcher: HABIBIE IBRAHIM
Bil.
1.

Statements
I confirm that I have read and understand the
information provided on the information sheet.

2.

I have had 24 hours to consider my involvement.

3.

I understand that my participation in this research is
based on voluntary consent and that I have the right to
withdraw from the research before the process of data
analysis starts without giving any reason.

4.

The aims of the research have been explained to me.

5.

I have had opportunity to ask any questions regarding
this research that I wished to.

6.

I understand that the information provided in the
questionnaire is only for research purposes. I give my
consent for such information to be used for research
purposes, on the understanding that the researcher will
respect my confidentiality.

7.

I have been advised that questionnaires and
computerised data will be stored for a period of 10 years
from the end of the project. I understand that
questionnaires and computerised data will be kept and
only the researcher and her supervisors will have access
to them. I have also been advised that after 10 years
from the end of the project, questionnaires and
computerised data will be destroyed.

8.

I understand that anonymised research findings may be
read by others and/or published.

9.

I would like to be kept informed about the research
presentations/publications arising from this research.
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Please Tick

10.

I understand that the research forms part of the
researcher’s
(PUAN
HABIBIE
IBRAHIM)
PhD
requirements.

11.

I have been given a copy of this consent form to keep for
my records.

Printed Name of the Participant

:

__________________________________

Signature of the Participant

:

__________________________________

Date

:

__________________________________

Printed Name of the Researcher

:

__________________________________

Signature of the Researcher

:

__________________________________

393

Appendix 6
PHASE II FORM
Please could you indicate below if you are interested in participating in the second phase of
this research. This would include potentially being involved an individual interview and a focus
group, and/or agreeing to be observed carrying out aspects of your work by the researcher.
Please indicate if you would consider being involved in phase two by ticking one or more boxes
provided below. Your interest to participate is highly appreciated. By indicating your interest
now you are not obliged to participate. Further information about phase two will be given and
your consent sought at a later date. The research in the second phase will only be conducted
in Kota Kinabalu, Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya. Please be informed that in Sabah, the
protectors/probation officers/medical social workers in the areas other than Kota Kinabalu,
Sabah, will not be included in the second phase due to geographical factors.

In phase II of the study I would consider:

YES

The researcher observing my task
Being involved in an individual interview
Participating in a focus group discussion

Name

:

_________________________________

Email address :

_________________________________

Your Location :

Kota Kinabalu
Kuala Lumpur
Petaling Jaya

Signature

:

__________________________________
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Appendix 7
INFORMATION SHEET
(PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION, INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW
AND FOCUS GROUP)
Title: The Contribution of Emotional Intelligence to Working Relationships
and Decision Making Processes in Working with Children and Families: A
Malaysian Case Study.
You are being invited to take part in this research. Before you decide it is very
important for you to understand why this research is being done and what it will
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss
it with your colleagues or department if you wish. Ask the researcher or her
supervisors if there is anything that is not clear to you or you would like more
information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. Thank you
for your reading this.
The research
This research aims to investigate whether protectors/probation officers/medical
social workers consider that good working relationships include the consideration
of emotional intelligence; and to investigate how protectors/probation
officers/medical social workers perceive emotional intelligence to contribute
towards decision making processes. For example, the researcher hopes this
research will feed into providing basic information regarding skills that required in
social work practice particularly practice with children and families in Malaysia.
Why have you been chosen?
You are being invited to take part in this phase because you have expressed an
interest in contributing further to this research following completion of the
questionnaire and Phase II Form you filled in during the first phase of this
research.
What will be involved if I agree to take part in this part of the research?
You may be asked to take part in participant observation. This will involve the
researcher being present while you carry out some of your tasks as a social
worker in your organisation or working place, particularly when you are handling
your tasks concerning the child and family cases, i.e. home visits and case
conferences. The researcher will become one of your colleagues and will observe
and take notes of what is going on. This may involve asking you questions about
what you are doing. In addition, the researcher will also review other sources of
information such as the case records handled by you. The observation in your
place of work will be over a period of one month. However, the researcher will
only be observing you occasionally during this time.
You may also be asked to take part in an individual semi-structured interview.
This will be conducted around a set of questions about your views and
experienced of the contribution of emotions to working relationships and decision
making processes. There will be no pressure to talk about anything you prefer to
keep private. The interview will last approximately one hour.
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You may also be asked to contribute to a focus group discussion. This will involve
a guided discussion between the researcher and a group of six to ten people from
your department or with members of another department (either a mixture of
workers from the welfare departments and hospitals, or only workers from the
welfare departments/hospitals). The discussion will last approximately one hour
and thirty minutes. Questions asked about your views and experienced of the
contribution of emotions to working relationships and decision making processes.
There will be no pressure to talk about anything you prefer to keep private, and
all members of the focus groups will be asked to keep issues discussed
confidential to the group. Focus group will only be with the people of your own
gender.
Do you have to take part?
It is up to you to take part or not. If you decide not to, you do not have to give a
reason.
Will your participation in this research be kept confidential?
All the information that the researcher collects from you during the research will
be kept strictly confidential. Focus group and individual interview data will be
recorded digitally. Data will be stored as digital files on a password-protected
computer. Meanwhile, field notes will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. Only the
researcher and her supervisors will have access to the recorded data. Data is
required to be stored by the University of Bradford for 10 years after which time
it will be destroyed.
You and your organisation’s details will not be able to be identified in any reports
or publications. Any reference to you or your participating departments will be
anonymised in the dissemination of findings. The researcher will inform you and
your organisation about the research presentations/publications arising from this
research.
What are the possible benefits of taking part?
Even though this research forms part of the researcher’s PhD, it is hoped that the
findings can contribute in a positive way to education and policies related to social
work practice.
What will happen to the results of the research?
The results will be written up into a thesis which will be submitted to the University
of Bradford. A copy will be given to Department of Social Welfare, Ministry of
Health as well as Economic Planning Unit in Malaysia.
The research findings will also be written up and presented in a number of
seminars/conferences nationally and internationally. If you and your organisation
would like to be kept informed about the research presentations/publications
arising from this research please indicate this on your consent form and the
researcher will provide you with any publications arising from this study i.e a copy
of research paper will be sent to you.
Who is supporting and authorising this research?
This research is partial fulfilment of the requirement for the Doctor of Philosophy
(Social Work). The researcher (HABIBIE IBRAHIM) is an academic staff member
at the School of Psychology and Social Work, Universiti Malaysia Sabah,
currently on study leave at University of Bradford, England.
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The researcher is employed by the Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) and the
research is funded by the Malaysia Higher Education Ministry and UMS. The
researcher is a research student at the University of Bradford. This research is
supervised by two supervisors from University of Bradford, England. They are Dr.
Sally Johnson (first supervisor) and Mr. Phillip Gilligan (second supervisor). Their
contact details as below:
For further information, please contact:
If you wish to discuss this further before making a decision you may speak to
HABIBIE IBRAHIM, the researcher, hp no. 0198571357 OR office telephone
number 088 320000 (ext 8852) OR email her at hibrahim@ums.edu.my OR
h.ibrahim4@bradford.ac.uk
You also can directly contact to her supervisors at s.e.johnson2@bradford.ac.uk
OR/AND p.a.gilligan@bradford.ac.uk

Thank you for taking the time to read this
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Appendix 8
CONSENT FORM
(PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION, INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW AND FOCUS GROUP)
Title: The Contribution of Emotional Intelligence to Working Relationships and Decision
Making Processes in Working with Children and Families: A Malaysian Case Study.

Name of Researcher: HABIBIE IBRAHIM
Bil.
1.

Statements
I confirm that I have read and understand the
information provided on the information sheet.

2.

I have had 24 hours to consider my involvement.

3.

I understand that my participation in this research is
based on voluntary consent and that I have the right to
withdraw from the research before the process of data
analysis starts without giving any reason.

4.

The aims of the research have been explained to me.

5.

I have had the opportunity to ask any questions
regarding this research.

6.

I give my consent for the researcher to observe
activities, to record conversations, to ask questions and
to take notes of aspect of my practice of relevance to
the research. I understand that descriptions of
activities and quotes from conversations may be used
in any write-up but that these would be anonymised.

7.

I understand that the focus groups and individual
interviews will be audio-recorded and give my consent
for such recordings to be made. I understand that
quotes from the focus groups and individual interviews
may be used in any write-up but that these would be
anonymous. I also understand that issues discussed
during the focus group are confidential and will not be
discussed outside this setting.

8.

I have been advised that recordings from the focus
group and individual interview will be stored in a locked
filling cabinet. I have also been advised that the field
notes will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. All the
information that the researcher collects during the
research will be kept strictly confidential for 10 years
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Please Tick

and will be destroyed and deleted after 10 years from
the completion of the project.
9.

I understand the anonymous research findings may be
read by others and/or published.

10.

I would like to be kept informed about the research
presentations/publications arising from this research.

11.

I understand that the research forms part of the
researcher’s (HABIBIE IBRAHIM) PhD’ requirements.

12.

I have been given a copy of this consent form to keep
for my records.

Printed Name of the Participant

:

__________________________________

Signature of the Participant

:

__________________________________

Date

:

__________________________________

Printed Name of the Researcher

:

__________________________________

Signature of the Researcher

:

__________________________________
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Appendix 9

VERBAL BRIEFING FOR THE FOCUS GROUPS AND INDIVIDUAL
INTERVIEWS
THANK YOU FOR YOUR INTEREST IN FOCUS GROUP AND/OR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW.
IN THIS GROUP/INTERVIEW, WE WILL DISCUSS YOUR EXPERIENCE OF EMOTIONS AND THEIR
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR WORKING RELATIONSHIPS (PARTNERSHIPS) AND THE PROCESSES
OF DECISION MAKING IN: (1) CHILDREN IN NEED OF CARE AND PROTECTION; AND (2)
CHILDREN IN NEED OF CARE AND REHABILITATION.
YOUR PERSONAL PERCEPTIONS, VIEWS, AND THE MEANINGS SURROUNDING YOUR
EMOTIONS AND HOW YOU USE THESE IN YOUR PRACTICE WILL BE MOST VALUABLE TO GAIN
A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF HOW EMOTION INFORMS SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE.
BEFORE WE BEGIN PLEASE WILL YOU SIGN A CONSENT FORM TO INDICATE THAT YOU
UNDERSTAND WHAT IS INVOLVED. TO REMIND YOU FOR THE FOCUS GROUP ONLY: PART OF
THIS INVOLVES STATING THAT YOU WILL NOT DISCUSS ANYTHING MENTIONED DURING THE
FOCUS GROUP WITH ANYONE OUTSIDE OF THE GROUP. IT IS IMPORTANT FOR US TO
ESTABLISH THIS GROUND RULE FOR PARTICIPATION AND HAVE AN AGREEMENT TO REFRAIN
FROM SHARING EACH OTHERS’ IDENTITIES AND THE CONTENT OF THE DISCUSSION. FOR
BOTH THE FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW: OUR DISCUCCIONS WILL BE AUDIO-RECORDING.
THE RECORDING OF THE DISCUSSION WILL BE TRANSCRIBED, TO ENSURE ACCURATE
REPORTING OF THE INFORMATION THAT YOU PROVIDE. I WILL REMOVE ANY NAMES
MENTIONED WHEN I TRANSCRIBE THE RECORDING. TO REMIND YOU, THE DIGITAL VOICE
RECORDING WILL BE STORED IN A LOCKED FILING CABINET. RECORDED DISCUSSION IN THE
FOCUS GROUP AND INDIVIDUALLY INTERVIEW MAY BE SUBJECT TO INSPECTION FOR AUDIT
PURPOSE IF REQUIRED IN FUTURE AND THESE RECORDS WILL BE STORED FOR A PERIOD OF
10 YEARS FROM THE END OF THIS PROJECT.
PLEASE FEEL FREE TO ASK ME IF ANYTHING IS NOT CLEAR TO YOU.
THIS DISCUSSION IS EXPECTED TO LAST APPROXIMATELY 1 HOUR (INTERVIEWS) AND 1
HOUR 30 MINUTES (FOCUS GROUPS).
WE HAVE A FEW GROUND RULES FOR THE FOCUS GROUPS:
1. ONLY ONE PERSON SHOULD SPEAK AT A TIME, PLEASE TRY AND AVOID HAVING ANY
OTHER CONVERSATIONS WHILST OTHERS ARE SPEAKING.
2. PLEASE KEEP ANYTHING DISCUSSED CONFIDENTIAL THAT IS, DO NOT DISCUSS IT
WITH ANYONE ELSE OUTSIDE THIS DISCUSSION.
3. I WOULD APPREACITE IF IT EVERYONE COULD MAKE A CONTRIBUTION AND AVOID
DOMINATING THE DISCUSSION.
THE TERM OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE COULD BE NEW TO YOU SO, LET ME GIVE A
DEFINITION WHICH IT MIGHT BE HELPFUL TO YOU TO RELATE IT TO YOUR OWN
EXPERIENCES.
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE INVOLVES THE ABILITY TO PERCEIVE ACCURATELY, APPRAISE AND
EXPRESS EMOTION; THE ABILITY TO ACCESS AND/OR GENERATE FEELINGS WHEN THEY
FACILITATE THOUGHT; THE ABILITY TO UNDERSTAND EMOTION AND EMOTIONAL
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KNOWLEDGE; AND THE ABILITY TO REGULATE EMOTIONS TO PROMOTE EMOTIONAL AND
INTELLECTUAL GROWTH (Salovey & Mayer, 1997:10)
DISCUSSION/INTERVIEW STARTS
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INTERVIEW CONTENT
PRACTITIONER WORKING RELATIONSHIPS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
(PARTICULARLY RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARENTS AND CHILDREN, COLLEAGUES AND OTHER
PROFESSIONALS)
1.

HAVE YOU EVER EXPERIENCED ANY EMOTIONS THAT EFFECT YOUR WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS? IF SO, WHAT KIND OF EMOTIONS?

2.

WHY DO YOU THINK THAT KIND OF EMOTION (POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) OCCURED?

3.

DID THAT KIND OF EMOTION (POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) EFFECT YOUR WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS? HOW/IN WHAT WAY? CAN YOU GIVE AN EXAMPLE?

4.

DO YOU THINK THAT KIND OF EMOTION (POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) HELPED YOUR WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS?

5.

DO YOU THINK IT HINDERED YOUR WORKING RELATIONSHIPS?

6.

REFERRING TO :
(i)
POSITIVE EMOTION AND/OR;
(ii)
NEGATIVE EMOTIONS:
HOW DID YOU MANAGE TO RECOVER /BALANCE THEM?

7.

DO YOU THINK ANYTHING INFLUENCED YOU IN HIDING OR EXPRESSING THAT KIND
(POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) OF EMOTION (i.e culture, religion, social aspects)

8.

DO YOU THINK EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE CONTRIBUTES TO BETTER WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS? IF SO, HOW DOES IT CONTRIBUTE? HAVE YOU EVER EXPERIENCED IT?

9.

DO YOU THINK AS A MAN/WOMAN, THAT EMOTIONS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
PLAYS A PARTICULAR PART IN YOUR WORKING RELATIONSHIPS? IF SO, WHAT?

10. DO YOU THINK THAT MEN AND WOMEN DEAL WITH EMOTIONS DIFFERENTLY/THE
SAME? WHY DO YOU HOLD THIS VIEW?
11. CAN YOU SHARE ANY EXPERIENCES WHICH ILLUSTRATE THE CONTRIBUTION OF YOUR
EMOTIONS OR EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE TO BETTER WORKING RELATIONSHIPS?
12. WHEN THINGS DID NOT GO SO WELL (FOR EXAMPLE, YOU DISAGREE WITH SOMETHING
WITH A COLLEAGUE, CLENT), DO YOU THINK EMOTION AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
HELPED YOUR WORKING RELATIONSHIPS?
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THE EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE AND DECISION MAKING PROCESSES (PARTICULARLY
DECISION REGARDING CHILDREN IN NEED OF CARE AND PROTECTION & CHILDREN IN NEED
OF CARE AND REHABILITATION)
1.

HAVE YOU EVER EXPERIENCED ANY EMOTIONS THAT EFFECT YOUR DECISION MAKING
PROCESSES? IF SO, WHAT KIND OF EMOTIONS?

2.

DID THAT KIND OF EMOTION (POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) EFFECT YOUR DECISION MAKING
PROCESSES? HOW/IN WHAT WAY? CAN YOU GIVE AN EXAMPLE?

3.

DO YOU THINK EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE CONTRIBUTES TO DECISION MAKING
PROCESSES? IF SO, HOW DOES IT CONTRIBUTE?

4.

DO YOU THINK THAT KIND OF EMOTION (POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) HELPED YOUR DECISION
MAKING PROCESSES?
DO YOU THINK IT HINDERED YOUR DECISION MAKING PROCESSES?

5.
6.

DO YOU THINK THAT POSITIVE/NEGATIVE EMOTION AFFECT THE PROCESSES OF
DECISION MAKING? HOW DOES IS AFFECT THE PROCESSES OF DECISION MAKING/IN
WHAT WAY? COULD YOU GIVE AN EXAMPLE?

7.

DO YOU THINK THAT POSITIVE/NEGATIVE EMOTION PLAY A PARTICULAR PART IN YOUR
DECISION MAKING PROCESSES? IF SO, WHAT?

8.

CAN YOU SHARE ANY EXPERIENCES WHICH ILLUSTRATE THE CONTRIBUTION OF
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE TO BETTER DECISION MAKING PROCESSES?

9.

WHEN YOU ARE IN A DILEMMA/CRITICAL SITUATION CONCERNING A DECISION YOU
NEED TO MAKE, DO YOUR EMOTIONS OR ANY ASPECT OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
HELP? IF SO, HOW?

10. DO YOU THINK AS A MAN/WOMAN, THAT EMOTIONS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
PLAYS A PARTICULAR PART IN YOUR DECISION MAKING PROCESSES? IF SO, WHAT?
11. DO YOU THINK THAT MEN AND WOMEN DEAL WITH EMOTIONS DIFFERENTLY/THE
SAME IN THE PROCESSES OF DECISION MAKING? WHY DO YOU HOLD THIS VIEW?
12. DO YOU THINK GOOD RELATIONSHIP HELPED THE PROCESSES OF DECISION MAKING? IF
SO, HOW? IS EMOTION INVOLVED?
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DEBRIEFING FOR THE FOCUS GROUPS/INTERVIEWS

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS FOCUS GROUP/INTERVIEW. WE
HAVE HAD A VALUABLE AND MEANINGFUL DISCUSSION ON EMOTION, EMOTIONAL
INTELLIGENCE AND ITS ROLE IN OUR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE PARTICULARLY IN WORKING
WITH CHILDREN AND FAMILIES.

TO REMIND YOU THAT ALL INFORMATION THAT YOU HAVE GIVEN WILL BE ANONYMOUS. THE
RESEARCHER WILL USE IT ONLY FOR HER RESEARCH PURPOSES. HOWEVER, IF DECIDE THAT
YOU WANT TO WITHDRAW YOUR CONSENT TO YOUR INFORMATION BEING USED YOU MAY
INFORM THE RESEARCHER BEFORE THE PROCESSESS OF DATA ANALYSIS STATS. THIS WILL
HAVE NO FURTHER CONSEQUENCES FOR YOU.

IF YOU ARE DISTRESSED ABOUT ANY OF THE INFORMATION SHARED, I WOULD ADVISE YOU
TO DISCUSS YOUR FEELINGS WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES OR TO CONSIDER SEEKING A REFERRAL
TO A COUNSELLOR. PLEASE LET ME KNOW IF YOU NEED SOMEONE (A COUNSELLOR) TO TALK
TO.

YOU ARE FREE TO ASK THE RESEARCHER AT ANYTIME ABOUT ANY ISSUES ARISING FROM THIS
RESEARCH EVEN IF OUR FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION HAS ENDED. YOU MAY CONTACT THE
RESEARCHER BY EMAIL OR PHONE. DETAIL ARE AVAILABLE ON THE INFORMATION SHEET
PROVIDED. THE RESEARCHER WILL BE HAPPY TO ANSWER ALL QUESTIONS ABOUT ANY
RELEVANT ISSUES.

ONCE AGAIN, THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT AND COOPERATION.
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Appendix 10
The Analysis of EI’s Contributions in Working Relationships
Data extracts, with codes applied – EI’s contributions in working
relationships
Data extract

Coded for
1. Empathy helps working
relationships
2. Emotions lead one to
understand others
3. Emotion facilitates action

I think it can help [empathy helps
working relationships with clients]. I
understand their problems because of
emotions. And as a reaction from my
emotions, I help this family.
(Child Protector 1, male, aged 35)

1. Empathy helps understand
others’ situations
2. Empathy tells us about others
emotion/wish
3. Sympathy vs empathy
4. Sharing clients’ problem

... in terms of clients, I have no
problem. My sympathy ... I don’t feel
it is sympathy but more to empathy,
because when we empathise and
look at their conditions, we
understand their situations and that
they need supports. The clients who
have been referred to us usually need
our
supports
in
terms
of
understanding,
material
and
psychology.

(Medical Social Worker 4, male, aged
33)

1. No skill of empathy is useless
2. Perspective taking
3. Understand client’s situation

If the social workers had no empathy,
I think it would be difficult for them to
give help to their clients. For example,
they [clients] always ask on the terms
and conditions for them to get help.
How can people [clients] with a salary
of RM3000 get help? We cannot only
look at the surface. Even though their
salary is RM3000, what will happen if
they have 10 children to feed? Today,
a salary of RM3000 with 10 children
seems impossible. Besides, they
need about RM500-RM600 for
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medical expenses. Furthermore, they
are also parents and leaders in their
families. We also look at their
expenses on medication back home.
We do understand.
(Medical Social Worker 7, male,
aged 33)
1. Emotion and its uses
2. Understand the emotion of
others
3. Creating a strong bond of
relationship

Through my experience ... when
emotions exist between us and the
clients, it is easier for the clients to
explain because of our empathy. But
for me, if our emotions are different,
this will be a problem. For example,
when the clients come to us and they
are sad, we will not be stern during
that time, otherwise, they will not
explain to us what they want, which
means, we will not understand what
they want.

(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
1. Understand rules in society
2. Give a space to the client and
family

In cases like teenage pregnancy, we
know errr… we understand our
clients’ and the families’ feelings. It
[teenage pregnancy] is a shame. It is
a big shame to the family and society
as well. However, we don’t show our
anger or resentment. We need to
solve the problem professionally.
Give them time. If the time comes,
they will tell us. It’s not easy to reveal
our story to strangers, particularly on
cases like teenage pregnancy
according to my experience.
(Medical Social Worker 1, female,
aged 43)

1. Understand why others
acted/behaved weird
2. Understand others could help
one to take appropriate action
that suit others’ wishes

There was one case where I
suspected it as a child abuse. It
involved a single mother with six
children. One of the children was in
the hospital due to a serious injury.
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3. Creating a strong bond of
relationship

The mother said that the child fell in
the bathroom. However, I knew it was
not the case. The child did not fall.
The family lived in a remote area.
When I visited the other family
members [the grandmother and other
children], they seemed to hide
something ... errr.. as if they tried to
cover for the suspect [the single
mother]. I could sense this from the
grandmother’s behaviour. Errr… the
grandmother and the other children
did not give much cooperation, even
the neighbours also behaved the
same. I understand that, errr... I
mean, they were frightened and
worried. They were worried if I
reported the case to the police. So, I
tried to build their [the grandmother’
and the other children’] trust on me
and told them that I wanted to help
their family because there were
another five children that needed to
be protected. I showed my interest. I
told them that I wanted to help
because we did not want the same
thing to happen to the other children.
I needed to convince them [the
grandmother and the other children].
It took some time, and they eventually
gave their cooperation.

(Child Protector 5, male, aged 34)
Hmm … to me, yes they can, they can
[the negative emotions, such as
sadness and sympathy could
reinforce a relationship]. Having
emotions makes us feel closer to
them, because when we listen and go
deep down into their heart, we will
understand their inner feelings. It is
better than doing nothing without any

1. Negative emotion and its
uses
2. Emotions make one close
to other person
3. Creating a strong bond of
relationship
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involvement, because this will make
us fail to feel what they feel.

(Child Protector 2, female, aged 33)
1.
2.
3.
4.

My client, he is the youngest in his
family. But, he’s naughty and
stubborn! He tells me that his parents
always compare him with his brothers
who are good at their studies and
behaviour. Actually, he’s a good boy
but he needs more attention
especially from his father. I always
listen to what he wants to say and he
feels appreciated. I always tell him his
parents' expectation on him, and I will
tell him in a way that he could feel
appreciated. He always comes to visit
me at home. Sometimes, we eat
together. And we become close.

Perspective taking
Showing understanding
Understands others’ desires
Creating a strong bond of
relationship

(Medical Social Worker 2, male, aged
51)
I don’t know, maybe [emotions may
hinder professional practice]. Maybe
it depends on experiences and
discussions so that we can guide
ourselves. Without emotions, it is like
… impossible. Without emotions, for
example, empathy, we will not be able
to understand others. We need to
understand why a person becomes
like this. I don’t blame any party. I
don’t blame anybody because apart
from understanding ourselves, we
also need to understand others as
well.

1. Value emotion
2. Agree emotion (empathy)
can help to understand
others

(Probation Officer 7, female, aged 30)
1. Can differentiate the
positivity and negativity of
emotions

If I am not sure about something or I
feel bad about something, for
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2. Ask others’ guidance so to
act professionally
3. Experiences can guide
action

example, in deciding whether the
action is right, or what action should I
take, errr.. or if I am being empathetic
or too sympathetic, I will consult my
senior colleagues or my boss. I am
not easily influenced by my emotions.
My past experiences in handling
similar cases have also taught me
which is right and wrong.
(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)

1. Perspective taking
2. Understand others’ emotion
due to own experience

I was quite touched with that case. I
also have children, so I know how it
feels. Our children should be under
our care.

(Child Protector 1, male, aged 35)
... being emotional in children’s
cases, especially those involving
disabled children or ‘kanak-kanak
istimewa’ [special children] presents a
different emotional experience. We
will be more empathetic with special
children as compared to children who
are involved in social problems or
from broken families. Our empathy
goes to children who are born with
disabilities. We are more empathetic
because we understand these are
Allah’s [God] gifts.

1. Emotion towards people
who are in need/people with
disability
2. The acceptance of Allah’s
fate – redha

(Medical Social Worker 5, male,
aged 42)

I don’t involve too much empathy.
Empathy is needed, but I don’t use
over involvement of empathy. It is
dangerous
if
there
is
over
involvement of empathy because we
also need to take care of others’
feelings, for example, the feelings of
our children and wife. In cases

1. Can differentiate between
using emotions and being
emotional
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involving mothers and their children,
or children being raped by their
relations such as the father, we will try
to understand their feelings without
involving too much empathy. I don’t
want to show too much of empathy. It
is enough by understanding their
feelings. That’s it.
(Child Protector 8, male, aged 39)

When we empathise …errr.. use
empathy, it does not mean we need to
show our tears. It is enough to show
our clients that we understand their
situations, for example, by looking
deeply into their eyes and nodding our
heads, then giving them the
appropriate advice. If I .. errr.. for me,
it is enough to show my empathy here
[at work/during professional task].
There is no need to take it home.
Otherwise, my wife will question me
[laughed].

1. Can differentiate between
using emotions and being
emotional

(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
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EI’s contributions in working relationships - Initial thematic map,
showing one of the main themes – Empathy/skill in empathising

Emotion
facilitates action

Perspective taking

No skill of empathy is
useless

Sympathy vs
empathy

Negative emotion
and its uses

Emotions lead one to
understand others

Value
emotion

Understand why
others
acted/behaved
weird

Skill in empathising

Empathy tells us about
others emotion/wishes

Agree emotion (empathy)
can help to understand
others

Understand others’
emotion due to own
experience

Can differentiate between using
emotions and being emotional
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EI’s contributions in working relationships - Initial thematic map,
showing one of the main themes – Empathy/skill in empathising

Understanding clients
situations and problems

Defining the
concept of fate

Skill in
Empathising

Sharing clients’ problems
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Creating a strong
bond of relationship

Data extracts, with codes applied – EI’s contributions in working
relationships

Data extract

Coded for

I can see the issues between us and
our staff, or between us and the
children. As the closest persons to the
children in this institution, we are
required to always show our
willingness to listen to them [the
children]. So we need to always give a
positive view, I mean, we should use
the positive perspective. For example,
we should tell them that their failure
does not mean the end of the world.
They still have chances to change their
behaviours. So, I think, through this
positive view [positive view about the
children], the individuals who face
challenges in their lives would feel
relieved.

1. Regulating others’ emotions
2. Help clients to acquire the
confidence in solving problems
3. Relationships and trust is built

(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
I always respect them [the older
female workers] like my mother, and I
notice that they want to be
appreciated as experienced workers
because they have been working here
very much longer than I do. I am
always
concerned
about
their
emotions, I mean I will try to
understand them. Then, alhamdulillah
[praise to Allah], they accept me as
their leader even though I am a new
staff here and younger than them.

1. Expressing understanding
could regulate others’
emotions
2. Expressing understanding
could obtain others’
cooperation and appreciation

(Probation Officer 6, female, aged 36)
I am lucky because my boss is very
understanding. I feel relieved because
if I have issues concerning my
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1. Expressing understanding
could regulate others’
emotions

practice, I just refer to him openly. He
always gives me the guidance and
shares his experience with me as a
new staff. So, I feel relieved and enjoy
working with him.

2. Expressing understanding
could obtain others’
cooperation and appreciation

(Probation Officer 8, male, aged 29)
I have started to think about their
benefit and I can feel it, it’s good ...
when we consider our staff’s
limitations that we understand their
situations, they will appreciate us.
They will come to us and thank us.
Then our relationship will become
closer and they will give their respect
to us as their leader.

1. Expressing understanding could
regulate others’ emotions
2. Expressing understanding could
obtain others’ cooperation and
appreciation

(Child Protector 3, female, aged 40)
If we work under one roof and have
that kind of feelings [resentment and
anger], it’s not helping us. I think it is
not good because we interact and
work with them every day. So, I am
not comfortable if I show my feelings
because we need to maintain the
harmony with our boss.

1. Avoidance of certain emotional
expressions
2. Maintain harmony

(Probation Officer 1, female, aged 35)
I don’t know. Maybe this is me. It’s not
easy for me to show my emotion
[anger] even though I am in a state of
anger. No, I won’t show it [anger]. I
think it’s not applicable here [in the
workplace] … because we will always
deal with them [clients/colleagues]. I
will not feel comfortable if I show my
anger.
(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 33)
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1. Avoidance of certain emotional
expressions
2. Maintain harmony

Here [in his department], if we laugh
or are not serious, errr … the
Sabahans would think that we are
insulting or making fun of them.
(Probation Officer 3, male, aged 32)
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1. Perception that if fail to show
seriousness, clients would feel
offended and taken for granted

EI’s contributions in working relationships - Initial thematic map,
showing one of the main themes – Regulations of one’s and other’s
emotional experiences

Help clients to acquire the
confidence in solving problems

Relationships and
trust is bulit

Perception that if
fail to show
seriousness,
clients would feel
offended and
taken for granted

Regulations of one’s and other’s
emotional experiences
Maintain
harmony

Avoidance of certain
emotional expressions

Expressing understanding could
regulate others’ emotions

Expressing understanding could obtain
others’ cooperation and appreciation
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Data extracts, with codes applied – EI’s contributions in working
relationships

Data extract

Coded for

I pray as frequent as I could when I
feel isolated [she feels that she is
alone]

1. Religious Beliefs and Practices
2. Praying relieved emotion

(Probation Officer 2, female, aged 35)
It takes ages to balance my emotions.
I should be strong enough. That
strength is from the inside. That
strength from the inside, which is
more important - is religion. It must
be firm. I pray as frequent as I could.
When we are being isolated [she feels
that she is alone]

1. Praying relieved emotion
2. Spirituality brings a feeling of
being closer to God
3. Give a sense of emotional
stability

(Probation Officer 2, female, aged
35)
In the past when my department did
not have enough resources, I always
gave mine. Honestly, I always gave
them my own money. But, it [alms]
is good ... right? In religious
teaching, we are encouraged to give
alms to people who are in need if we
are capable.

1. Give alms and religious
teaching

(Medical Social Worker 6, male,
aged 33)
We will be emotional when we look at
their conditions, like seeing the old
ladies, single mothers, and the poor
wearing shabby clothes. Yes, it is
[feeling of sympathy]. Sometimes, I
give my own money. Alms. I just give
them RM50 or RM100. We are human
... if sympathy is not there, it’s like we
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1. Give alms and religious
teaching

are not human! And remember ... as
human, Allah gives us that feeling.
(Child Protector 6, female, aged 35)
We will be emotional when we look
at their conditions, like seeing the old
ladies, single mothers, and the poor
wearing shabby clothes. Yes, it is
[feeling of sympathy]. Sometimes, I
give my own money. Alms. I just give
them RM50 or RM100. We are
human ... if sympathy is not there,
it’s like we are not human! And
remember ... as human, Allah gives
us that feeling.

1. Feel pity towards other people
2. The feeling is believed from
God

(Child Protector 6, female, aged 35)
1. Carry out duty with sincerity
2. Believed that Allah will give
rewards

What goes around comes around.
We will get back what we have
done.
(Probation Officer 6, female, aged
36)
Spirituality ... spirituality means we
are working with people who face
problems in their lives. We care about
these people. So, we want our staff to
work with sincerity. We want them to
work with the spirit, that is, whatever
we give, we will get it back [reward].
So, whatever it is, if you work with
sincerity, your income is clean, and
with that income, you will provide
everything that is needed by your
family members. Therefore, we don’t
want to be rude and selfish to our
clients. Otherwise, our income is not
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1. Carry out duty with sincerity
2. Believed that Allah will give
rewards

‘halal’. From the religious perspective,
if we act righteously to others, Allah
will give His rewards accordingly.
(Probation Officer 6, female, aged 36)
I explained to her about our religion;
what is allowed and not allowed in our
religion. She is a Muslim. What made
me angry ... her mother took the baby
and put the baby in a bottle. Her
mother wanted to do something
[black magic], which is wrong

1. Guiding clients towards what is
prohibited in the religion
2. Share beliefs and religious
knowledge with their clients

in our religion. I cannot accept it
[black magic] because it is wrong in
our religion.
(Medical Social Worker 7, female,
aged 37)
Alhamdulillah [praise to Allah] I have
never taken that action [i.e. slap or
punch the children when they make
mistakes or break the institution’s
rules]
(Probation Officer 4, male, aged 47)
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1. Expression of gratitude to Allah

EI’s contributions in working relationships - Initial thematic map,
showing one of the main themes – Spirituality

Religious beliefs
and practices

Care for people

Spirituality facilitates positive
emotions

Disbelief in the devil’s
guile

Expressions of
gratitude to Allah
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Alms giving

Developed Thematic Map - EI’s contributions in working relationships

Defining the
concept of fate
Skill in
empathising
Religious beliefs
and practices
Almsgiving

Spirituality
Disbelief in the
devil’s guile

Care for people
Expressions of
gratitude to God

By praying
Regulations of one’s and
other’s emotional
experiences
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Final Thematic Map

Spirituality
Facilitates Positive
Emotions

Regulation of one’s and
other’s emotional
experiences
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Skills of
empathising

Appendix 11
RESEARCH APPROVAL FROM UNIVERSITY OF BRADFORD
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Appendix 12

RESEARCH APPROVAL FROM ECONOMIC PLANNING UNIT

424

Appendix 13
RESEARCH APPROVAL FROM MALAYSIA SOCIAL WELFARE
DEPARTMENT
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Appendix 14
RESEARCH APPROVAL FROM MALAYSIA’S MINISTRY OF HEALTH

426

Appendix 15
A WRITTEN NOTICE CONCERNING EMOTIONS AND THINKING
MALAYSIA SOCIAL WELFARE DEPARTMENT

The framed notice read “To think rationally without being influenced by instinct
or emotions is the most effective way of problem solving”.

427

