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Emotional awareness amongst middle leadership

Abstract

Purpose: - The purpose of this viewpoint paper is to explore middle leaders’ ability
to recognise emotions in the context of workplace research, and to propose
measures that might support them in their role.

Design/methodology/approach — This paper combines a contemporary
literature review with reflections from practice to develop more nuanced
understandings of middle leadership. The paper applied the Geneva Emotional
Recognition Test (GERT) to explore the level of emotional recognition of 86
individuals (teachers, to headteachers (equivalent to school principals)).

Findings — The preliminary findings suggest that teachers and headteachers have
higher levels of emotional recognition than middle and senior leaders. This paper
subsequently argues that the task-orientated nature middle leadership compounds
an individual’s ability to engage effectively in relationship-orientated tasks. This
explains why middle leaders scored lower on the GERT assessment. This is further
inhibited by the anti-correlation in the brain’s ability to deal with the TDM and DMN
processing functions where individuals operate in one neural mode for long periods.

Research limitations/implications — The viewpoint paper proposes a nhumber of
implications for middle leaders and suggests that middle leaders should proactively
seek out opportunities to engaged in activities that support the DMN function of the
brain and subsequently the relationship-orientated aspects of leadership. For
example, coaching other staff. However, it has to be recognised that the sample size
is small and further work is needed before any generalisations can be made.

Originality/value — This paper offers a contemporary review of the role of middle
leaders underpinned by a preliminary study into individuals’ ability to recognise
emotions.

Keywords Middle leadership, emotions, neuroscience, TDM, DMN

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Silva (2016) stated that leadership is one of those concepts that are very hard to
define. More than four decades ago, Stogdill (1974) affirmed that “there are almost
as many different definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted
to define the concept” (p. 7). However, since the 1950s two distinct leadership roles



have emerged, the task leader and the socio-emotional leader has been well
documented in the leadership literature (Bales, 1958). These two roles have been
conceptualised into theories such as transformational and transactional leadership
(Bass, 1990). Transformational leadership principally focusing on building
relationships with those whom leaders work. Whereas transactional leadership
critically focuses on task achievement.

Leadership theorists such as McClelland (1961), Wofford (1970), Jago (1992), Vroom
and Jajo (2007) and Henkel, Marion and Bourdeau (2019) have all become
interested in developing strategies that would enable leaders to integrate these two
fundamental leadership roles. For this paper, these will be referred to as task-
oriented and relationship-oriented leadership in order not to attribute the
approaches to one particular leadership theory. This ability of individuals to move
effectively between task- and relationship-orientated activities is critical if leaders are
to be adaptable and responsive to organisational challenges.

Hargreaves and Fink (2008) suggested that the challenge of functioning in either a
task- or relationship-orientated role are compounded by the increasingly complex
nature of educational leadership, changing student expectations, and increased
organisational financial constraint. These issues create a deficit of individuals who
want to be leaders within schools and colleges. Frearson (2003) suggested that this
void has been made worse by an ageing population, while Davies and Davies (2011)
stated that the desire for a better work-life balance is also contributing to the lack of
individuals seeking senior leadership. Both Gronn (2003) and Lynch, Grummell and
Devine (2015) posit that leadership in education is greedy of an individual’s time.
While Gronn and Lucey (2006) state leadership occupies an ever-expanding space
and requires sustained 24/7 levels of individual engagement.

In this paper, we will test to see whether an individuals” ability to recognise emotions
is influenced by a range of factors, some of which are beyond their direct control.
Most notably their position within the organisational hierarchy. This is compounded
by the human brain’s ability to switch on and off processing functions depending on
the whether task- or relationship-orientated activities are being undertaken.
However, it beyond the scope of this paper to explore this as it would require
functional imaging techniques to be employed.

Literature Review
Emotional Recognition and its importance

Hughes, Patterson & Terrell, (2005) suggest developing leaders with high emotional
intelligence (EI) is key to individual and organisational success, especially in people-
centred professions such as teaching. However, emotional intelligence (EI) is just
one facet of an individual’s cognitive skills set, alongside personal (Gardner, 1983),
social (Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1987) and practical (Sternberg, 1995) intelligence. For
the purpose of this paper, the definition of EI will focus on a set of abilities
concerning (a) accurately perceiving and expressing emotion, (b) using emotion to
facilitate cognitive activities, (c) understanding emotions, and (d) managing



emotions for both emotional and personal growth (Mayer & Salovey, 1997; Mayer, et
al., 2001). The first of these four abilities, perceiving emotions, commonly referred
to as Emotional Recognition (ER) denotes the ability to identify and interpret
emotions in faces, pictures, voices, and cultural objects—including the capability to
recognise our own emotions.

Subic-Wrana, et. al., (2011) conceptual model of the Levels of Emotional Awareness
(LEA) theory explains the disturbed processing of emotions based on a model of
cognitive-emotional development through a series of levels (1 to 5). This is a
development of Lane, et. al., (1996) model which applied this principle to the
development of an individual to be aware of emotions. The change from a less to a
more differentiated state of emotional awareness provides a more nuanced
approach to emotional awareness. The range of emotions is summarised in table 1.

Level Emotional state Example

1 Bodily sensation I would feel ill

2 Action tendency I would like to run away
3 Single emotion We both would be happy
4 Blend of emotions I would feel depressed

but would be happy that
my friend won

5 Blend of blends of I would feel disappointed.
emotions But if someone else won,
I would be happy that it
is my friend. My friend
will be proud and happy,
but also concerned

about me

Table 1: Levels of emotional awareness based on Lane et al., 1996

Recognising emotions represents a fundamental trait of emotional intelligence, as it
makes managing all other emotional information feasible. It is important to note that
EI is just one of many traits that leaders should process, but given the people-
centred nature of education, it is key to a successful learning environment (Madhar,
2010).

The question remains whether there is a positive correlation between higher levels of
EI and better social relationships between children, their peers, and their teachers.
Meisler’s (2010) research suggested that people with high EI receive a higher level of
organisational justice than their peers and are subsequently more satisfied and
committed to their jobs. This echoes Zeidner, Matthews, and Roberts (2004) work, in
which they state that EI is a crucial factor in determining success at work, as it is often
associated with various emotional intelligence dimensions such as empathy, optimism,
and conflict resolution. However, caution is needed, as these indicators alone are no
guarantee of success. Simply that individuals are able to work more effectively as part
of a team to enhance the organization’s goals (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998). Sani
(2009) reinforces this by stating that teachers with high social awareness and
emotional recognition have well-developed social skills and can use these skills to



nurture positive relationships with others. It does not correlate with the individual
being a good teacher.

One cannot simply assume that successful teachers (however success is defined) will
automatically become equally good leaders. While teachers work with individuals for
a significant proportion of their day, that does not infer either that they have good at
recognising emotions and as such will make good transformational leaders. Indeed
personality differences could influence an individual's ability as a task- or
relationship-orientated leader. However, Wall, Russell and Moore (2017) suggest
that there is extensive literature on the positive role that emotions play in at the
personal, organisational, and societal levels including in workplace job satisfaction.

While the importance of emotional intelligence is recognised it does not address the
question about whether emotional intelligence is a learned trait. According to
Goleman, Boyzatzis & McKee (2013), EI comes from a different part of the brain to
academic intelligence. Cognitive abilities such as language and mathematical skills
reside in the neocortex, the largest and most developed part of the cerebral cortex,
the outermost part of the brain, and is the most recent evolutionary addition to the
human brain. EI, on the other hand, relies largely on the longstanding deep emotional
centres in the midbrain and is also linked to the prefrontal cortex, the brain’s executive
centre, just behind the forehead. This, Goleman, Boyzatis & McKee (2013) explains
why levels of EI are independent in each person.

The move from teacher to instructional leader signifies a shift, initially into
management (for this paper defined as maintenance under institutional or district
regulation; Bush, 2007) then onto leadership. Unlike teaching which is people-centred
and therefore an emotion-laden occupation, instructional leadership in schools today
is more task-orientated and less people-focused. Yet, teachers are leaders in their own
right, as they are leading children in the classroom. It is therefore plausible to consider
that the skills needed to lead children are the same that leaders use to lead the
educational organisation.

Wakeman (2009) stated that there is little doubt that EI has a strong influence on the
ultimate success or failure of a learning experience, as fundamentally, teaching and
learning are inherently emotional (Mortiboys, 2005; Powell & Kusuma-Powell, 2010).
This is due to all learning being emotionally dependent (Mortiboys, 2012). Ashkanasy
& Dasborough (2003) argue that due to the innate role of a teacher, as a leader in
the classroom, their emotions are infectious and that teachers, through this utilisation
of EI, can create a classroom environment where students feel ‘valued, curious, safe,
relaxed, engaged and motivated’ (Mortiboys, 2012). Therefore, the success of any
school is dictated by the skills and competencies of its staff. According to Cheese
(2008), this is because of the following reasons: (a) Talent generates high
performance, which in turn attracts new talent and creates the means to reward it;
(b) Talent drives improvements in productivity, quality, innovation and customer
[student] satisfaction.

Grobler & Diedericks (2008) noted that without talent, any industry is doomed. Within
schools, there will be people already with high EI and some of these individuals will



wish to progress into leadership and some will not. This is supported by research
undertaken by Hays (2014), which suggested that only 11% of middle leaders aspire
to move up the educational hierarchy. What is important, is that senior leaders need
to be able to identify this 11% and harness their talents in order to develop future
leaders of education. It is entirely possible that schools already have talented staff
with high levels of EI but are not managing and supporting them effectively. Davies
and Davies (2008) stated that developing staff must be part of a wider strategy and
not simply as an approach to succession planning. This will help employees to perform
their current jobs more effectively while preparing them for the next job on the career
ladder (Paul, 2005).

Mayer et. al. (2000) highlighted that EI also enables individuals to efficiently interpret
and manage a social environment making a positive difference. This raises the
question as to how schools select future leaders and what traits are looked for in
prospective leaders. Furthermore, it is imperative that any training related to providing
knowledge also allows for the building of skills and developing the traits needed for
leaders and those who aspire to leadership to be adequately equipped to lead. Given
the current climate of low staff retention and reluctance to progress up the hierarchical
ladder (Hays, 2014), schools have to make the senior managerial roles more
attractive.

Emotions and psychological biasing

The distinction between task-oriented roles (typified by middle leaders) versus
relationship-oriented roles (teachers and headteachers) presented in Yukl’s
taxonomy appears to closely parallel the distinction made between social and
mechanical tasks.

For example, at the individual level, task-oriented leaders were said to have a high
need for achievement (Henkel, Marion and Bourdeau, 2019). Indvik (1986) pointed
out that often achievement-oriented leaders were cold and aloof, signalling their
preference for psychological distance from followers (Blau and Scott, 1962). This is
supported by advances in neuroscience with evidence that task-orientated activities
trigger a range of regions of the brain, typically grouped under the heading of Task
Positive Network (TPN). Whereas, relationship-orientated activities operate different
regions of the brain under the term Default Mode Network (DMN). Roy et al., (2012)
states that the primary functions of the DMN circuits are self-related processing,
autobiographical memory and perception, cognitive representation of emotion,
representation of value/reward, emotion self-regulation, and autonomic processing.
Shulmanetal (19973, b); (Duncan and Owen, 2000); Fox et al., (2005); Owen et
al.,(2005); and Van Overwalle (2011) all agree that the TPN is associated with a
wide variety of non-social tasks including those involving focused attention, working
memory, language, logical reasoning, mathematical reasoning, and
causal/mechanical reasoning.

Fox et al., (2005) highlight the anti-correlation between these two networks. Stating
that when TPN is activated, DMN is subsequently deactivated. This suggests that
when a leader is focused on a task-oriented role, their ability and desire to attend to



the relationship needs of their followers is diminished. This is not to say that leaders
cannot be both highly analytical and to build effective relationships. In the absence
of any task, it is known that the human brain naturally cycles between activation of
the TPN and activation of the DMN, triggering each several times in a minute (Fox
et. al., 2005).

This reinforces the point that leadership is more complex than simply a leadership
theory or being able to recognise emotions. While both are important we cannot
underestimate the role in which the brain plays in subconsciously switching
functional nodes on and off to better facilitate the range of leadership activities that
are required of individuals.

Methodology

The objective of this paper was to examine the extent to which those who work in
education can recognise emotions. The sampling unit was schools in England.
Eighty-three individuals from a range of schools (primary and secondary)
participated in an emotional recognition test. Participants were self-selecting through
emails to schools based on a convenience sample (Plowright, 2011) and held a
variety of roles within from teachers, head of department, assistant or deputy
headteacher, and headteacher. Access to the survey was only distributed to
individuals who expressed some form of interest in participating in this exploratory
study emotions.

An important point to note is that the number of respondents is small, 83. This was
deliberately done to get a set of data from which to explore whether there are any
differences in individuals’ ability to recognise emotion and whether a further larger
study should be conducted. This initial study would provide details of whether a
larger scale study should be conducted. It is also worth noting that while the
findings of this study as this stage may not be generalisable due to the limitations of
sample size.

All participants completed the Geneva Emotion Recognition Test (GERT) to identify
their levels of Emotional Recognition. This particular test was used as it provides a
larger number of emotions for participants to select from. The GERT test consists of
fourteen emotions (six positive and eight negative), portrayed by ten actors (five
men and five women) of different ages who depict these emotions in short audio-
video clips (dynamic multimodal stimuli). Unlike other emotional recognition tests
(ERTs) which commonly use either 5 (Scherer and Scherer, 2011), 7 (Matsumoto et
al, 2000) or 10 (Banziger, Gradjean, and Scherer, 2009) emotions, the GERT system
uses 14 emotions affording greater flexibility in emotion choice than classical test
theory. This reduces the chances of consistency motif whereby a consistency
propensity between participants is sought (Podsakoff et al, 2003).

Hall, Andrejewski and Yopchick (2009) found that sensitivity in social interactions
(encompassing an individual’s ability to successfully infer and interpret another
person’s emotions) is positively correlated with social skills, the ability to adjust to new
or foreign cultures, effectiveness in the workplace, and the quality of relationships that



can be built. With regards to EI, Mayer et al. (2000) have suggested that ER is an
elementary part of the ability EI model.

Findings and Discussion

The preliminary data set comprised 83 individuals, 54% of the participants were
female (7=45) and 46% were male (7=38), the mean average age of participants
was 37.4 years and individuals had spent an average of 5.5 years within their
current role.

Organisational role Number participating | Average score
Teachers 42 42.53%
Middle Leaders 23 21.57%
Senior Leaders 11 38.31%
Headteacher 7 46.59%

Table 2: Response scores by organisational role

Table 2 shows the average percentage of correctly recognised emotions (ER Score)
of classroom teachers was 42.53%, based on a sample of forty-two. The confidence
interval (at 95%) for the population mean of all teacher would be between 41.31
and 43.75. This suggests that individuals are able to differentiate between a greater
range of emotions, such as a blend of more complex emotions. This relates to level
4/5 on the Subic-Wrana, et. al., (2011) model of the Levels of Emotional Awareness
(LEA). A total of twenty-three Heads of Departments (middle leaders) took part in
the study and their score was significantly lower than any other groups within the
study, with an average score of only 21.57%. They were less able to recognise
complex emotions but were able to successfully identify single emotions (level 3 of
the LEA model). The average score of the Deputy and Assistant Heads group was
38.31% - still lower than the classroom teachers (Figure 1). Despite there only being
seven Head Teachers who participated in the study, they had an average score of
46.59%, a +4% difference from classroom teachers. Additionally, there was a
statistically significant difference between groups as determined by one-way ANOVA
(A3,16) = 2899, p = .00001). However, all participants of this study scored lower
than members of the public, scoring an average of 67%, (Schlegel, Grandjean &
Scherer, 2014).
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Figure 1: Results of the GERT categorised by functional role.

Initially, the average score of education practitioners lessens as classroom teachers
move into instructional [middle] leadership roles (the data suggests that the average
ER scores halve to 21.57%). As middle leaders move into more senior positions,
Assistant Headteacher and Deputy headteacher roles, their score improves. Further
improving as they move into Head Teacher roles. If the scores of those entering the
profession are similar to those at the top of the organisational hierarchy, then it is
possible that it is not the individual’s ER ability which changes. Instead, the
combination of external influences (outside of an individual's control), and internal
demands including the expectations placed on instructional leaders act as contributory
factors in the reduction in test scores. This suggests that individuals can move
between levels within Subic-Wrana et. al., (2011) model rather than is being a linear
progression as previously suggested.

Research by Brown, Rutherford, and Boyle (2000) states that a major problem facing
middle leaders is a lack of time to complete all of the managerial tasks in addition to
the responsibilities they have towards their own lessons. Middle leaders, as the title
suggests, are sandwiched between those working in the Senior Leadership Team (SLT)
and their colleagues, and sometimes former peers, within their departments. A sense
of loyalty to both, or either of these groups, may compound the difficulties that middle
leaders face.

McKinney, McMahon, and Walsh (2013) suggested that middle leaders are overloaded
with work, undertrained and on the edge of burning out. It is the lack of training that
Constable and McCormick (1987) note, suggesting that a majority of individuals
entering management positions have little in the way of training. Turner and Bolam
(1998) pointed out that middle leaders do have room for manoeuvre and will
proactively conceptualise their role and not merely act as a conduit through which the
decisions of the SLT will be communicated. At the same time, Brown, Rutherford, and
Boyle’s (2000) research showed that middle leaders are unsatisfied with having to
subordinate their vision in favour of that of senior staff, and their departmental vision



was often undervalued, and their professional judgment insufficiently recognised by
senior managers, governors, and external bodies.

Kubit and Jack (2013) state that it is possible to switch between networks and
possible roles. However, they go onto suggest that leaders cannot simultaneously
attend to these two distinct roles, hence conflicts are likely to arise if leaders get
‘stuck’ in one role. The prolonged suppression of one of the networks and associated
roles subsequently decreases an individual’s ability to switch between the two
networks. Some scholars have noted this trade-off. For example, Yukl (2008) notes
that ‘efforts to improve one performance determinant may have an adverse effect on
another performance determinant. When leaders are preoccupied with responding to
external threats (task), there is less time for people-oriented concerns such as being
supportive and developing member skills’ (pp.711-714).

Given the task-orientated nature of the middle leader role, it is unsurprising that
their level of emotional recognition has diminished. However, it appears to increase
again as individuals move into more relationship-orientated roles as senior leaders
(assistant- and deputy headteacher) when the level of TDM is likely to reduce and
the normal cycling between TDM and DMN is restored. This is evidence in the results
of this study which found that those individuals in more senior roles and which were
relationship-orientated were better able to recognise emotions.

One possible solution would be the differentiating the leadership role. For example,
having a role such as middle leadership which is predominantly positioned within one
neural state (TPN) allows a leader to spend the majority of their time in one of the
two neural networks (TPN or DMN) and reduces the need to cycle between them.
Yet traversing between the two networks is associated with good mental health and
higher IQ. Whereas a lessening of the cycling between networks could potentially
increase an individuals susceptibility to a variety of mental health disorders, as
described by Andrews-Hanna et. al., 2010; Anticevic et. al., 2012; Whitfield-Gabrieli
and Ford, 2012, including what Broyd et.al., (2009) describes as a power-stress
syndrome.

A more effective approach would be to train and develop leaders so that they
possess a higher level of competency in enacting both the task and relationship
leadership roles, alongside the ability to switch between them. This needs to be
done with an awareness of appropriate cues and contexts for doing so. While the
actions to invoke a change of role are within a leader’s purview, where this is not
possible they might be able to ensure that time and space is created for individuals
to transverse between the two associated networks. For example, where a leader
who is heavily into a task-orientated role (and therefore TPN activation) they could,
for example, each day coach another person within the organisation. By deciding to
and committing to coach a person each day, either formally or informally, over
coffee or lunch, the leader commits to switching into the relationship role at least
once a day and thus activating the DMN in both themselves and the other person.
Over time and practice, the switching between the task and relationship roles would
likely become easier and help the leader develop more cues as to when one role is
more appropriate or possible than the other.



Conclusion

While the idea that a task can be classified as either analytical or social is useful for
theoretical purposes as with most dichotomies is an oversimplification and rarely as
clear-cut in practice. In reality, and particularly in leadership, all tasks have both a
relational component and an analytical component. Therefore, the greater ability a
leader has to switch between these two modes of reasoning the more effective they
will be as a leader. We suspect that minimising the suppression of the opposing
network will make it easier, faster, and less costly for the leader to switch between
the two networks. The ability to switch between the two opposing networks may
require a reduction in the intensity of the dominant network to facilitate leaders in
making the switch between modes easier.

In this paper, we explored the challenges that middle leaders experience in
recognising emotions. It would appear that this is a temporary loss which is most
probably as a result of the task-orientated nature of being a middle leader. potential
strategies to resolve, While one could posit that this is purely a situation which arises
because of the disposition of the middle leadership role, it transpires that this is
complicated by the brains' inability to function effectively in both task- and
relationship-orientated modes.

To minimise the unresolved tension that leaders face in developing their roles to
attend to both the task requirements and the relationship requirements as a result of
the antagonism between the TPN and the DMN. The paper proposes that middle
leaders should make a conscious effort to function in the DMN mode, which could be
achieved by coaching a member of staff.

What is clear that further work is needed to ascertain whether this is unique to
education or whether those in middle leadership roles in other sectors experience
the shame challenges in recognising emotions, based on position within the
organisational hierarchy. Also, the question as to how the emotionless middle leader
impacts others within teams that they lead needs addressing.
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