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Introduction

Employee wellbeing has become an increasingly important focus in human resource management, particularly in high-pressure environments like call centres. Havencares Insurances Cardiff Call Centre, which employs around 300 staff mainly in claims and handling roles, is currently facing several serious challenges. These include high staff turnover, rising absence linked to mental health and minor illnesses, and a noticeable decline in performance among longer-serving employees. Rather than being simple operational issues, these problems point to deeper, underlying concerns around job design, leadership, and organisational culture.

This essay explores how a well-rounded wellbeing strategy could help address these challenges. It examines the complex and often debated relationship between employee wellbeing and performance, drawing on key theories such as the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model and Self-Determination Theory (SDT), while also recognising their limitations. A particular focus is placed on employee development as a way to improve both wellbeing and organisational outcomes. The discussion is grounded in the realities of call centre work and the wider socio-economic context of South Wales. Overall, the argument is that while wellbeing strategies can support better performance, they are only effective when backed by meaningful changes to job design, genuine development opportunities, and authentic commitment from management rather than surface-level initiatives.

The Call Centre Labour Process and Structural Issues

Call centres are often seen as a modern form of Taylorism, where work is highly standardised, closely monitored, and heavily measured (Deery and Kinnie, 2020). At Havencares’ Cardiff site, employees are likely assessed through metrics such as call length, resolution rates, and customer satisfaction scores. While these systems can improve efficiency, they also create a high-pressure environment. Employees may feel constantly watched and judged, which can reduce autonomy and increase stress, eventually leading to burnout (Holman, 2019).

The high turnover at the centre reflects wider trends in the sector, where repetitive work and emotional labour often push employees to leave (Batt and Moynihan, 2020). Emotional labour is especially relevant in insurance claims roles, where staff regularly deal with distressed or upset customers. Over time, this can lead to emotional exhaustion and a loss of motivation (Grandey and Melloy, 2017).

That said, it’s too simplistic to blame everything on job design alone. Some researchers argue that this view ignores the role of management and organisational differences (Fisher et al., 2021). In fact, some call centres manage to reduce stress by offering better support, more flexible roles, and stronger leadership. This suggests that while structural challenges are important, they are not fixed and can be improved.

The South Wales context adds another layer to the issue. Economic changes in the region have led to a reliance on service-sector jobs, which often offer limited career progression (Beatty et al., 2019). As a result, employees may feel stuck dependent on their jobs but not fully engaged with them. This can lead to presenteeism (being at work but not fully productive) and long-term absence. Any effective wellbeing strategy therefore needs to consider both the nature of call centre work and the wider economic environment shaping employee attitudes.

Understanding Wellbeing: Different Perspectives

Employee wellbeing is generally understood as a mix of psychological and physical health (Danna and Griffin, 2020). The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model is one of the most widely used frameworks for understanding this. It suggests that wellbeing depends on the balance between job demands like workload and pressure and available resources such as support, autonomy, and development opportunities (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). In the Cardiff call centre, high demands such as constant monitoring and emotional strain are not balanced by enough support or opportunities, leading to stress and exhaustion.

However, the JD-R model is not without its flaws. It has been criticised for being too broad, grouping different types of demands and resources together in ways that can overlook important details (Schaufeli, 2021). It also tends to assume a simple relationship between resources and wellbeing. In reality, things are often more complex. For example, performance feedback can help employees improve, but it can also increase pressure and stress at the same time.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) offers a more detailed psychological perspective. It suggests that wellbeing depends on three basic needs being met: autonomy (feeling in control), competence (feeling capable), and relatedness (feeling connected to others) (Deci et al., 2017). In call centres, these needs are often not fully satisfied. Employees may have little autonomy due to scripts and monitoring, and interactions with customers can feel brief and impersonal, limiting a sense of connection. This highlights that improving wellbeing isn’t just about reducing workload it also involves addressing deeper motivational needs.

However, SDT has its limitations too. It assumes these needs are equally important everywhere, but in reality, cultural and economic factors can shape what employees value most (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). For example, in South Wales, job security may be more important than autonomy, which makes applying SDT less straightforward.

The Wellbeing Performance Relationship: A critical view

The link between employee wellbeing and performance is often explained through the idea of the “happy-productive worker.” This suggests that when employees feel better, they tend to perform better too (Oswald et al., 2015). There is quite a bit of research backing this up, showing connections between wellbeing, engagement, and productivity (Harter et al., 2020). In the case of Havencares, this would imply that improving employee wellbeing could also help boost performance and reduce staff turnover.

However, the relationship isn’t as simple as it sounds. Some researchers, like Wright and Cropanzano (2020), argue that it can actually work the other way around as well. For example, employees who perform well may feel better because they receive rewards, recognition, or a sense of achievement. This suggests that focusing only on wellbeing initiatives might not automatically lead to better performance.

There can also be trade-offs. Guest (2017) points out that in cost-focused environments, improving wellbeing and maintaining high performance don’t always go hand in hand. For instance, lowering targets to reduce stress might harm productivity, while increasing pressure to hit targets can damage employee wellbeing. This is especially relevant in call centres, where efficiency and performance metrics are central to how the business operates.

One way to balance this is through the “mutual gains” perspective, which suggests that well-designed HR practices can improve both wellbeing and performance at the same time (Van De Voorde et al., 2020). While this sounds ideal, it doesn’t always work in practice. Critics argue that these outcomes only happen when organisations are genuinely committed, rather than just introducing wellbeing initiatives on the surface (Fleming, 2020).

Another issue is that a lot of the research assumes this relationship works the same way in every organisation. In reality, it depends heavily on the type of job, how work is managed, and what the organisation prioritises (Peccei and Van De Voorde, 2019). In highly controlled environments like call centres, where work is closely monitored and standardised, improving wellbeing doesn’t always lead to better performance. For example, even motivated employees may not be able to exceed targets if they are restricted by scripts and strict procedures.

This highlights a limitation of the mutual gains idea, as it can overlook the impact of these structural constraints. In roles with low autonomy, improving wellbeing may instead lead to outcomes like lower absence rates or better staff retention, rather than immediate increases in productivity. While these are still positive results, they suggest that performance should be viewed more broadly. For Havencares, this could mean looking beyond call handling times and focusing on things like employee engagement, retention, and overall customer experience.

It’s also worth noting that a strong focus on performance metrics can actually make things worse. Research shows that constant pressure to meet targets can increase stress and eventually reduce performance (Wood et al., 2019). This is likely to be the case in the Cardiff call centre, where employees are closely monitored and expected to meet strict targets. Because of this, any wellbeing strategy should also involve rethinking how performance is measured, making sure systems support employees rather than add to their stress.

Developing a strategic wellbeing framework for Havencares 

For a wellbeing strategy to be effective in the Cardiff call centre, it needs to work across different levels and deal with both structural issues and employee experiences. It’s not enough to introduce small changes in isolation the approach needs to be more joined-up.

At an organisational level, job design is a key area to focus on. Making roles less repetitive, giving employees more freedom in how they interact with customers, and reducing excessive monitoring could all help increase autonomy and lower stress (Parker, 2017). That said, these kinds of changes aren’t always straightforward. In a call centre environment, where efficiency and performance targets are central, giving employees more flexibility can sometimes conflict with business goals. Because of this, any changes need to be carefully balanced rather than applied too broadly.

At a managerial level, leadership also plays an important role. Transformational leadership, which focuses on supporting and empowering employees, has been linked to higher levels of wellbeing (Arnold, 2017). In practice, this could involve training team leaders to take a more coaching-based approach, rather than focusing only on performance targets. This may help improve both wellbeing and performance at the same time. However, leadership on its own isn’t enough. If wider organisational systems stay the same, its overall impact is likely to be limited.

These ideas are in line with Yukl (2020), who highlights the importance of leadership styles that focus on supporting, developing and empowering employees.

At an individual level, organisations often introduce initiatives such as mental health support, flexible working, and resilience training. These can be useful in giving employees additional support. However, they are often criticised for placing too much responsibility on individuals, rather than addressing the underlying causes of stress (CIPD, 2023). Because of this, they shouldn’t be treated as standalone solutions, but instead as part of a wider, more strategic approach.

Employee Development as a Core Driver of Wellbeing

Employee development is an important, but often overlooked, way of improving wellbeing in call centre environments. Providing opportunities to build skills and progress within a role can increase motivation, reduce turnover, and improve overall psychological wellbeing (Noe et al., 2021). In the Cardiff call centre, the lack of progression for longer-serving employees suggests that meaningful development pathways may be missing.

Beyond motivation, development also shapes how employees view the organisation. Social Exchange Theory suggests that when employees feel the organisation is investing in them, they are more likely to respond with greater commitment and effort (Cropanzano et al., 2017). In the case of Havencares, this is particularly relevant given the high turnover rates, as employees may currently feel that the organisation offers limited long-term value. Development initiatives can therefore act not only as a way to build skills, but also as a signal that the organisation values its staff.

However, it’s important to recognise that development opportunities are not always distributed equally. Research shows that they are often given to high-performing or high-potential employees, which can leave others feeling overlooked (Clarke, 2018). In the Cardiff call centre, this could further disengage longer-serving employees who are already struggling with performance. Because of this, a wellbeing-focused development strategy needs to be inclusive, making sure opportunities are available across different performance levels and stages of employment.

Another challenge is making sure development aligns with realistic career opportunities. In relatively flat organisations like call centres, there may be limited chances for promotion. This creates a risk that development raises expectations that cannot be met, which can actually lead to frustration rather than improved wellbeing (Garavan et al., 2021). To avoid this, Havencares could take a broader approach to development, focusing not just on promotions but also on things like skill variety, lateral movement, and job enrichment. These options can still give employees a sense of growth, even without traditional career progression.

From a theoretical perspective, development supports the need for competence within Self-Determination Theory, which helps to increase motivation and engagement (Deci et al., 2017). Similarly, within the JD-R model, development opportunities can act as important job resources that help employees cope with high demands (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).

That said, development does not always have a positive impact. If training is poorly designed or creates expectations that cannot be met, it can actually increase stress (Garavan et al., 2021). In the same way, offering development without clear progression opportunities may lead to further dissatisfaction rather than improvement.

For Havencares, a more targeted approach could include structured career pathways, cross-functional training, and job rotation. These could help reduce monotony, improve skill use, and give employees a clearer sense of progression. Leadership development should also be a priority, as the quality of management has a significant impact on employee wellbeing.

Critical Challenges in Implementing Wellbeing Strategies

Although wellbeing strategies can be beneficial, they are not always easy to implement. One major challenge is measurement, as wellbeing is subjective and difficult to quantify, making it harder to assess whether initiatives are actually working (Grant et al., 2017). There is also the risk of “wellbeing washing,” where organisations introduce visible initiatives without addressing deeper issues, which can lead employees to see these efforts as insincere (Fleming, 2020).

Finally, organisational culture plays a key role. If everyday practices don’t match stated values, wellbeing strategies are unlikely to succeed. For Havencares, this means embedding wellbeing into how the business operates, rather than treating it as an add-on.

Conclusion

The issues facing Havencares’ Cardiff call centre highlight how job design, management practices, and wider economic factors all combine to affect employee wellbeing. High turnover, absence, and falling performance suggest there is an imbalance between the demands placed on staff and the support available to them. While a wellbeing strategy could help, it will only be effective if it is properly aligned with how the organisation operates. Employee development stands out as a key area, as it can improve motivation and engagement, but only if realistic opportunities are provided. Overall, Havencares needs a joined-up approach that supports employees while still meeting long-term business goals.
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