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• Organisational psychologist, former 
management consultant

• 8 yrs AC workforce research
• Emotion regulation, contagion, 

careers, leadership, eldercare
• Mission: Attraction, retention AC 

workforce
• Chair of MQ ageing & aged care 

researchers' network (MAACRN)
• Currently working on ACSA 

discussion paper on single-site 
employment practices, please email 
to volunteer for interview

• Royal Commission shows aged 
care workers are superheros

• Text-heavy slides available.



Workforce retention problem…

50% of workforce to 
retire in 15 years

Turnover costs at 
least 40% of annual 

salary, more for 
managers

Compensation & 
rewards not great 
retention tools if 

others match them or 
they become routine

Clinical issues always 
takes priority

Your managers have 
little budget

Your managers are 
time poor

Always under strain, 
never nothing to do

Pre-Covid, Covid, 
next crisis…!

You are living the pain 
every day, dreading 
the next “resignation 

call”.
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EVEN BEFORE COVID-19…



Individual 
attributes Job aspects Job attitudes Employee 

behavior

Person-
context 

interface
Organizational 

context
Job 

alternatives
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Voluntary turnover can be caused by:



Individual attributes: 
demographics, 

emotional stability, 
personality, locus of 
control, motivation

Job aspects: job 
security, job 

characteristics, design, 
role conflict, pay, 

workload 

Job attitudes: org 
commitment, job 

involvement, job sat, 
stress, coping, 
engagement

Employee behavior: 
performance, OCB, 

lateness, absenteeism, 
job search 

Person-context 
interface: person-org fit, 

job embeddedness, 
justice, leadership, 

peer/group relations, 
psych contract breach

Organizational 
context: org support, 
climate perceptions, 
rewards offered, org 

characteristics

Job alternatives,
intention to quit:

withdrawal cognitions.
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Voluntary turnover can be caused by:



The good news…

No silver bullet, but 
some valuable 

information

Offer a range of 
things we know 
work, based on 

research

This research is 
evidence based

These ideas can be 
done over the long 

haul
These ideas don’t 
have to cost a lot

Some easy quick 
wins, too.
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Our objective today is to go deep on emotions in our 
workplace.

I talk with aged care managers a lot, but what does 
the research say? How can we apply the research? 

Today’s session looks at emotions in aged care:
1. Emotions of residents, clients, workforce and 

leadership
2. Emotional contagion, or “catching” emotions, and
3. Regulating our emotions in the aged care setting.



Part 1: Emotions in aged 
care residents and staff
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Emotional demands include:
• Interpersonal interactions in this job include to enhance the intellectual, physical, and emotional capabilities of 

care recipients
• Experience difficult resident events, e.g., deterioration, aggression
• Have the added pressure of psychological presence at work, empathetic care
• Engage with residents’ emotions
• Develop relationships with individual residents, learn their likes and dislikes
• Interact with resident’s families and their demands
• Bring own issues: finance, kids, partners, sports, relatives, health, work/home conflicts

Our employment conditions include job requirements, ongoing training, supervision and support… but what support is 
given to our emotions at work?

Employee wellbeing in the aged care sector is critical to: 
• Attract and retain a qualified workforce 
• Cope with individualized care needs
• Deliver palliative care 
• Increase job performance and quality of care services
• Do the right thing by our employees.

9

Emotional demands & wellbeing in AC



• This is an emotional workplace!
• We used to teach managers to avoid discussion 

of emotions and focus on performance
• That’s not likely to be useful in aged care setting
• If you’re not comfortable talking about emotions, 

what might work in your workplace?
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Take home point



Part 2: Emotions 
contagion, or “catching” 
emotions
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• When one person’s emotions and related 
behaviors directly trigger similar in others

• Contagion is a normal form of social influence
• We usually mimic the emotions and expressions 

of people around us, unconsciously 
• Catching others’ moods helps us to understand 

others better, connect at basic emotional level, 
fosters empathy

• Negative emotions like pain, fear and sadness 
are said to be more contagious than positive 
emotions, due to our survival instinct.

Emotional contagion is…
NOT QUITE LIKE COVID, A PHYSICAL CONTAGION
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• Registered psych, working only with older adults in RACF
• RQ: Relationship between client wellbeing & employee job 

satisfaction
• 23 i/views with home care workers (HCWs), office mgrs, 

survey of 352 ees (23% of 1451 ees nationally)
• Not client’s perspective.

Julie Bajic PhD research on emotion contagion
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We expected 
to find: Client-

to-staff 
contagion

What we did 
find: Staff-to-

client 
contagion

Julie Bajic PhD research on emotion contagion



Do you think that clients’ poor mental health affects you in your role?
• “Yes, because if you’ve got a client who’s having a down day, that’s your mood on a down day… Like I 

pick up on a lot of different behaviours… I am overwhelmed by the end of the day. It’s not that I can’t do 
my job, but I take on people’s energy in a sense and when the energy’s down, it [my own mood] goes 
down”  (Participant # 28, HCW)

• “I cry, not them… I’m over it now. Because I went through a lot in my life… It works both ways. I can 
support her, she can support me.” (Participant #15, HCW)

• “Sometimes when people [HCWs] don’t know what to do, they feel very helpless and they tend to ask 
not to be sent back to that client or they will get anxious themselves and try to jolly the person along or 
try to say “woo look at all the things you’ve got to be happy about” things that are not necessarily 
helpful, despite being well intended” (#3, Senior Manager) 

Emotional contagion examples



• What emotions are contagious in your 
organisation?

• Many of our staff are already doing it rough 
before they come to work

• Your managers and supervisors are role models. 
What can you/they do to build a positive 
emotional environment?
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Take home point



Part 3: Regulating 
emotions in aged care 
setting
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• Multiple studies
• Interviews

― 66 in 11 Australian RACFs
― 44 China RACFs

• Various DJ surveys 
• Service encounters Vs service relationships 

Bichen Guan PhD emotion regulation research



• Most service organisations have organisational display rules, formal or informal 
norms that distinguish how one should express themselves. 

• Emotional labor (Hochschild, 1983) refers to surface and deep acting
• Emotion regulation (ER) is the process underlying:

― Which emotions people have 
― When they have those emotions, and 
― How they experience and express emotions (Gross, 1998)

19

Emotion regulation



Own 
emotions: 
Intrinsic 

ER 

Others’ 
emotions: 
Extrinsic 

ER 
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Whose emotions do we regulate in aged care?
ER = EMOTION REGULATION

Intrinsic ER is regulating one’s own emotions, while extrinsic ER is deliberately changing emotions of another person 
(Niven, 2017; Reeck, Ames, & Ochsner, 2016)



21

Intrinsic ER strategies

Suppression

Reappraisal

I control my emotions 
by not expressing 

them.

I control my emotions 
by changing the way I 

think about the 
situation I’m in. 

Intrinsic ER 
(own emotions)



Situation selection 
(Avoidance)

Approaching or avoiding certain people, places, or objects to regulate emotions, e.g., 
taking a different route to avoid an irritating co-worker

Situation 
modification 
(Removal)

Changing emotion-arousing aspects of an unavoidable situation, e.g., asking a co-
worker to deal with a particularly difficult client

Attentional 
deployment 
(Distraction)

Directing attention away from the situation to change one’s emotional response, e.g., 
thinking about family weekend plans to get relief from unpleasant feelings caused by 
supervisor negative feedback

Cognitive change 
(Reappraisal)

Reappraising a difficult situation to change emotional outcomes; e.g., re-interpret 
complaint as a positive opportunity for improving future performance

Response 
modulation 
(Suppression)

Altering experiential, behavioral, or physiological elements of their emotional response, 
e.g., interrupting, or keeping emotions to themselves and maintaining a smile even 
when receiving complaints
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Workplace intrinsic ER strategies
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Intrinsic and extrinsic ER strategies

Suppression

Reappraisal

I control my emotions 
by not expressing 

them.

Cognitive change

Response modulation

I encourage others not 
to express their 

emotions.

I control my emotions 
by changing the way I 

think about the 
situation I’m in. 

I try to influence the 
emotions of others by 

changing how they 
think about the 

situation they are in.

Intrinsic ER 
(own emotions)

Extrinsic ER 
(others’ emotions)



• Although intrinsic and extrinsic ER share a similar theoretical framework, it is important to distinguish 
the psychological mechanisms between regulating one’s own emotions and regulating others’ emotions 
in interpersonal workplace contexts

• Social interaction model of extrinsic ER on work strain (Cote, 2005)
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ER and well-being

Regulator’s 
ER

Target’s 
response

Regulator’s 
work strain



Now, consider emotion regulation 
in the aged care setting…
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Let’s go deeper…



Exchange

Communal

26

Workplace r’ships: Exchange Vs Communal orientation
WORKPLACE RELATIONSHIPS CAN BE DIVERSE



Exchange
• One gives benefits to the partner either in 

response to a previously received benefit from 
that partner or with the expectation that the 
partner will repay

• Typical employment relationship of give and 
take, financial and task relationship

Communal:
• One gives benefits to the partner 

noncontingently in response to the partner’s 
needs or to demonstrate concern for the 
partner

• Relational orientation, tendency to feel 
responsible for others’ needs

• E.g., friends, family, romantic partners, spouses

27

Workplace r’ships: Exchange Vs Communal orientation
WORKPLACE RELATIONSHIPS CAN BE DIVERSE



Report they 
treat the 

residents like 
family or 

think of them 
as like their 
own parents 

or 
grandparents

Report 
feeling 

responsible 
to meet 

residents’ 
emotional 

needs

Attend to the 
needs of 
residents 

even when 
not written in 

the job 
description

Staff and 
residents 

share 
personal 

information 
with each 

other. 
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Communal relationships when employees:



Experience more emotions 
because they feel responsible to 
care for the needs of others
• Automatically empathize with other
• Expect others to follow same norms
• When the expectation is violated, 

negative emotions are experienced. 

Express more both positive and 
negative emotions than in exchange 
relationships
• Because communal relationships make 

individuals feel safe and
• Drop some degree of self-protective 

mechanism and help communicate needs to 
others in social interactions. 
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People in communal relationships…



Now, add type of 
relationship with client…
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And deeper again…



• Types of Interpersonal Relationships between Aged Care Workers and Clients

31

Further results from another study
INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS AND EMOTION REGULATION DYNAMICS

Transactional 
relationship

Filial 
relationship

Professional 
relationship

Family 
relationship



• Types of Interpersonal Relationships between Aged Care Workers and Clients
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Further results from another study
INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS AND EMOTION REGULATION DYNAMICS

Transactional 
relationship: 
• Both client and 

carers perceive their 
relationships as 
pure exchange of 
service and money

Filial 
relationship:
• Carer perceives 

elderly as their own 
parents, but clients 
perceive them as 
outsider

Professional 
relationship:
• Client expect worker 

to take the child’s 
duty when caring 
but carers perceive 
only as exchange of 
service and money

Family 
relationship:
• Carer perceives the 

elderly as own 
children, clients 
expect worker to 
take the child’s role 
& perceives them as 
their own children



Now, add gratitude, supervisor compassion, 
relational richness, switching dynamics…
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And deeper again…



• Does communal orientation influence well-being, i.e., emotional exhaustion? 
• How does supervisor’s compassion change the effects? 
• 221 responses, 22 RACFs 81% female, ave age 45 years, tenure 6 yrs
• 59% carers, 12% service, 10% manager, 10% admin, 5% nurses
• Confirmatory factor analyses in Amos, hypo testing in Process.
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Communal orientation effect on wellbeing
STUDY DETAILS

Supervisor’s 
compassion

Communal 
orientation

Emotion regulation 
strategies

• Reappraisal
• Suppression
• Cognitive change
• Response modulation

Emotional 
exhaustion



Communal orientation is negatively related to emotional exhaustion via reappraisal (B =-
.08, SE =.04, 95% C.I. = [-.16, -.01]). 
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Results - Mediation
STUDY DETAILS

Communal 
orientation

Reappraisal

Emotional 
exhaustion

-.22*.38***

Suppression

Cognitive 
change

Response 
modulation

.44***

.15*

-.07

.17*

-.09

-.13

Extrinsic cognitive change does not help. Supervisor’s compassion sets a 
boundary condition, provides emotional and social resources. 



• What are the effects of using intrinsic and extrinsic ER strategies on psychological distress in aged 
care employees? 
― What are the mechanism of intrinsic and extrinsic ER strategies on psychological distress? 
― How does relational richness influence the effects? 
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Research questions and research model
STUDY DETAILS

Relational richness

Emotion regulation 
strategies Burnout Psychological 

distress
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Results – mediation
STUDY DETAILS

Reappraisal

Suppression

Cognitive
change

Response 
modulation

Emotional 
exhaustion

Depersonalization

Psychological 
distress

Indirect effect (reap-emexh-distress) = -.06**, 95% CI = (-.08,-.02). 
Indirect effect (reap-deper-distress) = -.09***, 95% CI = (-.15,-.05). 
Indirect effect (supp-emexh-distress) = .08***, 95% CI = (.04,.01). 

Indirect effect (remo-emexh-distress) = .17***, 95% CI = (.11,.30). 
Indirect effect (remo-deper-distress) = .06***, 95% CI = (.03,.14). 



Results: Emotion Regulation Dynamics
STUDY DETAILS

Emotion Regulation Switching between Emotional Episodes

Emotion 
Regulation 1

(e.g. 
suppression)

Emotion 
Regulation 2 

(e.g., cognitive 
change)

Emotion 1
(e.g. anger)

Emotion 2
(e.g. 

resentment) 

She (the client) cursed my mum, who is still alive, almost 80 years old. I felt very 
angry. I said, “all right, continued cursing [Suppression]”. I felt so resentful. I take 
good care of her days and nights. She still cursed my mother and me. I felt 
injustice…Once I calmed down, I would think about how I will be like when I become 
old someday [Cognitive change]. So all the feelings are gone. (Carer 10)

38



Phew! Everything seems to matter…
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And deeper again…
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Practical implications

Suppresion is not good. Encourage employees to voice their 
emotions, talk about how they feel

Reappraisal is good. Promote benefits of reframing the situation 
to manage emotions. Practice this

Being close to clients may bring risks for employee well-being 
when they regulate clients’ emotions. If they are close to clients, 
do not ask them to stop clients expressing emotions

Encourage and train managers to express compassion to support 
employees

Look for some degree of communal orientation when recruiting 
for jobs with caring responsibilities



• What are your organisational display rules 
around expressing emotions? 

• Are those rules/culture/norms explicit or implicit? 
Are they clear to all? Spoken, not spoken? 

• What rituals are in place, or not?
• Are those rules supported by management, or 

left to employees’ own efforts?
• To what extent are your managers 

demonstrating and expressing
― Compassion?
― Gratitude?
― Self care?
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Take home point



• Immediate strategies: emotion regulation
• Cognitive strategies: faulty thinking
• Proactive strategies: long term self care
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Emotions are often difficult in our context
EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE CAN BE LEARNED



Pulling it all together
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• Emotions are strong and real in aged care
• Emotions are catchy, contagious
• Many employees start with depression, stress, anxiety before 

they even get to work
• We can regulate our emotions well or poorly
• In aged care our work includes regulating others’ emotions also
• Best to appropriately express, not suppress those emotions
• Client relationship type can impact on emotional response
• Manager, supervisor gratitude, compassion do matter
• Emotional resilience can be learned, strengthened.

MACQUARIE BUSINESS SCHOOL | MANAGEMENT DEPT 44

Recap: take home points



Our research



• We seek additional providers to participate in this study of care worker applicants, to determine which 
personal and personality qualities actually determine success on the job. We seek to validate the 
assessments that predict performance on the job.

• What is required? 
― We conduct survey and psychometric assessments of your applicants, then survey new starters, 

again six and 12 months later
― And we briefly survey their managers so we can see how they perform on the job. 
― No cost to you.

• I am always looking for research partners, I have other workforce studies starting at different times, and
• As Chair of MAACRN, I can also help put you in touch with other MQ ageing & aged care researchers.
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An advertisement: Our validation study



• Multiple stakeholder perspective on single-site employment issues
• Sector level input:

― Employees
― Providers
― Unions
― Peak bodies
― Government
― Residents
― Families
― Others

• To participate in a 30 minute interview, or give your opinion in writing, please email me or  
toni.barker@mq.edu.au
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ACSA Discussion paper: Single-site employment

mailto:toni.barker@mq.edu.au


• With gratitude to my research partners, there’s never enough time or funding to do all that is needed to 
improve the attraction and retention of these superheros of the aged care workforce.

• But, while there is work to be done, and partners and students willing to help do the work, I will 
continue to chip away and do the best I can for aged care employees.

48

Finally…



Please contact me if you would 
like to know more or participate in 
my research:

Email: Denise.jepsen@mq.edu.au
Mobile: 0419 977 317
or search for me on LinkedIn or 
Google

mailto:Denise.jepsen@mq.edu.au
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