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ABSTRACT The aim of the study was to identify those personality traits and resilience factors that could
influence the ability of Customer Service Representatives in a call centre to manage burnout effectively. A cross-
sectional survey design was used and the sample consisted of 187 customer service representatives from a call
centre. The Big Five Personality Structure was utilised to measure personality traits by means of the International
Personality Item Pool. The Resilience Scale and the Maslach Burnout Inventory (General Survey) were used to
measure resilience and burnout respectively. By means of multiple stepwise regression analysis, significant linear
relationships were identified between two of the Big Five personality factors, Conscientiousness, and Agreeableness,
and several of the dimensions of burnout. Resilience was found to have a significant influence on two burnout
dimensions, namely Cynicism/Depersonalisation and Professional Efficacy, respectively. The results are informative
in terms of its use for future selection and development purposes of customer service representatives employed in
call centres.
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I.   INTRODUCTION

Competing for customers in a global econo-
my has inspired organisations in the service in-
dustry to invent new ways of providing cus-
tomer service. One of these ways is by means of
call centres. As the name suggests, call centres
are centralised offices assigned to telephonic
contact with customers (Zapf et al. 2003), used
for the purpose of sending and receiving a large
volume of telephone calls (Smith 2009). Call cen-
tres are rapidly replacing the traditional high-
cost service channel of branch infrastructures
that include face-to-face client interaction (Tay-
lor and Bain 1999), and are becoming one of the
preferred ways of delivering service in the ser-
vice industry. A distinction is made between
outbound and inbound call centres, depending

on the direction of contact within the call centre.
In-bound operations receive and respond to in-
coming calls from customers while out-bound
operations make calls to customers and are pri-
marily concerned with telesales, telemarketing,
or debt collection. Call centres may also provide
both in-bound and out-bound services (Taylor
and Bain 1999; Higgs 2004; Smith 2009). Employ-
ing millions of people in various developed and
developing countries, the call centre industry is
not only experiencing unprecedented growth
globally, but is also playing an important role in
the global economy (Deery and Kinnie 2004;
Smith  2009).

The services in call centres are rendered by
a special type of service employees referred to
as Customer Service Representatives. With the
primary task of interacting with customers by
telephone, usually supported by computer sys-
tems, these employees represent the company
to its customers (Zapf et al. 2003; Visser 2007).
Consequently, as the main point of contact for
customers accessing the organisation, these
employees have a key role to play in the overall
perception that customers gain of the entire or-
ganisation (Dean 2002). Depending on the na-
ture of the business, customer service represen-
tatives may talk to between 60 and 250 clients
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per eight-hour shift. The more customers they
talk to, the less time is available for each cus-
tomer and the more routine these conversations
may become for the customer service represen-
tative (Callaghan and Thompson 2002; Zapf et
al. 2003).

Because of the nature of the work environ-
ment and the nature of the work itself, the role of
customer service representatives has been re-
garded as one of the most stressful jobs in
present-day world economy (Wallace et al. 2000;
Deery et al. 2002; Holdsworth and Cartwright
2003; Lewig and Dollard 2003; Zapf et al. 2003;
Malhotra and Mukherjee 2004). This is mainly
as a result of the frequency and intensity of
employee-client relationships (Cordes and
Dougherty 1993; Maru 2002), the often conflict-
ing demands of the company, supervisors, and
customers, the repetitive nature of the work, time
pressure, the low levels of job control, and the
high degree of continuous performance moni-
toring and feedback (Grebner et al. 2003; Hol-
man 2004; Van Dyk 2007). Furthermore, various
studies conducted on the work environment of
call centres indicate that many different variables
inherent in the nature of call centre work have
been linked to the development of employee
burnout (Singh and Goolsby 1994; Taylor and
Bain 1999; Wallace et al. 2000; Deery et al. 2002;
Deery et al. 2004; Holman 2004). A South African
study by Visser (2007) identified several critical
factors contributing to burnout in customer ser-
vice representatives in a call centre, including
work overload, lack of career and promotion
opportunities, limited skill variety, and emotion-
al labour.

Burnout may be seen as a type of stress that
develops in response to stressful working con-
ditions over an extended period of time (Cordes
and Dougherty 1993), and commonly involves
physical, emotional, spiritual, intellectual, and
interpersonal exhaustion (Paine 1982). As the
stress continues, employees begin to lose the
interest or motivation that led them to take on
the job in the first place (Smith et al. 2007). Burn-
out may have a wide range of negative impacts
on the organisation (Coetzer and Rothmann
2007) as it prevents employees from delivering
quality work (Paine 1982; Rothmann 2006), leads
to their having negative feelings and attitudes
toward their customers, and subsequently
leaves them to provide a minimal level of cus-
tomer care at best (Carroll and White 1982).

Evidence is growing that burnout can also
be linked to certain internal qualities of individ-
uals (Piedmont 1993). Various researchers
(Maslach 1986; Siebert 2005; Hjemdal et al. 2006)
state that the internal qualities of individuals
determine how people handle external sources
of stress. It helps to explain why certain people
will experience burnout in a certain work setting,
while others will not. According to Siebert (2005),
in most work environments, employees tend to
be more dependent on their own ability to man-
age the challenges they face, and less depen-
dent on external support. Research has also
shown (Foxcroft and Roodt 2005) that the suc-
cessful adjustment of employees to their work
environment depends on a correct match be-
tween individuals’ personal characteristics (in-
ternal qualities) and the characteristics of the
work and work environment. These personal
characteristics or internal qualities may include
what is referred to as individual trait- and state-
like qualities, respectively (Luthans et al. 2007;
Youssef and Luthans 2007). Individual trait-like
qualities focus on those relatively stable and
fixed internal qualities of an individual, such as
intelligence and personality, while individual
state-like qualities refer to those internal quali-
ties that often represent our feelings and which
are relatively malleable, more changeable, and
open to development, such as resilience, posi-
tive moods, optimism, and happiness (Luthans
et al. 2007; Youssef and Luthans 2007). Both
states and traits can be measured (Youssef and
Luthans 2007) and are regarded as important
variables in recruitment and selection process-
es during which optimum person-work environ-
ment fit is being sought (French et al. 1982).

From the literature, it is evident that several
psychologists and researchers emphasise spe-
cifically two individual qualities, namely, person-
ality (trait-like) and resilience (state-like) as fea-
sible predictors of job burnout (Kim et al. 2000;
Renck et al. 2002; Carvalho et al. 2006; Morgan
and de Bruin 2010). Although, from a trait-like
perspective, an individual’s personality may be
stable over time, it is also dynamic as it charac-
terises individuals’ unique adjustment to any
given situation (Nicholas 2003). Thus, person-
ality is thought to be related to individuals’ ap-
praisal of stressful experiences (Booth-Kewley
and Vickers 1994; Brody and Ehrichman 1998;
Wu and Clark 2003; Ong and Bergeman 2004;
Martin 2006), and may predispose them to high-
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er or lower levels of tolerance to stress (Schultz
and Schultz 1998; Ghazinour et al. 2003; Martin
2006; Jaffe–Gill et al. 2007). Therefore, personal-
ity seems to predispose individuals toward ill
health and burnout or to act as a buffer against
ill health and burnout (Hochwälder 2006), mean-
ing that a stressful situation can ruin the health
of one worker, and have no noticeable effect on
a co-worker (Schultz and Schultz 1998).

From a state-like approach, the individual
characteristic of resilience has also been fre-
quently associated with positive thoughts and
emotions, especially when the individual is ex-
periencing a taxing event (Gustafson 1999;
Strumpfer 2003; Visser 2007; Phillippe et al. 2009).
Resilience is referred to as the ability and capac-
ity of individuals to withstand situational dis-
continuities and to be able to adapt to new risk
environments (Cleary and Malleret 2006). Re-
search conducted by Carvalho et al. (2006)
showed that individuals with higher levels of
resilience are less vulnerable to burnout.

In light of the above mentioned research, it
is proposed that personality and resilience may
have an impact on the counteracting of burnout
in customer service representatives in call cen-
tres. Taking into account that very little atten-
tion is paid to the recruitment, selection, and
training processes in call centres (Townsend
2007), it is important to identify those personal-
ity traits and resilience factors that may play a
role in counteracting burnout, in order to im-
prove the person-environment fit within call cen-
tres by means of more effective selection pro-
cesses. The recruitment and selection process-
es are a means of selecting customer service
representatives who bring the skills to engage
in potentially emotional labour and, subsequent-
ly, of ensuring that they are able to utilise their
internal resources to manage their job stress and
the avoidance of burnout more effectively
(Townsend 2007). According to Higgs (2004),
growth in the number and importance of call cen-
tres and attempts to manage the “people issues”
have not been accompanied by a sufficient
growth in research in this area of business.

Objective of the Study

The objective of this study was to identify
specific personality traits and resilience factors
that could influence the ability of customer ser-

vice representatives of a call centre to manage
burnout effectively.

Theoretical Constructs

Burnout

The signs of burnout often tend to be more
mental than physical, including feelings of frus-
tration, powerlessness, hopelessness, failure,
and despair (Smith et al. 2007). Usually with the
onset of burnout, the engaged, positive, and
energetic relationship that employees may have
with their work transforms progressively into a
relationship characterised by a loss of energy,
feelings of reduced commitment, increased dis-
engagement with one’s work, as well as a sense
of ineffectiveness and reduced accomplishment
(Maslach and Leiter 1997; Maslach et al. 2001).
Burnout is generally described as consisting of
three separate but interrelated constructs: emo-
tional exhaustion, depersonalisation or cyni-
cism, and reduced personal accomplishment
(Maslach 1982; Maslach and Jackson 1986;
Maslach et al. 1996; Maslach et al. 2001). Emo-
tional exhaustion is thought to be the most im-
portant, and is the first response to develop in
continuously stressful situations. It is charac-
terised by feelings of emotional depletion, ex-
treme tiredness, a lack of energy, and a feeling of
being drained of emotional resources to cope
with continuing demands (Cordes and Dough-
erty 1993; Schutte et al. 2000; Maslach et al. 2001).
Further, it is accompanied by distress, decreased
motivation, and the development of dysfunc-
tional attitudes and behaviours at work (Maslach
1982; Maslach and Jackson 1986; Maslach et al.
1996).

When employees reach this point of extreme
tiredness, they act in order to conserve and reg-
ulate their levels of energy. Subsequently, they
reduce their involvement with their work, slowly
withdrawing emotionally and cognitively from
it. This withdrawal leads to what Maslach et al.
(2001) refers to as depersonalisation or cynicism.
Cynicism/depersonalisation entails the mental
and emotional withdrawal from work and results
in a negative, callous, or excessively detached
response to various aspects of the job. The fo-
cus here is on the crisis in one’s relationship
with work in general and not necessarily on a
crisis in one’s relationship with people at work
(Maslach 1982; Maslach and Jackson 1986;
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Maslach et al. 1996). Cynicism/depersonalisa-
tion can be seen as a coping response that will
protect the employee from further emotional de-
pletion. This form of coping has serious implica-
tions for companies making use of service work-
ers to provide their services, as in the case of
call centres. When service employees use cyni-
cism/depersonalisation as a form of coping in
response to high levels of emotional exhaus-
tion, they will tend to be less responsive to and
involved with the needs of their customers
(Singh and Goolsby 1994; Singh 2000; Maslach
et al. 2001).

In the final phase of burnout, employees
compare their current levels of competence with
their previous levels of competence before emo-
tional exhaustion and cynicism/depersonalisa-
tion had set in. In this self-evaluation, they rea-
lise that they are not as competent and effective
in fulfilling their job responsibilities as they used
to be (Maslach 1982; Maslach and Jackson 1986;
Maslach et al. 1996). Feelings of incompetence,
lack of achievement, and lower productivity fol-
low (Cordes and Dougherty 1993, Schutte et al.
2000; Maslach et al. 2001). This often leads to
feelings of reduced professional efficacy (or
personal accomplishment).

Burnout is a strong predictor of employee
commitment and turnover intentions. Therefore,
employees experiencing burnout are more likely
to leave their jobs (Visser 2007). At the individu-
al level, burnout also leads to job dissatisfac-
tion, irritability, anxiety, a lowering of self-es-
teem, increased depression, the use of alcohol
and drugs as well as marital and family problems
(Carroll and White 1982; Paine 1982; Maslach
and Jackson 1986; Singh and Goolsby 1994;
Maslach and Leiter 1997; Singh 2000; Wharton
2003). As the consequences of burnout are po-
tentially serious for the employees and for the
customers (internal and external) with whom
they interact, the prevention of burnout in call
centres is of extreme importance.

Personality

Despite differences in the approaches defin-
ing personality, most psychologists believe that
personality reflects an individual’s unique and
consistent pattern of thinking, feeling, and be-
haviour in the different contexts of their situa-
tion (Morris and Maisto 2002; Bergh 2003; Ed-
wards 2008; Myers 2008). As there is a broad

range of factors that are involved in shaping
personality, including hereditary factors, socio-
cultural determinants, unconscious mechanisms,
and cognitive processes (O’Neil 2006), each per-
sonality has its own configuration of aspects
that gives the person distinctiveness in all fac-
ets. One of the most frequently-cited explana-
tions of personality was proposed by Allport
(1937: 48), who suggested that personality is
“the dynamic organisation within the individual
of those psychophysical systems that determine
his unique adjustments to his environment”.
Thus, personality focuses on individual differ-
ences that drive people to behave in a certain
manner, as well as how these individual disposi-
tions interact with different situations to influ-
ence behaviour.

For the purposes of this study, a five-factor
structure of personality, referred to as the Big
Five Personality was used (Tupes and Christal
1961; Norman 1963, 1967; Costa and McCrae
1987; Goldberg 1990). This five-factor model of
personality presents a structure of personality
that is best described by five global domains or
factors that characterise individual differences.
These five broad traits constitute a complete
description of an individual’s personality (Mc-
Crae and Costa 2006), and are labeled: Extraver-
sion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neu-
roticism, and Openness to Experience (Digman
1990). Extraversion includes the outward turn-
ing of psychic energy toward the external world
(De Raad 2000). Individuals who score high on
extraversion are regarded as sociable, active,
talkative, fun-loving, and optimistic (Edwards
1998), whilst individuals scoring low on extra-
version tend to be more reserved and quiet (Cos-
ta and Widiger 1994; Edwards 1998). Agreeable-
ness is the trait that is most concerned with in-
terpersonal relationships (De Raad 2000), and
refers to the kinds of interactions a person pre-
fers (Costa and Widiger 1994). Individuals who
score high on agreeableness are pleasant and
easy to be around as they tend to accommodate
the wishes and needs of others, and have strong
social relationships (Pawlik-Kienlen 2007). On
the other hand, individuals who score low on
agreeableness tend to be rude, irritable, unco-
operative, and suspicious, tending to cater for
their own needs (Edwards 1998). Conscientious-
ness represents the drive to accomplish some-
thing, including features such as high levels of
thoughtfulness, good impulse control, and goal-



PERSONALITY, RESILIENCE AND BURNOUT IN CALL CENTRES 299

directed behaviour (De Raad 2000). Pawlik-Kien-
len (2007) states that conscientious individuals
are organised, disciplined, dedicated and loyal,
especially at work, while individuals scoring low
on conscientiousness seem to be aimless, negli-
gent, careless, and unreliable (Edwards 1998).

Neuroticism refers to a continual level of
emotional adjustment and instability (Costa and
Widiger 1994). Individuals who score high on
the neuroticism trait tend to experience emotion-
al instability, anxiety, moodiness, and irritability
(Pawlik-Kienlen 2007), and are inclined to be
worrying, insecure, and nervous (Edwards 1998).
Low scores on neuroticism indicate a more un-
emotional, relaxed, calm, and secure individual.
Openness to experience involves actively seek-
ing and appreciating new experiences (Costa and
Widiger 1994), and has also been referred to as
imagination or intellect (Goldberg et al. 2006).
Individuals who score high on openness to ex-
perience tend to be curious, seek new and unfa-
miliar experiences, have a broad range of inter-
ests, and are easily bored (Edwards 1998). They
also seem to love adventure, and are insightful
and imaginative, not being afraid of taking risks
(Pawlik-Kienlen 2007). Individuals with lower
scores on openness to experience may be more
narrow-minded, conventional, unimaginative,
practical, preferring familiar territory (Edwards
1998).

The practical value of the Big Five model is
that it allows the domain of personality to be
represented widely and systematically (Briggs
1992), providing a practical solution to the ques-
tion of personality structure (Digman 1990).
McCrae and John (1992) suggest three advan-
tages of using the five-factor model of personal-
ity: (1) it integrates a wide array of personality
constructs, allowing researchers across differ-
ent fields of study to communicate easily; (2) it
is comprehensive, providing a means of study-
ing relations between personality and other phe-
nomena; and (3) it is efficient, as it offers at least
a global description of personality. Furthermore,
there is a large quantity of research evidence
that suggests that the model can be applied suc-
cessfully in different cultures (Borkenau and
Ostendorf 1990; Trull and Deary 1997; Tsaousis
1999).

The role of personality as a causative agent
in burnout has recently received increased at-
tention (Kim et al. 2000; Renck et al. 2002), and
various studies have been conducted on the

relationship between personality and burnout
(Deary et al. 1996; Zellars et al. 2000; LePine et
al. 2004; Bakker et al. 2006; Langelaan et. al.
2006; Dahlin et al. 2007; Gan et al. 2007; Kokki-
nos 2007; Jensen 2008).

Resilience in the Workplace

Although various definitions of resilience
have been proposed (Hjemdal et al. 2006), resil-
ience is generally described as an ability of indi-
viduals (a) to cope and adapt successfully to
situational discontinuities and risk environments
(Mandleco and Peery 2000; Johnson and Howard
2002; Miller 2003; Ong and Bergeman 2004; Grif-
fith  2007; Luthens et al. 2007), (b) to overcome
or “bounce back” from disadvantageous circum-
stances, risk, and adversity (Johnson and
Howard 2002; Johnson and Wiechelt 2004; Tu-
saie and Dyer 2004; Arehart-Treichel 2005; Fer-
gus and Zimmerman  2005; Youssef and Luthans
2007), and (c) to draw on inner strengths, skills,
and support (Johnson and Wiechelt 2004) in or-
der to maintain psychological well-being and
health despite risks, threats, and adversity
(Johnson and Howard 2002; Fergus and Zim-
merman 2005). Arehart-Treichel (2005) defines
the essence of resilience as the ability to rebound
from stress effectively and to attain good func-
tioning, despite difficulty. Thus, resilient indi-
viduals are able to find personal meaning in ob-
stacles they experience in their work environ-
ment, and are able to deal with any accompany-
ing emotion (Lew 2001). Several researchers
emphasise the notion that resilient people not
only expect and maintain good and positive out-
comes (Siebert 2005; Hjemdal et al. 2006; Kruger
and Prinsloo 2008), but also tend to regard life’s
challenges as opportunities for pro-active learn-
ing, growth, and development (Strumpfer 2003;
O’Rourke 2004; Theron 2004; Youssef and
Luthans 2007; Kruger and Prinsloo 2008).

Although research on resilience has been
limited mainly to clinical and positive psycholo-
gy (Luthans et al. 2008), preliminary research
has begun to examine the role of resilience in the
workplace (Grotberg 2003; Visser 2007; Luthans
et al. 2008). Within the workplace, resilience can
be seen as the ability to accept and adapt to
organisational changes, being comfortable with
new and different people, being willing to take
risks, and displaying self-confidence (London
1993). Furthermore, it includes the ability to re-
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cuperate and grow as a result of environmental
pressures and barriers in the domain of work
(Lew 2001), being able to gain control quickly
with an angry person, divert personal attacks,
remain immune to negative talk, and cope well
with dysfunctional people (Siebert 2005). Sie-
bert (2005) states that resiliency is an essential
skill in every job sector, including corporations,
small businesses, public agencies, professional
services, and the self-employed.

Wagnild and Young (1993) define resilience
as a characteristic that moderates the negative
effects of stress, and promotes adjustment to
circumstances. These authors identified two di-
mensions of resilience: Personal Competence
and Acceptance of Self and Life. Higher levels
of personal competence reflect characteristics
such as self reliance, determination, resource-
fulness, and independence, while acceptance of
self and life reflects a sense of peace despite
adverse conditions, accompanied by adaptabil-
ity and flexibility (Wagnild and Young 1993). Sie-
bert (2005) states that resilient people’s “ability
to engage in positivity and/or negativity, remains
unactivated until a situation brings out either or
both dimensions” (Siebert 2005: 200).

As customer service representatives in call
centres represent the company to customers on
a daily basis, it seems imperative that call cen-
tres should ensure the successful adjustment of
their employees to the call centre work environ-
ment in order to prevent burnout and the subse-
quent consequences thereof. As the call centre
work environment has been shown to have a
significant influence on the development of burn-
out, it is essential to identify those individual
qualities that counteract the likelihood of cus-
tomer service representatives possibly falling
victim to burnout, and to include the measure-
ment of these qualities in the selection process
so as to ensure a better person-environment fit.
Akroyd et al. (2006) state clearly the importance
of focusing recruitment and selection strategies
not only on technical ability, but also on the
personal characteristics of potential employees
in call centres.

II.  RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

In order to execute the research, a cross-sec-
tional research design was used. Based on the
aim of the study, the following hypotheses were
formulated:

Null Hypothesis (H0): There is no linear rela-
tionship between the scores on personality traits
and burnout among employees at a call centre in
South Africa.

Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a lin-
ear relationship between the scores on person-
ality traits and burnout among employees at a
call centre in South Africa.

Null Hypothesis (H0): There is no linear re-
lationship between the scores on resilience and
burnout among employees at a call centre in
South Africa.

Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There is a lin-
ear relationship between the scores on resilience
and burnout among employees at a call centre in
South Africa.

Research Participants

Non-probability sampling and, more specifi-
cally, accidental sampling was used in a call cen-
tre in South Africa. A total of 187 employees in
the call centre were involved in the study. The
call centre involved is an out-bound, debt-col-
lecting call centre, with clients in South Africa
and its neighbouring states. The majority of the
respondents are black (97.5%), female (79.7%),
single or widowed (66.5%), use South Sotho as
their home language (60.45), are between 21 and
25 years of age (59.9%), have acquired a grade
12 qualification (52.8%), and have served in the
call centre for two years or less (92.8%).

Measuring Instruments

Three questionnaires were used in the study,
namely, the International Personality Item Pool
(IPIP); the Resilience Scale; and the Maslach
Burnout Inventory (General Survey).

The International Personality Item Pool

The International Personality Item Pool con-
sists of 50 questions. Respondents were asked
to rate themselves on a 5-point Likert scale, with
1 being very inaccurate, and 5 very accurate.
The questionnaire measures all five of the Big
Five Personality Factors, namely Extroversion,
Neuroticism, Agreeableness, Conscientious-
ness, and Openness to Experience (Goldberg et
al. 2006). The coefficient alpha for the Interna-
tional Personality Item Pool was found to be .84
(Goldberg et al. 2006), and is regarded as ade-
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quate (Murray et al. 2009). Support for conver-
gent and discriminant validity was found through
studies conducted by Lim and Ployhart (2006)
and Buchanan (2001).

The Resilience Scale

The purpose of the Resilience Scale (Wag-
nild and Young 1993) is to measure the degree of
individual resilience by means of two dimensions
of resilience - Personal Competence and Accep-
tance of Self and Life. Higher levels of personal
competence reflect characteristics such as self
reliance, determination, resourcefulness, and
independence, while acceptance of self and life
reflects a sense of peace despite adverse condi-
tions, accompanied by adaptability and flexibil-
ity (Wagnild and Young 1993). The Resilience
Scale is a 25-item scale. Respondents are asked
to rate the degree to which they agree or dis-
agree with each item. All questions are scored
on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (“disagree”) to
7 (“agree”) with higher scores reflecting higher
resilience (Wagnild and Young 1993).

The internal consistency reliability for the
questionnaire was found to be .89 in various
samples, and the coefficient alpha .91, which is
considered satisfactory (Wagnild and Young
1993). Construct and concurrent validity has also
been supported in various studies (Wagnild and
Young 1993). Neill and Dias (2001) examined the
Resilience Scale and found the items’ face valid-
ity as satisfactory.

Maslach Burnout Inventory (General Survey)

The Maslach Burnout Inventory (General
Survey) is a 22-item instrument that measures
the following aspects of professional burnout:
emotional exhaustion, which is the reduction of
emotional energy or mental fatigue; cynicism/
depersonalisation, which involves a distant at-
titude towards work, and, lastly, professional
efficiency, which is similar to personal accom-
plishment, which emphasises the feeling of hav-
ing a beneficial impact on people (Maslach et al.
1996). The reliability of the Maslach Burnout
Inventory has been proven to be satisfactory in
various South African studies (van den Berg et
al. 2006). The reliability coefficients were found
to be .90 for emotional exhaustion, .79 for cyni-
cism/depersonalisation, and .71 for profession-
al efficacy (personal accomplishment) (Maslach

et al. 1996). The validity of the Maslach Burnout
Inventory is well established (Brenninkmeyer et
al. 2000), and the convergent and discriminant
validity has been demonstrated in several ways
(Maslach et al. 1996).

Research Procedure

The researcher and managers of the call cen-
tre were directly involved with the distribution
of the questionnaires on site. The questionnaires
were completed in groups under supervision,
and were collected immediately after the cus-
tomer service representatives had completed
them. Instructions were given verbally, as well
as in a written format. All customer service rep-
resentatives were told not to write their name,
numbers, or any identifying information on the
questionnaires. When the completed question-
naires were collected, participants were asked
to place their questionnaires in a box, further
minimising the identification of questionnaires.

Statistical Analysis

Both descriptive and inferential statistics
were applied in the analysis of the data. Multi-
ple stepwise regression analysis was used to
determine the impact of the Big Five Personality
attributes and resilience as potential predictors
of job burnout.

III.  RESULTS

The aim of the study was to examine wheth-
er specific personality and resilience factors have
an influence on burnout in customer service rep-
resentatives in a call centre in South Africa. The
levels of burnout experienced by the Customer
Service Representatives are outlined in Table 1.
Tables 2 to 6 indicate the impact of the indepen-
dent variables, namely the Big Five Personality
traits (Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscien-
tiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to Expe-
rience) and the two dimensions of resilience (Per-
sonal Competence and Acceptance of Self and
Life) on the components of burnout, namely
Emotional Exhaustion, Cynicism/Depersonalisa-
tion and Professional Efficacy (Personal Accom-
plishment).

From Table 1, it is evident that the means
regarding emotional exhaustion, cynicism/dep-
ersonalisation, and professional efficacy (per-



302 MARTINA KOTZÉ AND SHANNON LAMB

sonal accomplishment) of customer service rep-
resentatives of the call centre were 24.98, 26.16,
and 29.70, respectively. These means indicate
an average level of emotional exhaustion, a high
level of cynicism/depersonalisation, and a low
level of professional efficacy (personal accom-
plishment).

From Table 2, it is evident that conscientious-
ness was the only significant predictor (p<0.01)
of emotional exhaustion of customer service rep-
resentatives with regard to the Big Five person-
ality structure.  The results also showed that
neither dimensions of resilience were significant
predictors of emotional exhaustion.

It is evident from Table 3 that conscientious-
ness was also the only significant predictor
(p<0.01) of cynicism/depersonalisation of cus-
tomer service representatives with regard to the
Big Five personality structure.

Table 4 shows that a dimension of resilience,
namely acceptance of self and life, was a signif-
icant predictor (p<0.01) of cynicism/deperson-
alisation.

It is evident from Table 5 that both conscien-
tiousness and agreeableness were significant
predictors (p<0.01) of professional efficacy (per-
sonal accomplishment).

Table 2: The prediction of emotional exhaustion
of customer service representatives of the call
centre by means of the Big Five Personality traits
and resilience (N=187)

Step Variable Standard Mul-   R   F    p
  error of tiple squ-  va-   va-
    the  R are  lue   lue
 estimate

1 Conscien- 7.45 0.27 0.08 15.56 .00**

  tiousness
*p<0.05**p<0.01

Table 3: The prediction of cynicism/deperso-
nalisation of customer service representatives of
the call centre by means of the Big Five Personality
traits and resilience (N=187)

Step Variable Standard Mul-  R F   p
error of tiple squ- va-   va-
the  R are lue    lue
estimate

1 Conscien-
  tiousness 7.53 0.35 0.13 27.28 .00*

*p<0.05  **p<0.01

Table 4: The prediction of cynicism/deperson-
alisation of customer service representatives of
the call centre by means of the dimensions of
resilience  (N=187)

Step Variable Standard Mul-  R  F     p
error of tiple squ-  va-     va-
the R are  lue     lue
estimate

1 Conscien- 7.72 0.27 0.08 25.07 .00*

  tiousness

*p<0.05  **p<0.01

Table 5: The prediction of professional efficacy
(personal accomplishment) of customer service
representatives of the call centre by means of
Big Five Personality traits (N=187)

Step Variable Standard Mul-  R  F    p
error of tiple squ- va-   va-
the  R are lue     lue
estimate

1 Conscien- 6.96 0.22 0.05 9.31 .003*

  tiousness
2 Agreeab- 6.89 0.26 0.07 7.13 .001*

  leness
*p<0.05  **p<0.01

Table 6: The prediction of professional efficacy
(personal accomplishment) of customer service
representatives of the call centre by means of
resilience (N=187)

Step Variable Standard Mul-  R   F    p
error of tiple squ-  va-    va-
the  R are  lue     lue
estimate

1 Personal 6.84 0.2 0.04 7.87 .006*

  competence
*p<0.05  **p<0.01

Table 1: Arithmetic means, standard deviation,
skewness and kurtosis of customer service
representatives of the call centre regarding burnout
(N=187)

  Mean Std. Skew-  Kurtosis
Statis- devia- ness    Statis-
tics tion Statis- tics

Stati- tics
stic

Emotional 24.98 7.71 -0.11 0.34
  Exhaustion
Depersonalisation 26.16 8.02 -0.31 0.07
Personal Accom- 29.70 7.10 -0.19 1.12
   plishment

Dimensions
of  burnout



PERSONALITY, RESILIENCE AND BURNOUT IN CALL CENTRES 303

From Table 6, it is evident that a dimension
of resilience, namely, personal competence, was
a significant predictor (p<0.01) of professional
efficacy (personal accomplishment).

From the above it seems that there is a linear
relationship between the scores on personality
traits and burnout among employees at the call
centre, as well as a linear relationship between
the scores on resilience and burnout among
employees in the call centre. Therefore, both of
the null hypotheses were rejected. These results
are discussed critically in the section below.

IV.   DISCUSSION

From these results, it is evident that custom-
er service representatives of this call centre ex-
perienced feelings of emotional depletion, tired-
ness, and a lack of energy (emotional exhaus-
tion). They also showed high levels of mental
and emotional withdrawal from their work, re-
sulting not only in reduced involvement in their
work (cynicism/depersonalisation), but also in
feelings of incompetence and a lack of achieve-
ment (professional efficacy).

Since cynicism/depersonalisation is a cop-
ing response in order to protect employees from
further emotional depletion (Maslach 1982), it
may be deduced that the customer service rep-
resentatives started to withdraw emotionally and
cognitively from their work in order to protect
themselves from further emotional depletion
(Singh 2000; Maslach et al. 2001). Low levels of
professional efficacy (personal accomplishment)
were also experienced, and may be indicative of
customer service representatives already mov-
ing into the final phase of burnout (Maslach
1982; Maslach and Jackson 1986; Maslach et al.
1996). What was both interesting and alarming
is that approximately 93% of the sample had
served in the call centre for only two years or
less, but were already showing these high lev-
els of burnout, especially in terms of cynicism/
depersonalisation. Since it is clear from the liter-
ature that disengaged employees are unlikely to
provide the service quality necessary for the
high levels of customer satisfaction upon which
commercial success increasingly depends, these
results are even more alarming for this specific
call centre.

Conscientiousness was the only significant
predictor of emotional exhaustion of customer

service representatives with regard to the Big
Five personality structure. These results thus
indicate that customer service representatives
who are goal-directed, well- organised, disci-
plined, and have high levels of thoughtfulness
at work, tend to be less emotionally exhausted.
This is in line with research done both in South
Africa and internationally (Kim et al. 2000; Storm
and Rothmann 2003; LePine et al. 2004). A study
by Storm and Rothmann (2003) showed that high-
er scores on conscientiousness is associated
with lower levels of emotional exhaustion, as
well as with constructive coping strategies and
the positive reinterpretation of stressful situa-
tions. Kim et al. (2000) also found conscientious-
ness to be one of the personality traits that in-
fluence how an individual handles stressful work
situations, and identified it as a significant pre-
dictor of burnout. The other personality traits,
namely extraversion, neuroticism, openness to
experience, and agreeableness, as well as resil-
ience did not appear to be significant predictors
of emotional exhaustion in this study. This is in
contrast with the results of previous research
where it was found that emotional exhaustion is
predicted by neuroticism (Bakker et al. 2006;
Kokkinos 2007; Jensen 2008), agreeableness
(Piedmont 1993; Zeng and Chi 2007), and extra-
version (Eastburg et al. 1994; Francis et al. 2004).
Carvalho et al. (2006) found that individuals with
higher levels of resilience appear to be less emo-
tionally exhausted than individuals with lower
levels of resilience.

The results also showed that cynicism/dep-
ersonalisation is predicted by conscientiousness.
This finding support previous research where
conscientiousness was identified as a signifi-
cant predictor of cynicism/depersonalisation
(Deary et al. 1996). Research done in South Afri-
ca by Storm and Rothmann (2003) showed that
higher levels of conscientiousness are associ-
ated with lower levels of cynicism/depersonali-
sation, while Korotkov (2008) also found that
conscientiousness acts as a buffer in the stress-
to-distress relationship. However, in contrast
with the results of this study, several other stud-
ies also found openness to experience (Bakker
et al. 2006; Kokkinos 2007), extraversion (Zellers
et al. 2000; Francis et al. 2004) and neuroticism
(Le Pine et al. 2004; Langelaan et al. 2006) as
significant predictors of cynicism/ depersonali-
sation.

Conscientiousness and agreeableness were
also significant predictors of professional effi-
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cacy (personal accomplishment). Agreeableness
is the trait that is most concerned with interper-
sonal relationships (De Raad 2000), and refers
to an individual’s capacity for sympathy, trust,
altruism, and cooperation (McCrae and Costa
1989). This is in line with previous research done
internationally and in South Africa which
showed that agreeableness (Bakker et al. 2006)
and conscientiousness (Deary et al. 1996; Storm
and Rothmann 2003) are associated with higher
levels of personal efficacy (personal accomplish-
ment). Thus, it seems that customer service rep-
resentatives who are goal-oriented, strong-
willed, and determined (conscientiousness), and
who are likely  to be eager to assist others, in a
selfless, empathetic manner, with the basic be-
lief that others will be helpful in return (agree-
ableness), feel more competent and effective in
fulfilling their job responsibilities (personal effi-
cacy). Other researchers, in contrast with this
study, also found professional efficacy to be
predicted by neuroticism (Miner 2007) and ex-
traversion (Bakker et al. 2006; Miner 2007).

With regard to resilience, the dimension of
acceptance of self was a significant predictor of
cynicism/depersonalisation, meaning that cus-
tomer service Representatives who maintain a
sense of peace, while adapting and staying flex-
ible despite adverse conditions (Wagnild and
Young 1993), have a better chance of staying
cognitively and emotionally involved with their
work. On the other hand, personal competence,
the second dimension of resilience, was also
shown to be a significant predictor of profes-
sional efficacy (personal accomplishment), indi-
cating that characteristics such as self reliance,
determination, resourcefulness, and indepen-
dence may lead to feelings of competence and
achievement, and therefore may reduce the pos-
sibility of experiencing burnout. These results
are in line with studies conducted by Scott (2007)
and Philippe et al. (2009), who found that indi-
viduals who score high on resilience are better
able to adapt to adversity without lasting diffi-
culties, and are more inclined to have positive
emotions when experiencing a taxing event, while
less resilient people have a harder time with stress
and life’s changes.

In summary, one Big Five Personality trait,
namely conscientiousness, was found to be a
significant predictor of all three dimensions of
burnout, including emotional exhaustion, cyni-

cism/depersonalisation, and professional effica-
cy. Interestingly enough, research done by
Higgs (2004) and Skyrme et al. (2005) in call cen-
tres in the United Kingdom and the United States
respectively, also showed highly significant re-
lationships between conscientiousness and suc-
cessful performance outcomes. Furthermore, the
current study showed that agreeableness was a
significant predictor of professional efficacy (per-
sonal accomplishment). Thus, professional effi-
cacy (personal accomplishment) was predicted
by both conscientiousness and agreeableness.
Resilience, on the other hand, was a predictor of
both cynicism/depersonalisation and profession-
al efficacy (personal accomplishment). More
specifically, the dimension, acceptance of self
and life, was found to be a significant predictor
of cynicism/depersonalisation, while personal
competence was a significant predictor of pro-
fessional efficacy.

Although some of the results were support-
ed by previous studies, the majority of the re-
sults were not consistent with previous find-
ings relating to Big Five Personality traits, or to
job burnout in studies executed in various types
of workplace. This may be due not only to the
specific and unique circumstances within the
work environment of a call centre, but also to
the nature of the sample. Since approximately
80% of the participants in this study are female
and approximately 60% are between the age of
21 and 25 years old, the demographic nature of
the sample might have had an effect on the re-
sults. For example, a study by Bhattacharya and
Bhattacharya (2007) involving a group of em-
ployees in different call centres in Kolkata City,
India, showed that there were significant differ-
ences in personality traits, such as openness to
change, emotional stability, diplomacy, and self-
reliance between male and female employees.
Similarly, Higgs (2004) found differences be-
tween age and gender groups in terms of perfor-
mance of agents in call centres in the United
Kingdom. A study by Belt et al. (2002) indicated
that females are recruited specifically by call cen-
tre employers in part because they are deemed
to “naturally” possess the kinds of communica-
tion skills required in call centres, and that they
expect women to perform emotional labour over
the phone, using their femininity to secure com-
petitive advantage. Thus, it may be that the de-
mographic nature of the sample may have influ-
enced the results.
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V.  CONCLUSION

The aim of the study was to examine wheth-
er specific personality and resilience factors have
an influence on burnout in customer service rep-
resentatives in a call centre in South Africa. The
study reported has demonstrated some strong
linkages between the Big Five Personality traits
and resilience on the one hand, and burnout in a
call centre, on the other.

Recruitment and selection processes are
means of selecting customer service represen-
tatives who not only bring the skills to poten-
tially engage in call centre work environments
that demand high levels of emotional labour, but
who are also continually energetic and enthusi-
astic, and have the stamina and survival skills to
get through 60-250 repetitive calls in a day while
avoiding burnout. Although the results of this
study cannot be generalised, the results are in-
formative in terms of their use for future selec-
tion and development purposes of customer
service representatives in call centres.

VI.  RECOMMENDATIONS

Since this study has identified personality
attributes and resilience dimensions that con-
tribute to the effective personal management of
burnout in customer service representatives
within a call centre, the results can be used to
create a better match between internal individu-
al qualities of customer service representatives
and the demands of the call centre work envi-
ronment. This may enable recruitment and per-
sonnel agencies involved in the recruitment and
selection of customer service representatives for
call centres, as well as the human resource de-
partments and management personnel within call
centres, to assess more effectively a potential
job candidate’s suitability to the demands of the
work environment and to discern better between
candidates more or less susceptible to job burn-
out. The recruitment and selection processes
should be used to identify, through experience
and predisposition, the existence of social com-
petencies functional to service interactions.

Since the development of negative out-
comes, such as burnout, can be reduced or pre-
vented by means of protective mechanisms,
which can be located both externally (extrinsic)
and internally (intrinsic) to the individual, hu-
man resource personnel, equipped with an un-

derstanding of the potentially cumulative effects
of burnout and its adverse outcomes, can also
develop skills and tools to assist customer ser-
vice representatives in handling their stresses
and strains more effectively on a day-to-day
basis, in order to avoid burnout. Resilience can
be developed through short training interven-
tions designed to develop positive psychologi-
cal internal capacities and to avoid proactively
risky, potentially adverse events, such as not
meeting critical deadlines. In affecting the per-
ception of influence in building resiliency, cog-
nitive processes can also be employed to frame
setbacks in terms of their impact, the individu-
al’s level of control in the situation, and the dif-
ferent options available to the individual. Exter-
nal protective factors, in the form of resources,
can be provided by the management of call cen-
tres by creating a supportive work environment
where resilience can be enhanced through the
practice of caring relationships.

In terms of future research, a replication of
this study with a larger sample of call centres,
representing a more diverse range of business
contexts as well as of demographics in terms of
customer service representatives, would be valu-
able. Also, a broader range of individual quali-
ties, apart from personality traits and resilience,
could be included in future studies. Because of
the high levels of burnout in call centres, future
studies could also focus on how call centre or-
ganisations can create a work environment where
levels of job stress and burnout of customer
service representatives can be reduced.
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