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Abstract

Call centres have emerged, in the past decade, as a dominant mode of contact between
organisations and their customers, both in public and private sectors as well as in profit
and not-for-profit sectors. They have become the platform for rich discussions by
researchers on info service work, exploring the implications on numerous
organisational, work and management practices. The literature on call centres however,
tends to focus on employees and their employment conditions with little commentary
upon managerial issues. There seems to be a conspicuous omission in expounding the
"voice of the manager" in call centres. This study provides a contextualised critical
analysis of the managerial role by examining how it varies in different types of call
centre organisations. It focuses on the role of the General Manager - those who are
formally the head or in-charge of the call centre unit. The unit of inquiry is the 'role' and
not the person who occupies the role.

Call centre work has found expression in three forms of work organisations, namely, the
mass production, the mass customised and the professionalised service model. This
study examines whether variation in the work organistaion of call centres results in
notable differences in the managerial role and also identifies some of the key factors
that impact the job demands, relationships and the autonomy of the managers in the
three organisational contexts.

This study adopts a qualitative research design using the comparative case study
method. Three call centre organisations in Australia that represent each of the work
organisations were chosen for the study. The first call centre is a telemarketing fundraising organisation which presents a simple mechanistic environment. The second
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organisation is a customer service centre of a major cable TV operator in Australia that
seeks the dual pursuits of cost efficiency and service quality and thus, represents a mass
customised service model. The third call centre is an Australian public sector
organisation offering a tele-triage and a health advisory line. This health contact centre
employs nursing and health professionals who have specialised knowledge, a distinct
professional identity and established work practices. Accordingly, it represents a
professionalised services model.

Extensive in-depth interviews with the General Managers are the primary source of data
used in the preparation of the three case studies. Each case study describes the work
environment and the role of the manager in the respective call centre. The three primary
dimensions that explain the variations in the managerial role are job demands,
relationship demands and autonomy. The dimensions of job demand entail managing
human resources, decision making. The exposure involved in the role and the nature of
routine and non- routine jobs that impinge on work life balance are also examined under
the notion of job demands. The relationship demands on the manager are discussed by
explaining the contact pattern of the manager. The interdependencies and the
concomitant influence of the various role set members on the role of the manager shows
significant variation in the three contexts. The configuration of autonomy in the
managerial role in each of the three environments is explained in terms of strategic,
administrative and operational autonomy.

The key contribution of the study is the advancement in the understanding of call centre
management by capturing the managers' perspectives and insights on their work and the
various challenges faced by them. This study explains the variation in the managerial
role arising from the differences in work organisation characteristics. By situating the
iii

managerial role in the specificity of an organisational context, this study also addresses
a major criticism in the literature on managerial work, namely the lack of
contextualisation in such studies.

The findings of the study have significant implications for managerial practice as the
dimensions that explain the variation in the managerial role can be used for enriching
the human resource management (HRM) practices targeted at call centre managers.
Call centres can apply the findings in designing recruitment and selection, training and
development, job- evaluation, and succession planning processes for their managers.
Management educators can derive inputs that can help them design more specific
competency based training. This study also helps the managers in gaining insight into
their own work by facilitating self awareness regarding the tacit as well as explicit
aspects of their job so as to help them make informed choices in charting their career
path.
Key words: call centres, managerial role, work organisation
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Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1 Background
Call centres have attracted research interest over recent years due to their exponential
growth and controversy relating to employment conditions, labour processes and
outsourcing. The call centre, also known as the 'contact centre', can be seen as a test bed to
understand organisation and work in the 21st century. Russell (2009), comments that larger
theoretical issues can be explored through the call centre model, similar to the ways in
which textile mills and automotive plants became the anchor of many theoretical
discussions and discourses on organisational work in past decades. Call centres have
emerged as an important development in the organisation of white collar work (Baldry,
Bain & Taylor, 1998). For more than a decade now, call centres have been identified as the
fastest growing workplace in North America, Europe and Australia (Richardson, Belt, &
Marshall, 2000; URCOT, 2000).

Call centre employment in Australia is more than twenty years old and its expansion has
been significant, estimated at 20-25% annually (URCOT, 2000), surpassing growth levels
in every other sector. It is said to have generated total revenue of US$55 billion in 2010; an
increase of 13% from 2009 as reported by Carolyn J. Dawson from TMCnet (2010). The
employment statistics underscore the salience of contact centres which employ more than
250,000 Australians. It is estimated that there are approximately 1,800 organisations within
Australia, operating 3,820 contact centres, of which 89% are in-house contact centres and
11% are outsourced contact centres. (Australian Contact Industry Benchmarking Report,
2008). Even though various industries have been hit adversely by the recent global financial
1

crisis (GFC), the growth of contact centres in Australia has been sustained through this
difficult time. The managing director of Callcentres.net, Dr Catriona Wallace (2010)
observes,
The industry has well and truly shaken off the effects of the GFC and is back in
growth-mode. Revenues, seats and employment are all up and we anticipate that
this will continue through to 2011, when the total size of the industry as measured
by seats is expected to grow by another 5%. Demand is not going to go away,
particularly given the move towards multi-channel integration.

The above quote is indicative of the importance and relevance of research into call centre
work. A report sponsored by the company RightNow1, found the number of contact centre
seats2 in Australia grew three percent to 198,000 in 2010. The report also states that 66% of
call centres claimed the global financial crisis has had no impact on their staffing levels.
According to the Australian Contact Centre Survey (ACCS)3 Annual Report 2010, the
greatest achievement of 2009 was focused business (and centre) consolidation, investment,
and growth. Given the global financial crisis at the beginning of 2009 and the associated
challenges faced by the economy, this is considered to be quite commendable. The report
also predicts that the key challenge for centre managers in 2010 will be delivering returns

11

RightNow is a leading on-demand customer experience solutions provider, who sponsored the survey for
callcentres.net.
2
A ‘seat’ refers to a workstation in a call centre from which an employee works (Patrick, 2008).
3
The ACCS is the flagship product in Vivaz Research‘s portfolio which provides contact centres with market
intelligence and best practice information on industry trends. Vivaz (now Bearing Point) is a leading
independent management consultancy organisation specialising in the call and contact centre industry in
Australia.
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on investment made in the centres in 2009. Some of the important observations about call
centres by practitioners highlight the on-going buoyancy of the market and related people
management issues.

Commenting on the evolution of call centres in Australia, Michael Meredith (2009), CEO
of the Australian Teleservices Association (ATA) - the peak professional body and voice
for the Australian Contact Centre Industry - reports that in 1989 the industry comprised a
handful of contact centres and employed approximately 8,000 people nationwide. However
over the past two decades, the contact centre has served as a breeding ground for business
innovation in a range of areas including technology, information management, workplace
training, and customer relationship management. Call centres are responsible for
approximately 77% of all customer interaction in Australia, which means they are
predominantly responsible for communication between a company and its customers. Since
contact centres have also grown to be vast repositories of commercial intelligence, which is
fed back through the business in real time, they are becoming organisation nerve centres.
Also, they are being positioned as being responsible for upholding and enhancing the brand
image and reputation of an organisation.

It is further noted by Meredith that contact centres in Australia are moving toward a holistic
approach to handling customers across all communication channels, such as phone, fax,
internet, email, or SMS. He elucidated on recent technological directions and spoke of how
they are helping contact centres to personalise customer communication. One such example
is demographic matching through intelligent call routing. Some major Australian
businesses are poised to trial call routing practices that will direct calls to an agent best
3

suited to the customer’s demographics - whether that be based on physical location, age or
sex - in order to provide the customer with a more satisfying experience and help build a
more valuable relationship. Other technologies, such as biometric recognition4 are also
likely to play an increasingly important role in the contact centre in the future, through
introducing simple, yet highly secure and automated recognition of an individual and
thereby reducing the call duration.

The ongoing growth in call centre employment encompasses practically all sectors of
industry including: finance, tourism, hospitality, telecommunications, entertainment,
healthcare provision, public sector service and the list goes on. As Deery and Kinnie (2002)
discuss, the heterogeneity in this sector is striking and there are obvious variations in terms
of size, industry, labour market, services performed, technologies, and management
practices. The key feature of the nature of work within call centres is based on achieving
the paradoxical goals of efficiency and excellence in service provision. Efficiency is of
cardinal importance as workers must provide speedy service while operating at a low unit
cost in order to maintain the competitive advantage. High quality service and customer
satisfaction is important to sustain and grow the business. As the processes within call
centres become more technologically sophisticated, managing them becomes more

4

Biometric recognition: Technologies measure and analyse human physical and behavioural
characteristics, usually to confirm or verify identity. The most common biometric measurements are
fingerprints, retinas, irises, facial patterns, hand measurements and voice. They can help reduce the incidence
of one of the biggest problems facing contact centres and their customers – identity fraud.
Source: Voice recognition: what biometrics can do for your call centre. http://www.callcentrehelper.com/v
oice-recognition-what-biometrics-can-do-for-your-call-centre-119.htm accessed date 5/12/2010
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complex. Hillel Benedykt, Chief Executive Officer of Callscan Australia Pty Ltd, observed
that the biggest issue facing the call centre market is, and will continue to be, 'people'. He is
quoted in Computerworld (2000),
People account for 60 to 65 per cent of the cost of running a call centre. But if an
organisation buys a piece of technology for say, $300,000, very few are then going
to turn around and spend $600,000 training their staff to be better skilled, provide
better service or understand the technology. (Powell, 2000, para. 25)

Benedykt emphasises the responsibility of management, stating that the keys to success in
call centre operation are effective implementation and integration of business processes,
and training people to provide good customer service, (Computerworld, 2000). Thus while
much is said of the technology in call centres, the primary area of concern for management
is attraction and retention of people that 'fit' the organisation in a competitive labour
market. Gatekeepers in an organisation (often the human resources function) strive to
recruit a workforce that is not only skilled for call centre work but one that also
demonstrates the capability to perform emotional labour, thus the emphasis is on recruiting
'attitude' (Callaghan & Thompson, 2002; Townsend, 2007).

Bain and Taylor (2000) commented on the picture of the call centre sector that emerged in
the early part of this decade. They discussed two contradictory images of call centres that
came to the forefront: namely the glowing image of "smiling down the phone" (p. 3) and
the other of “dark satanic mills" (p. 3). The subsequent research studies that flowed from
this have attempted to clarify and examine various aspects of call centre work. Thus far,
some of the predominant themes of research on call centres, as identified by Burgess and
5

Connell (2004), entail firstly the labour process, specifically referring to the Taylorist
paradigm; secondly forms of resistance, coping and emotional labour of call centre
workers; thirdly the use of various management strategies- such as high performance work
systems (HPWS); and fourthly the nature of call centre jobs as harbingers of a new
economy and concomitant globalisation of operations. Thus, most of the research to date
has been aimed at making sense of call centre work, the impact of technologies on the
labour process, and the experiences of the workers, as well as the more recent phase of
internationalisation and the concomitant issue of outsourcing and division of global labour.

While the call centre has become the contemporary platform for the study of info-service
work, a question that keeps surfacing is whether one can refer to call centre work as an
industry, or is it essentially a way of conducting business? According to Burgess and
Connell (2004), call centres were not officially classified as an industry but in 2006 the
authors do refer to it as an 'industry' (p. 5), which has evolved from derivative activities of
other industries. Russell (2009) emphasises that the call centre, (also referred to as contact
centre) should not be addressed as an industry, though often it is referred to as one. He
refers to it as a "specific way of organising work; as a labour process for producing and
distributing information" (p. 49). He suggests the customer service representative (CSR) be
viewed as a new occupational category of info-service worker who could be part of many
different industries. Glucksmann (2004) also substantiates this by explaining that rather
than referring to a call centre industry, call centre operations are characteristic of a wide
range of industries including retail, banking, financial, health, public administration,
transport and communication services.

6

In any business organisation, management decisions are mostly driven by cost constraints,
with other determinants being customers, work mix, the range of product types, and the
balance of workflow; call centres follow the same logic. However, in the case of call
centres, the constant tension between the efficiency and excellence paradigms gives rise to
controversy over the nature of work and employment.

Batt (2000), noted that

differentiation in call centre type, work organisation and human resource (HR) policies is
greatly dependent on a firms’ market segmentation strategy and the value of customer
demand. Similarly, influenced by the specificity of product markets, Hutchinson, Purcell &
Kinnie. (2000) and Kinnie, Hutchinson, & Purcell. (2000) have contrasted the difference
between repetitive, tightly-controlled, transactional work and relational customer
interaction where discretion and variation predominate. Others argue that call centres, or
workflows within them, can be distinguished by differences in volume and value, which
reflect managerial prioritisation of quantity or quality (Bain &Taylor, 2000; Bain et al,
2002; Taylor et al, 2002; Glucksmann, 2004). It is important to note however that quality
and quantity workflows and the resultant organisational forms are not polar opposites, but
represent a continuum. Based on this premise, three production models can be identified:
the typical mass-production mechanistic model, the professional services model, and the
hybrid-mass customisation model (Batt &Moynihan, 2002).

The mass production environment can be described as delivery of work which is
automated with short job cycles, routinised and repetitive activity, extensive scripting,
electronic monitoring and constant surveillance. Taylor and Bain (1999) coined this
imagery as ' an assembly line in the head ' (p. 107). Alternatively it could point towards the
controversial perspective of Fernie and Metcalf (1998), who adopted the ‘Bentham’s
7

panopticon’, referring to the all pervasive surveillance. Further to this, Frenkel, Tam,
Korczynski & Shire, (1998) presented the mass customisation paradigm which is an
improvement on the typical mechanistic system and involves some aspects of enriched
work environments and adoption of high involvement work practices. As Houlihan (2002)
discusses, mass-customised bureaucracy (MCB) supplements regimented work with ‘infonormative control’ and pockets of creativity and discretion, and according to Frenkel et al,
(1998), it is a model that ‘remains primarily bureaucratic but includes elements associated
with professional or knowledge–intensive settings’ (p. 958).

It is also observed by Korczynski (2002) that the dual logics of rationalisation and
customisation coexist and are a recurrent feature of frontline service work, exemplifying
the 'hybrid mass customised model'. The third type of organisational form, is the
'professionalised' service setting, usually characterised by high involvement work systems
(HIWS). According to Batt (2000), HIWS specifically have three dimensions: “high
relative skill requirement, jobs designed to provide the opportunity to use those skills in
teams or in collaboration with one another, and an incentive structure to induce
discretionary effort” (p. 540). The three forms of work organisation appear to explain the
heterogeneity in call centres in terms of labour process and management practices.

1.2 Rationale of this study
Despite all the commentaries around call centre work a significant omission observed in the
spectrum of the research on call centres is in the area of managerial work. In-depth
investigation into managerial issues and concerns has been largely overlooked in the
existent literature (Houlihan, 2001, 2006; Russell 2008, 2009). It is observed that the extant
8

research does not reflect the "manager's voice". Early on, when research on call centres was
in its infancy, Taylor and Bain (1999), brought to notice the various difficulties faced by
call centre management and inferred as follows:
Call centre management face a plethora of problems concerning motivation and
commitment, labour turnover, the effectiveness of supervision and delivery of
quality and quantity performance, which academic accounts have to date neglected.
(p. 102).

Further to this, Taylor and Bain (1999) and Houlihan (2001) have questioned the common
assumption in the call centre context that the "supervisory power has been rendered
perfect" (Fernie & Metcalf, 1997, p.10) through technology and surveillance, believing that
if this was true then why is management within the call centre fraught with so many
problems?

Some of the commentaries on call centre work ( Fernie, 2004; Kinnie and Parsons, 2004;
van den Broek, 2004; Houlihan, 2002; Hutchinson et al., 2000; Russell, 2009) refer to
managerial implications. The term 'management' is ubiquitously present, yet the role of the
manager seems to have been taken for granted. The imagery of the manager's role more
commonly brought out in the literature appears to be either neutral or negative; the manager
often seems to be depicted as an inert, impassive or an imperious entity thriving on the
various mechanisms of control. Management appears to have become synonymous with
control and the degree of control is often a reflection of the managerial regime within the
organisation. The existence of extensive monitoring (Taylor and Bain, 1999; van den
Broek, 2002) has been referred to as a form of bureaucratic rationalisation forming the core
9

of call centre work and providing a system that assists management. The combination of all
the normative controls are described by van den Broek (2004) as being "seen to promote,
extend and totalise managerial control to the point where employees become demobilised"
(p. 3).

On the other hand, Townsend (2004) mentions the dual stances exhibited by management,
as one that preaches one message and wants employees to buy in to their rhetoric while
introducing practices that may be at odds with employee interests. Hutchinson, Purcell and
Kinnie (2000) speak of the manager's attempt to create a competitive advantage for the
organisation by making strategic choices that could be deliberately inconsistent with the
internal environment of the call centre. There is discussion in the literature on
'managerialism' in call centres (Russell, 2008, 2009) but the manager, who is also a part of
the labour process and is often an entity that is also 'managed', seems to have been over
looked (Houlihan, 2001). Also, Townsend (2007) briefly comments on the call centre
manager's perception of his own role stating that the "call centre manager viewed himself
between a rock and a hard place" and is "trapped in the endless cycle of recruiting" (p.
485), which appeared to affect the personal motivation of the manager.

Houlihan (2001) has attempted to address the deficiency in research on managerial aspects
through drawing attention to the concerns of the middle management level; their conflicts
and concerns. She overtly raises the question in her study as to "who is management?" (p.
208). She refers to the combined management hierarchy of team leaders, centre supervisor,
centre managers, and a centre sponsor as an answer. Subsequently, Houlihan (2006)
discusses the issues of agency and constraint of middle management and submits that while
10

ranks in middle management attempt to creatively and innovatively find solutions to
challenges, they feel highly constrained and are vocal about feelings of dissatisfaction; a
consequence of the predetermined conditions of call centre work. These observations
emphasise that contrary to the belief that the managers exercise total power on the
workforce, the reality appears to be that the managers are constantly trying to cope with the
conflicts and underlying architecture of call centre work which are notably constraining on
the choices and autonomy of the manager.

The key observation of Houlihan's study (2001) is that a combination of factors in the call
centre system and not just the management inclination, lead to the ill famed 'micromanagement' of the call centre. She refers to the manager's situation as a "highly
constrained context of goal contradiction, system dominance and pressure to normalise
that appears to take away many of their choices" (p. 167). Houlihan's study conveys the
point that the middle level team is poorly supported and under recognised by the higher
echelons of management. Her concluding point is that the severely constraining
circumstances contribute to the spawning of micromanagement tactics that veer managers
away from influencing the system and results in their silence.

Houlihan has drawn attention to the area of managerial concerns stemming from
environmental constraints and has briefly alluded to the erosion of their autonomy, the
sense of powerlessness amongst middle managers and the resultant silence and lack of
influence in the organisation.
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Houlihan (2001, 2006) identifies the frustrations experienced by the middle tier, suggesting
that middle managers utilise a coping strategy; a "desperate struggle to balance
contradictory demands” rather than “controlling intentions” (p. 167). The picture of middle
management painted from this is that managerial accountability turns into a liability and
there is a consequent helplessness experienced by this level that forces middle managers to
conform to the norms of "institutionalised routines and micromanagement" (Houlihan,
2006, p.165).

The comparative case study used by Houlihan (2006) is based on two types of
environments in British call centres; one of them is the regimented, tightly controlled
context and the other one a more culture-wise empowered environment, at least in ‘intent'.
The two work environments presented in her study are, a mechanistic kind of environment
that deals with commodity products and the other being "an atypical humanistic call centre
environment” (p. 210) or more specifically, a housing helpline. The agents in the former
context are described to be mere "information processors" and in the latter case as
"problem solvers" (p.155).

Although Houlihan identifies the second site as an

"uncharacteristic call centre " (p.154) she observes that the pressures of lean staffing, cost
cutting and standardising tend to push this call centre site towards a machine model,
emphasising the cost-control characteristics rather than the coexistence of dual pursuits of
quality and quantity. She concludes that though the two environments are different, the
regimenting features of the call centre constrain the middle managers in both settings.

The findings of Houlihan initiate discussion, raising some pertinent questions about the
circumstances of the managerial job and while the middle management appears to be
12

constrained, we are prompted to think about the role of the manager at the head of call
centre operations. One gets the sense of ' hands tied' situation for middle managers in the
call centre, yet simultaneously it provokes questions towards the next level of the hierarchy.
In a reasonably large sized call centre (e.g. an estimated size of more than 100 seats) the
position of the 'General Manager' (GM) is identified, who is likely to be vested with more
autonomy when compared to the middle management level as described in Houlihan's
study.

It is observed that the role of the manager (GM) is usually encased in a triangle of
expectations. At one point, the endeavour is to achieve the desired objectives of the top
management/shareholders, to look after the employees needs on the other and the third
point is represented by the customers, where the ultimate accountability might lie. The
complexity level is high in this job and often the managers themselves have never had the
opportunity to take an objective stance and reflect on the myriad nature of the activities and
decision making that is involved in discharging their role. As Kotter (1982) in his study of
general managers observes,
All management jobs have somewhat similar demands but general management
jobs seem to be unique with respect to the overall diversity of demands. It is the
diversity of complex demands that make the job of general management, that makes
it different, and that makes it particularly difficult. (p. 22)

It is evident that the GM's role is positioned quite distinctively as compared to the middle
managers. A critical examination of the GM's role can be expected to shed light on the
'management' side of the call centre. The GM's unique position places him/her at the centre
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of the organisation, becoming a conduit of information to the top management and
disseminating strategic directions to the rest of the organisation. It is the GM's role to
manage change, institute projects, and processes. The GM's job includes negotiating with
top management for required funding to meet the financial needs of the centre and
allocating the resources in the business unit. The frontline and the middle management also
have an expectation from the GM's role that he/she represent their concerns and interests
and explicitly provide the leadership role.

In the context of call centres the above discussion can prompt the attention of researchers to
advance the understanding on managerial roles within the call centres and raise the
following questions about the senior manager's work which seem yet unanswered:
What does the manager do in the call centre?
What is his/her mandate and what influences them?
How does he/she legitimise the managerial authority?
What are the factors that impact their work and autonomy?
Do different types of call centres lead to a variation in managerial roles?

Based on the above questions, this research study intends to explore issues concerning
general managers who are in charge of call centre operations. The hypothesis is that the
managers at the senior level are able to be more proactive about their job content;
influencing the organisation at a structural level, despite effects of the inherent features of
call centre work which cannot be ruled out, even at a GM's position. The research design
has been conceived through drawing theoretical inspiration from studies that are aimed at
senior management.
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The primary sources of understanding on managerial work are derived from the seminal
work of Mintzberg (1973), Kotter's (1982) investigation on general manager's work and
Stewarts's (1976, 1982) work on the manager's demands, constraints and choices. The
central idea guiding this study is that, the heterogeneity in call centre work organisation can
lead to variance in the managerial role; not necessarily in terms of the broad functions, or
activities but in terms of processes and content, underlying demands and challenges that
eventually manifest as the managerial imperative. "Work contexts both shape and are
shaped by the individuals who interact within them" (Griffin, 2007, p.859). This quote
drives home the significance of appreciating the context during an examination of the
manager's role and hence this research study explores the manager's role in the context of
varying work organisation in call centres.

In his study of general managers, Kotter (1982) points out that studies on senior level
business executives are scarce, and he refers to two in-depth studies, one by Carlson in the
1940s, and another by Mintzberg in 1960s, followed by his own seminal work in the 1980s.
One notable finding of Kotter's study (1982) is the high level of complexity dealt by the
GM and he refers to management at this level as more of an “art than a science" (p. 9); yet
there are many interesting patterns that emerge and can be systematically studied. Hales
(1993), submits that variations in managerial work are often observed in terms of "work
content, contact patterns, the amount of interactions and the extent of choice" (p. 15). He
suggests that managerial work variations can be examined in relation to managerial
specialism, function, level in the hierarchy, organisational size and structure, industry, form
of ownership and national culture.
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Most of the previous studies on managerial work deal with descriptions of managerial jobs,
focusing on task activities, time allocations and prioritisations as well as some aspects of
behaviours in describing what managers do (Carlson, 1951; Mintzberg, 1973; Sayles, 1964;
Fondas, 1987; Stewart, 1976, 1982). Focusing on the managerial role generates a more
flexible description of the manager’s situation, which is dynamic, precarious and more
complex than that captured by a static picture. In a critical review of the literature, Hales
(1986) recommended that role concepts provide a suitable framework for research in
managerial work. He argued that the role concept's location at the intersection of individual
and organisational behaviour makes it useful in understanding both the influence of
expectations on managerial behaviour as well as the effects of the manager’s action and
choices. The relevance of role framework is seen in the statement by Goffman (1961),
favouring the use of role that helps in "the analysis of any set of persons whose common life
situation is worth looking at sociologically” (p. 94).

Mintzberg (1973) suggests that managers at the lower levels of hierarchy are more
concerned with immediate and narrow range issues which could often explain the
helplessness felt by team leaders and supervisors in call centres as reported by Houlihan.
Some researchers (Mintzberg, 1973; Stewart, 1982; Fondas & Stewart, 1994) have
discussed the mechanisms in which managers can influence the system and shape the
expectations of their role-set. An incumbent's 'role set'(Merton, 1957) includes all the
people with whom the manager has direct contact with. Managers in Mintzberg's (1973)
study are presented as those who can influence strategic decisions and need not be mere
puppets in the hands of the role-set. Significant to the role of the manager is the
"interpersonal role" identified by Mintzberg (1973) which may include sub-roles of 'figure
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head', 'leader' and 'liaison' (p. 58). These roles are not seen to be as emphasised in middle
management positions. Thus, it is important to differentiate the positioning of the focal
manager involved in this study, not only in terms of the hierarchy of management, but also
in terms of work content and autonomy. As Mintzberg (1973) explains, the manager is
bestowed with a certain status because of his/her position of authority and this is
characteristic of the manager who heads the unit.

Thus, drawing from this discussion, it is evident that another aspect of the call centre needs
to be examined in the role of the manager, who is often the face of the organisation to the
rest of the call centre players, including the frontline agents, the middle management and
even the customers. As described by Kotter (1982), the GM's position is earmarked with a
high level of complexity in terms of diverse demands and contact patterns. It becomes
pertinent that these two aspects are examined in the call centre context, given the
characteristics of a call centre that accentuate the dimension of complexity by virtue of its
work and environmental features. Thus, the emergent issues those are key to understanding
the senior manager's role in the call centre pertain to various demands, contact patterns and
autonomy. These three aspects buttress the research questions that seek to explore the
manager's role in the call centre in the context of three different work organisations, namely
mass production, mass customisation and professional service contact centres.

1.3 Research Questions
The 'focal manager' participating in this study (referred to as the general manager or GM)
has multifunctional responsibilities and is someone who is entrusted with the responsibility
of overseeing the running of the call centre unit. They have considerable authority to make
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decisions on operational aspects of the call centre, can be influential in determining
strategic directions by informing the top management of environmental factors and are also
seen as a 'hub', connecting to other parts of the larger organisation.

In this study, it is proposed to examine the work content, contact patterns, and level of
autonomy of the manager. There is reference to the definition of manager, borrowing from
Mintzberg (1989), as someone “who is in charge of an organisation or one of its subunits,
who are vested with formal authority over the organisational unit” (p. 15). Thus, the term
'manager' in this study refers to the person heading the call centre and not to the middle
management.

For this study, three comparative contexts of the call centre, referring to Batt and
Moynihan's (2002) alternative production models, embedded in three varying work
organisations: namely, the classical mass production, the mass customised (MCB) and the
professionalised service models will be examined. Russell's (2008) comment has been
taken into consideration that the professionalised call centre context has been reported
mostly with reference to the nursing profession's experience of work in the call centre
(Collin-Jacques, 2004; Collin-Jacques & Smith, 2005) and an in-depth discussion around
this mode of service delivery, highlighting managerial challenges, is further required. The
in-depth case study on the professional service model call centre in this research explores
the structural aspects of the organisation as well as examines the managerial challenges that
emerge with certain notable characteristics and some differences from the traditional call
centres.
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Using comparative case study method, the research questions that will be examined in this
study are:
1. What is the role of the manager who heads the call centre operation?
2. How does the managerial work vary between the mass-production, mass
customised and professionalised call centres?
3. How are the job content, relationships, and the autonomy of the manager
affected by the type of call centre?

The work organisation provides a suitable context to understand some of the differences in
call centre operations and situating the study of managerial work within it, gives us an
opportunity to discern the role of the manager, as it is not enough to know the what but it is
also important to understand the why and how of the managerial role. As Burgess and
Connell (2006), suggest, "there is an intersection between work organisation, the
management of workforce, the experiences of workers and the characteristics of the
workforce" (p. 8). This study on the managerial role seeks to be embedded in the milieu of
the work organisation in the call centre context to comprehensively comment on the
circumstances in which the manager operates.

While discussing the importance of exploring the managerial role in relation to variation of
call centre types it is useful to refer to Hales and Tamangani (1996) who suggest that there
is need for contextualised research on managerial work. They substantiate that systematic
examination of the relationship between managerial work and organisational structure is
under researched, and this emerges as an important pointer for investigating some context
specific studies. According to Johns (2001), context is the basic defining fabric in research
19

and is "essential to develop an appreciation of person-situation interactions" (p. 3). Johns
also observes that the context provides constraints or opportunities for certain behaviours
and actions in an organisation. Cappelli and Sherer (1991), define context in organisational
behaviour as “the surrounding associated with phenomena which help to illuminate that
phenomena, typically factors associated with units of analysis above those expressly under
investigation" (p. 56). Thus the study of the manager's role in call centres within the context
of variation within each production model, emerged as the focus of this research study.

The unit of enquiry used in this study is the role of the manager and not the manager as a
person. This approach is supported by Goffman (1961), who stated that one is "concerned
not with the individual, but the individual enacting his or her bundle of obligatory activity”
(p. 86). The use of role becomes very relevant in the context of studying managerial work
since a manager is seen as an actor in constant interaction with others and the environment,
creating a dynamic social reality.

A role is explained by Mintzberg (1973) as "an

organised set of behaviours belonging to identifiable office or position” (p. 54). He
clarifies that the personality of the individual may affect the way a role is performed but not
what is actually performed and hence roles are said to be predetermined; although the
individuals occupying the role may interpret it in different ways. This provides clarity of
scope to be able to concentrate on the manager's job as a unit of enquiry and not on the
person.

The attempt through this study is to get a dynamic feel of the manager's role rather than a
static snap shot presented in the mere listing of day-to-day activities. The task taken on is
not only to capture what is explicitly expected of the manager by the organisation, but also
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to make sense of the manager's interpretation of those expectations and way they are
translated into actions. The manager's personal introspection and narration of experiences,
episodes, and anecdotes from the work situation render authenticity and life to the
conversations with the researcher. The researcher's background as a former manager in
similar organisations facilitates empathetic dialogue with the focal managers. The vignettes
shared by the managers are bolstered by some of the managers' colleagues who work
closely with the manager. This offers a rich landscape of insights and meaningful
observations that could be potentially distilled into concrete building blocks of knowledge.
Davenport and Harding (2010) in their latest book put forth the issue of perceptions of the
role of the manager. They comment that a manager is someone who could be seen as a
potential source of competitive advantage to an organisation. The manager need not be
perceived as someone who is a necessary evil in the system with a “despotic will to
dominate" (Houlihan 2001, p. 219). Through this research study, the attempt is to further
the understanding of call centres and to de-mystify the manager's role in the milieu of
varying work organisations which may interest not only researchers in this area, but can
also assist the practitioners.

It would be relevant here, to emphasise the salience of this study through quoting
Mintzberg (1973) commenting on his own study, on "The Nature of Managerial Work". He
states:
We can no longer afford to ignore managerial work as an area of research. It is the
researcher feeding knowledge to the manager and management scientist who will
ultimately determine the ability of our large bureaucracies to cope with their
problems. (p. 198)
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In the call centre context, informed appreciation of the manager's role can attempt to
facilitate some conversations around managerial work in call centre organisations, which
seems lacking. When the managers describe their role, it is implied that they are referring
to the past, present and future, a kind of emergent role history that affects their present and
future sense-making of the work they are engaged in. Van Dyne, Ang, and Botero (2003)
state that the term voice has been used in the literature to represent the "intentional
expression" of work-related ideas, information, and opinions and the majority of the
literature on voice, positions it as positively-intended behaviour. The authors state, "Voice
refers to verbal expression of ideas, information, and opinions with the positive motive of
making cooperative contributions to the organization (p. 1359). The title of this thesis
refers to the voice of the manager that heads the call centre and has an opportunity to have
a say, which also implies his/ her proactive engagement with their organisation.

Clarity on various dimensions of the manager's job can be usefully harnessed in designing
the managers' job and other aspects of managerial management such as competency based
selection, training and development, career planning and job evaluation. This research
study requests the engagement of researchers with this topic as there is more ground to be
covered in the area of call centre management, managerial effectiveness and its linkage to
other aspects of call centre work.

1.4 Structure of the Study
Following from this introduction, Chapter 2, the literature review, lays out the background
for the conceptual framework in call centre research and in managerial roles. Chapter 3
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discusses the rationale for using qualitative methodology in this study and discusses the use
of comparative case study methods and the research design. The three main chapters of the
thesis (Chapters 4, 5, and 6) present the three case study organisations. Each case study
represents a different organisational context. Chapter 4 covers the case study of a
telemarketing organisation which is representative of a mass production, low skilled work
environment and the managerial role described focuses on managing the outbound
workflow. Chapter 5 is devoted to the mass customised, customer contact centre and
describes the complexities of managing a 'real time', in-bound, customer contact
environment. Chapter 6 then focuses on the professionalised service delivery model and the
intricacies of managing a professional work force in health care through a tele-triage and
health advice call centre. The description of each organisation gives us an insight into the
structural and contextual background and the general manager's narratives provide a vivid
picture of the various dimensions of managerial work within each call centre.

Chapter 7 compares the three case studies and highlights the key dimensions that
differentiate the managerial mandate and the concomitant demands, contacts and levels of
autonomy in the role. This chapter distils the essence of this research study and underscores
the importance of understanding the implications of the findings, not only in advancement
of our knowledge but also in establishing its relevance and utility in call centre
organisations. The final chapter, Chapter 8 concludes the thesis and spells out the
implications of this study, while identifying some areas of unintended findings, which
could become the basis of future research.
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1.5 Conclusion
"Through the call centres we can observe the contradictions and conundrums that are
present in post-industrial work" (Burgess & Connell, 2006, p.7).
The call centre sector has found centre stage in the research pertaining to info-service work,
labour processes and workforce conditions and relations, because it represents uniqueness;
combining old and new forms of service work. As the management is held accountable for
the organisational outcomes and performance, it becomes necessary to examine the other
side of the call centre organisation, the 'management', as represented by the 'manager'.
While there are references to management practices in the literature, we observe that there
is a need to critically examine the role of the manager in the context in which it is
embedded.

This study will endeavour to carry forward the discussions initiated by

Houlihan on the concerns of the manager. While her focus was on the middle management
category, this study will advance the discussion in two ways. Firstly, to uncover the role
dimensions of the manager, who is responsible for the entire unit and is at the apex of the
call centre organisation; and secondly, to examine the variances in the managerial role as
they are ensconced in the context of three work organisations. Leonard R. Sayles (1964)
describes the role of the manager as follows:
[The manager] is like a symphony orchestra conductor, endeavouring to maintain a
melodious performance in which the contributions of the various instruments are
coordinated and sequenced, patterned and paced while the orchestra members are
having various personal difficulties, stage hands are moving music stands,
alternating excessive heat and cold are creating audience and instrument problems,
and the sponsor of the concert is insisting on irrational changes in the program. (p.
162).
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The above scenario is akin to an organisational situation where the management role tries to
achieve conflicting objectives under various pressures and constraints. Managerial work is
complicated and saddled with conflicting priorities. Hales and Nightingale (1986) state that
in relation to general theories of managerial work, there is a lack of “research evidence on
'organizational circumstances' which define what managers are supposed to do” (p. 3).
Mintzberg (1989), comments on the nature of managerial work that:
No job is more vital to our society than that of the manager. It is the manager who
determines whether our social institutions serve us well or whether they squander
our talents and resources. It is time to strip away the folklore on managerial work
so that we can begin the difficult task of making significant improvements in its
performance. (p. 24)

The above quote sums up the rationale for venturing into this research study and identifies
the foundation for the research question. This study aims to shed light on the demands and
dilemmas, challenges and choices, concerns and constraints of the managerial role within
three different call centre models and explore the influences of work organisation in
shaping their roles.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
2.1 Introduction
Two strands of discussion are woven into this literature review; the first part of the
discussion establishes the context of the ‘call centre’, which provides the foundation for this
research study, and sets the background of an emergent contemporary form of info-service
work. This chapter attempts to understand the extant literature on call centres, viewed
through the lens of the labour process, the production models that establish the
heterogeneity of call centres, and the management practices that shape outcomes. Three
main sections address the discussion in this area that pertains to the research questions.

The first section sets the background of the study and refers to the existing research on call
centres, providing an overview of the important research issues and findings by scholars
that further the understanding of call centre employment, its nature and characteristics. The
second section elaborates on the work organisation aspect of the call centre. This section
examines the variation in call centres, expounding on the contextual information required to
specifically answer the second research question, which is: how does the managerial work
vary between mass production, mass-customised and professionalised call centres? The
primary objective of this study is to examine the manager’s role in the call centre and
hence, the third section of this literature review focuses on the management side of the call
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centre, elaborating on the key strategies used by the management, such as human resource
management (HRM) systems, and the various control mechanisms.

The second part of this literature review discusses the area of managerial work, the
contributions of the main proponents on this subject and the evolution of this topic in the
research literature. For the past few decades, the question has been asked: ‘What does the
manager do?’ (Stewart, 1976, 1982; Mintzberg, 1973). Various approaches in terms of
several epistemological stances and methodological routes have led to some seminal work
in this area, yet the consistent concern that seems to surface is the lack of contextualisation.
Grint (1995) argues that managerial work is defined by context, not the content of the
activity; and Thompson (2005) emphasises that if management is an agency, it has to be
context-specific.

The management in a call centre attempts to use a variety of strategies to organise the
complexities of work and overcome challenges, some of which are peculiar to the call
centre environment. While there has been much discussion in the call centre literature on
the implications of management, the work of the manager has not found expression
(Russell, 2008). This research study attempts to bring the two streams of enquiry together,
contextualising the examination of the managerial role in call centres and exploring
whether the variation in the work organisation in call centres has any bearing on the
manager’s job.
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2.2 Research on Call Centres
The modern-day call centre has revolutionised customer contact formats in the developed
information economies since it first appeared on the scene in the early 1990s. A call centre,
using Taylor and Bain’s (1999) definition, “is a dedicated operation in which computerutilising employees receive inbound, or make outbound, telephone calls, with those calls
processed and controlled either by an Automatic Call Distribution (ACD) or predictive
dialling system" (p. 102). The call centre is characterised by the integration of telephone
and visual display unit technologies and plays a critical role in the management of customer
relationships (Deery & Kinnie, 2004). In addition, three important technological
developments in the call/contact centres have been: interactive voice response (IVR),
speech recognition software, and automated email systems, which have significantly
enhanced capabilities (Gans, Koole & Mandelbaum, 2003; Prabhakar et al., 1997).

The very reason for the emergence of the call centre is to build close relationships with the
customer in cost-efficient ways, and these technological innovations have substantially
advanced this objective for the organisations, negating geographical distances. Advances in
telecommunications and computer technology have expanded the geographic mobility of
operations, allowing organisations to extend service delivery to clients and customers
beyond national boundaries. The growth of the industry has been so widespread that almost
70% of all customer contacts are now being dealt with through a call centre channel (ACA
Research, 2004). The advances in technology have allowed call centres to evolve,
surpassing their traditional roles as efficient and effective marketing and transactional
response mediums to become profit centres, representing the first line of consumer contact
for a multitude of business types (Prabhakar, Sheehan, & Coppett, 1997). These demands
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have resulted in a transformation of call centres into ‘contact centres’ that provide both
telephony and internet-based services.

Growing exponentially, call centres have generated millions of jobs in the USA and now,
thousands of jobs have been created in Australia and in some European countries. In the
USA, about four million people were said to be working as customer service
representatives (CSRs) in call centres in 2005; in Britain, the number was about 800,000;
Germany, France and Australia each had around 250,000 such employees (Holman, Batt &
Holtgrewe, 2007). The figures are rough estimates, since call centres are not classified as an
industry and consequently, it is difficult to get exact figures, yet the scale of growth is
registered by these tentative figures. Amongst the developing countries, India and the
Philippines have witnessed a boom in this sector because of the abundant supply of cheaper
skilled human resources (Budhwar et al., 2006). The IT-enabled services (ITeS) and
business process outsourcing (BPO) are prominently included under the heading of contact
centres in these countries. However, while the practitioners refer to call centres as an
industry, Russell (2009) has a contrary view to this. He contends that the call centre is a
form of service delivery and a labour process that is utilised by many different kinds of
businesses for producing, treating and distributing information.

As a result of the proliferation of the call centre, there is keen interest in academia to study
these new operations. Call centre debates have been dominated by labour process
discussions pertaining to the areas of work organisation, monitoring, surveillance, control,
and employee experiences of the working conditions and their impact on various aspects of
employee wellbeing (Frenkel et al., 1998; Frenkel, 2005; Taylor & Bain, 1999; Bain &
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Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Bain, 2004; Batt, 1999, 2000; Batt & Moynihan, 2002; Belt, 2002;
Hutchinson, Purcell & Kinnie, 2000; Kinnie, Hutchinson, & Purcell, 2000; Deery &
Kinnie, 2002; Russell, 2004, 2008, 2009; van den Broek, 2004; Callaghan & Thompson,
2001; Holman, 2004; Wallace, Eaglson &Waldersee, 2000). But it is observed that very
little of this research has focused on the topic of managerial work in call centres. To
understand the working of call centres holistically and to get a well rounded picture of the
implications of management's imperatives, it becomes necessary to investigate the
managerial work and the allied demands and challenges that explain management's actions.

According to Russell (2008), some of the research has treated the call centre "as an object
of analysis sui generis as a new socio-technical system for the production and delivery of
information that is worth studying for its own sake" (p. 196). Amongst the emerging
research on contemporary organisations, the call centre is seen as a unique site from which
to study the evolving phenomena of information production and delivery. Amongst other
organisational aspects studied are the cultural, socio-economic, and technological as well as
high performance work systems (HPWS) and the use of surveillance for control. Issues
relating to the employees in call centres, such as emotional labour, stress and burnout,
employee voice and resistance have been discussed extensively by scholars. Despite the
findings of all these studies that have resulted in much theorisation on the modern call
centre, an investigation of managerial work with respect to the demands, dilemmas,
constraints and challenges inherent in the managerial role

appears to be an under-

researched area. It is suggested by researchers that the regimented and deterministic nature
of the call centre work limits the autonomy of the manager (Houlihan, 2006; Townsend,
2004). It is useful to examine this claim more fully to elucidate whether there is any
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variation observed in the level of autonomy experienced by the head of the call centre
under alternate models of service delivery.

Fernie and Metcalf’s 1998 paper, which is better remembered for referring to the
Foucauldian approaches to work and suggesting the ‘panopticon control mechanism’, was
the catalyst for a plethora of studies that followed in this area referring to the monitoring
and surveillance mechanism operating in call centres and the issues related to the worker
being visible to management at all times. The pioneers of call centre research are Taylor
and Bain who in 1999 outlined the first systematic analysis of call centres by describing
them as a novel way in which to deliver labour-intensive information services. To gain
insight into their significant contribution to the study of the call centre, Russell (2008)
summarised some of the fundamental propositions made by Taylor and Bain since 1999
about call centres. These points are discussed below to establish a basic understanding of
the important dimensions of the call centre that are applied in the current research study.

Firstly, the use of ICT (information and communication technology) is the key to providing
services in the call centre. Technologies such as fibre optics, digital switches, personal
computers and automated call distribution systems form the crux of the call centre
architecture. Some of the recent enhancements defining a modern call centre are the
integrated voice recognition systems, blending in-bound and out-bound call functionality,
web articulation, predictive dialling capacity, and drop-down call and screen capture
systems (Taylor & Bain, 1999; Taylor et al., 2002). These technological developments have
enabled call centres to become efficient and advanced, growing in economic importance for
businesses by linking their businesses to customers or to other businesses.
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Secondly, the technologies employed by call centres have not been designed as a result of
random coincidences but are intended to realise desired objectives. They have been
developed to respond to certain socio-economic contexts, like increasing deregulation of
the national economy and global competition. It is essential to recognise the socioeconomic context of the call centre that its role is to primarily deliver information in a costefficient manner, while the outcome of improvement in customer service is seen as a
secondary concern (Taylor & Bain, 2005).

Thirdly, the ‘Taylorisation’ of white collar information work is a constant premise in
Taylor and Bain’s publications when it comes to defining call centres. The imagery of an
‘assembly line in the head’ (Taylor & Bain, 1999, p. 107) refers to the endless numbers of
calls that await customer service representatives in this labour-intensive process. The actual
manifestation of Taylorisation is evident in a few ways. As per Callaghan and Thompson’s
(2001) description, the customer service representatives (CSRs) are subject to the constant
‘firing’ of calls, which is the result of the choice of call-queuing technology to pace the
operation. In order to make workers accountable, conversations are divided into discrete
measurable elements, and targets are set for each facet of the job (Bain et al., 2002). Call
centre representatives have less autonomy in their role compared to the non-call-handling
back office work and as a result, are subject to intense workloads and higher levels of jobrelated stress (Taylor et al., 2003). There is no inter-dependence exhibited and the teams are
organised by the management to encourage competition among workers, which has led to
‘teams without team work’ (van den Broek, 2002). Some authors (Barker, 1993; Sewell,
1998) have attributed an insidious aspect to such team-working, which is seen as a form of
normative control. While the determining feature of call centre work is standardisation and
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the regimentation, other scholars (Batt & Moynihan, 2002) have proposed alternate models
of production with variation in work organisation. This raises the question of whether
management strategy is homogenous in nature across all types of call centres or whether
there could be substantial differences in managerial approach and action. Further, if there
are any observed differences, then what factors determine those differences?

Glucksmann (2004) comments that no two call centres are the same, yet little difference is
evident when it comes to the Taylorisation of work, the imperative of cost-cutting, and the
pursuit of the twin paradoxical objectives of quantity and quality, which are common
characteristics of the call centre. Efficient call centre management is about achieving
equilibrium between all these priorities and their associated costs. The consequence of
focusing on mass-processing is that there are shorter job cycles, more work-intensive
processes and a higher rate of staff turnover. In such situations, the obvious managerial
strategy used is that of micro- management. Conversely, in situations where there is an
emphasis on quality that improves customer care, there is a managerial challenge involved
that entails eliciting employee cooperation and consent as well as constructively handling
employee resistance. Under such circumstances where quality considerations override
quantity parameters, the managerial intervention is required to be at a more strategic level
rather than at the micro level , especially in the case of the high end professionalised work
environment.

Based on the above discussion, it is pertinent to raise some questions as follows :
If Tayolrisation is considered as the underlying tenet of call centre operation, then what
kind of prediction can be made about the labour process that management is subjected to? It
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is much discussed in the literature that when the predominant managerial strategy is
extensive use of tayloristic control mechanisms then micro –management on the floor will
follow suit. It would be important to explore whether the work of management is altered in
a mass-customised (MCB) and/or a professionalised call centre environment. These
unanswered questions lead us to the observed gaps in the extant literature on call centres
and form the basis of the research questions formulated for this study that investigates the
managerial side of the call centre organisations.

Houlihan (2001, 2006) has highlighted the concept of managerial agency and the
constraints faced by middle level managers who are not only managing but are also
essentially the ‘managed’ entities of the organisation. The challenge faced by those in
middle management is that they are seen as ‘mediators of the contradictions’ in the
practices and paradoxical goals driven by the organisation, but there is a lingering question
about the discretion and autonomy available to these managers to influence the processes
that they manage. Houlihan’s work and its relevance to the current research study have
been detailed in the ‘Introduction’ chapter. While Houlihan's study largely focuses on the
constraints of middle management, this study aims to focus on the role of the head of the
call centre operations. The job of a GM is more complex than that of a middle manager and
he/ she is accountable to all the stakeholders in the organisation: be it the customers, the
employees or the top management. The demands and challenges that uniquely characterise
the GM's role in the call centre context has not been hitherto studied and this poses the
rationale for an in-depth inquiry into the role of the GM in the call centre.
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The significant vacuum observed in the body of research literature pertaining to the work
that the call centre manager is expected to accomplish is the subject of this thesis. The
focus of the current study is on the managerial level that is one step higher than the middle
managers’ level that is on the role that is vested with general management responsibilities
and in charge of overseeing all the functions of the call centre unit. Houlihan reports on the
sense of powerlessness of the middle managers, who inadvertently become part of the
rationalisation process of call centre work. The current research study endeavours to
examine the manager’s work situation, to discuss the role of the manager (in the general
management position), who hypothetically is vested with more autonomy and has the
ability to influence the conditions of the call centre. Thus, this study follows a path of
exploration, moving from the broader context of call centre research that helps us
understand its characteristics, to converging issues and challenges faced by the
management, which finally leads to an investigation of the role of the manager who heads
the call centre and ultimately is responsible for the organisation's performance.

In becoming familiar with the call centre studies, one important aspect requiring attention is
the way in which work is organised. Contemplation of the subject of work organisation in
call centres becomes pertinent as the service economy presents more than one way of
organising work. Ritzer’s (1993) idea of ‘McDonaldisation’ can be extended to the context
of bureaucratisation of service on the one hand, while on the other hand, an alternate
possibility is suggested in the concept of a ‘mass-customised bureaucracy (MCB) format’
as suggested by Frenkel et al. (1998). Further along the continuum of work organisation is
the trend of the utilisation of a ‘knowledge–based’ professionalised form of service delivery
through call centres. The examination of the forms of work organisation relevant to call
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centres becomes important in this study as it provides the specific context in which the
managerial job is ensconced.

2.3 Call Centres and Work Organisation
In the information and services economy, it is imperative to cater to the needs of the
customer. As a result, each encounter with the customer aims to create a value-added
experience. The type of work associated with call centres can be described as varying from
mundane, low-skilled jobs (Bain &Taylor, 2000) to skilled, professional work (CollinJacques & Smith, 2002; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2006). The Taylorist paradigm has largely
been associated with the routine and repetitive nature of work. Taylorisation is manifested
through extensive scripting, monitoring, pacing and work intensification, concomitant with
emotional labour, stress and burnout. Call centre workers are thus equated with the new
face of a post-industrial proletariat and the nature of work is seen to closely approximate a
large-scale industrial manufacturing process.

Contrary to this picture is the context that requires greater focus on the customer and
demands customisation, which gives the organisation a competitive edge. This in turn
requires an enhanced focus on the training and coaching of the front-line workers, teambased work, enriched human resource management (HRM) practices, or use of high
performance work systems (HPWS) to motivate the employees (Batt, 1999, 2000, 2002;
Hutchinson et al., 2000). This kind of high-end service is associated with higher cost and is
not so commonly prevalent. In the middle of the continuum is the hybrid kind of service
which is classified as ‘mass customisation’. The main characteristic of this type of work
organisation is to combine the quality of service with cost efficiency. This approach
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appears to be more viable, according to Pine (1993), as consumers in today’s market
demand quality and customisation as well as reasonable pricing. As Collin-Jacques (2004)
argues, there are choices to be made while designing call centre work, as there are a variety
of call centre models.

Categorisation of different types of call centre work organisation has been pursued by
various authors (Batt & Moynihan, 2002; Fernie, 2004; Frankel et al, 1999; Kinnie et al.,
2000; Wallace et al., 2000; Houlihan, 2002), considering different workflows and under
what conditions each is viable, and whether this impacts on call centre employee
experience. This includes operations that have been categorised as mass production,
professional service delivery and mass customisation (Batt & Moynihan, 2002). Following
the work of Gutek in 1995, Kinnie et al. (2000) promoted the idea of analogous differences
between transactional, relational and hybrid forms of vertical exchange. Fernie examined
different establishments, such as unionised, authoritarian, and HR/employee-involvement
call centres. Houlihan’s reference is to the ‘low discretion, high commitment’ framework
based on dimensions of high commitment management (HCM) and job design
implementation. All of these analytical constructs illustrate the heterogeneity that
theoretically exists in modern call centres. This implies that managerial strategy cannot be
seen as 'one size fits all' in the call centre context, but, depending upon the work
organisation, the managerial function may well differ. This provides us with the
opportunity in this thesis to examine whether variation in call centre work organisation
affects the nature of managerial work.
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Diverse types of transactions are undertaken by call centres, and they occupy a varying
location within differing overall processes. This is not to deny commonalities across call
centre operations or labour processes but, rather, to suggest that a focus on outward
similarities masks significant differences that need to be carefully uncovered and the
implications addressed. The typology offered by Batt and Moynihan (2002) is the most
elaborate in differentiating between models of call centre service delivery; consequently, it
has been adopted for the analysis that follows. Each model is discussed below in terms of
the work organisation that entails design of work, the workflow, employee relations and
control factors. While unveiling the subtleties of differences in the work organisation, this
thesis attempts to explore the nature of managerial work in each of the three types of call
centres which has not been commented upon in the extant literature.

2.3.1 Mass production services
Essentially, the goal in a mass production service is to maximise call volume and maintain
minimum costs. Businesses have used technology wherever possible, in addition to
Taylorism, to automate and boost production. Jobs are devised based on Tayloristic
principles, because jobs of this nature are turnover-proof, as employees are seen as being
equivalent to replaceable parts. Jobs are often narrow and can rely largely on contingent
labour so the wages are commensurately low. This scenario can be well portrayed using
classical labour terms in the context that knowledge is fragmented, specialised and
curtailed. Management controls the work context and content with the help of technology;
and any formal sense of an occupational community is absent (Braverman, 1974). Leidner
(1993) refers to the concept of 'routinisation’, whereby managers use rules and norms to
standardise workplace behaviour. Batt and Moynihan (2002) have drawn a parallel with
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mass production manufacturing and have identified the mass production model of the call
centre.

Taylor and Bain (2001) argue that given the heterogeneity in call centres, the mass
production call centre is still the most prevalent, and is dominated by a lean production
model that relies on technology and attains cost efficiency. Irrespective of the kind of call
centre, Bain et al. (2002) argue that the call centre labour process represents a “new
development in the Taylorisation of white collar work" (p. 172), as target-setting is the
main anchor in this case. The management’s desire to use target-setting not only for ‘hard’
quantitative measures, like the number of calls or call-handling time, but also for ‘soft’
qualitative areas, such as building rapport with the customer or friendliness, is at the heart
of the managerial dilemma and employee dissatisfaction.

While much of the literature discussing the mass production call centre has referred to
coercive work practices, work intensification, and a high level of monitoring and
surveillance (van den Broek, 2004; Townsend, 2007; Kinnie et. al., 2000) the demands and
constrain on the managerial role in the mass production context have not been explicitly
examined. The work of managing this type of call centre is focused upon and explained
through a relevant case study (Chapter 4) in this thesis.

It is important to differentiate between in-bound and out-bound operations (Taylor & Bain,
1999), as each makes different demands on the workers. The in-bound operation is usually
associated with a customer contact centre that receives incoming calls through an automatic
call distribution (ACD) system, which distributes calls to waiting agents. The agents sit in
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front of a visual display unit (VDU) and keyboard and take the calls through a headset.
Interaction can be simple or complex and variations in customer call centres can best be
described as a “continuum of complexity” (Taylor & Bain, 1999, p. 108). Out-bound call
centres are utilised largely in relation to the telemarketing environment in which the
predictive dialling system automatically dials the customer’s number and draws from a
database the details of the customers to inform the agent. The agent carries the onus of the
interaction and the cold call can be translated into a sale or an opportunity by creating
interest from the customer in the product or service offered by the organisation (Grig,
2005). The growing trend is for in-bound call centre operation agents to also be required to
engage in up-selling, which is a way of ‘piggy-backing’ onto the existing conversation with
the customer.

Both in-bound and out-bound environments, however, have common characteristics of
technology integration with the labour process that lead to surveillance, monitoring and
pacing. The computer generates an enormous amount of data related to each and every
aspect of the agent’s work and the team leaders, who are immediate supervisors, need to
interpret the data to provide an appropriate intervention in performance by coaching,
eliciting consent or undertaking disciplinary action. Despite the fact that the characteristics
of outbound- inbound environment have been discussed in the literature, there is an
apparent gap observed in terms of any comment on the work pressures of the manager in
these two environments.
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2.3.2 The professional service model
The professional service model is positioned at the opposite end of the spectrum from mass
production service and aims to provide high-end quality services. As a result, technology is
seen as an adjunct to the labour process, supplementing the already specialised skills and
high levels of education of the employees. There is much greater leeway for self-discretion
for the employees, who need to work in collaboration with other specialists when
necessary. There is the concomitant outcome of being rewarded with higher compensation
packages and incentives for knowledge-intensive client interaction (Batt & Moynihan,
2002). The premise of the model is the notion of building and maintaining long-term
relationships of trust between professionals and their clientele. Gutek (1995) refers to this
as ‘relationship management’. Informal interpersonal relationships amongst professionals
act as a portal for learning, problem-solving and knowledge-sharing. Lawyers, health care
professionals and college-educated account executives exemplify the professional service
model. Social capital, (commonly defined as “features of social organisation, such as
networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual
benefit” (Putnam, 1995, p. 67), in addition to the informal personal relationships of trust
between professionals, is a valuable asset in a business and cherished by the organisation.
As a result social capital lends uniqueness to the services the organisation provides and may
be the basis for a competitive edge in the market.

As Russell (2008) points out, many fields of professional labour are being included in the
call centre mode of service delivery. Prominent examples are the ‘tele-health’ studies in
Canada, the UK, Sweden and Australia, which shed some light on the role of nurses
dispensing health advice over the phone (Collin-Jaques & Smith, 2005; Faltholm &
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Jansson, 2008; Pettinari & Jessopp, 2001). Hanlon et al. (2005) describe the conflict
between the management’s inclination towards standardisation and the nursing profession’s
requirement to maintain autonomy and discretion. Collin-Jaques and Smith (2005) suggest
that the focus of call centre research so far has been on the traditional white collar
transactional kind of work and has not detailed the professionalised service delivery model.
It would be relevant to highlight that while more commentary is required on the
professionalised call centres it becomes equally important to uncover the unique challenges
inherent in the managerial role in this environment and this is attempted in Chapter 6 of this
thesis.

Faltholm and Jansson (2008, p. 19) discuss the two important aspects of professionalism
propounded by Evetts (2006) namely, organisational professionalism and occupational
professionalism. They suggest that the latter is challenged by the former in the tele-health
situations as management moves towards standardisation. It is commonly observed that the
characteristics of a heterogeneous professional organisation are more visible in the call
centre context, wherein the professionals form the operating core, providing service directly
to the clients, but the professional employees are subordinated to an external system (of
bureaucracy). The control system also referred to as ‘clan control’ (Ouchi, 1979), is
primarily nested in internalised professional values and skills (Hinings, 2005) of the
workforce. This scenario can be deemed to be akin to Mintzberg’s (1979) concept of a
professional bureaucracy. In this thesis, the case study on the tele-health organisation aims
to shed light on the managerial challenge of meeting the demands of a professional
bureaucracy that theoretically requires autonomous organisation while in practice some of
its features may be compromised in the call centre setting.
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At the heart of the professionalised service model discussion is the subject of harnessing the
effort of the highly educated and trained employees in order to achieve organisational
goals. Brewer (1996) argues that the professional culture, practical skills and knowledge
safeguard the autonomy of professional workers, but in the case of the call centre
environment, because of the intensive work standardisation, there is the looming possibility
of a phenomenon referred to in labour process theory as proletarianisation of
professionals (Oppenheimer, 1973), connoting the outcome of de-skilling and
rationalisation that seems almost inevitable in a call centre environment. As a result of
proletarianisation, the very characteristics of autonomy and empowerment of workers that
make a professionalised services environment different from the mechanistic environment
becomes problematic.

In this thesis, the case study (Chapter 6) on the professionalised services call centre gives a
sense of the quandary faced by management. Some key insights emerge from the case study
about the hitherto under discussed areas of managerial work in professionalised call
centres. Some of the unexplored issues in the literature pertaining to the challenges in
managing a professionalised work force that entail balancing worker autonomy with
requirements of standardisation and monitoring, addressing the issues of perceived deskilling of professional workers and blending the two disparate contexts of health-care
organisation and contact centre are discussed in this chapter.

2.3.3 Mass customisation model
A hybrid model has been theorised as sitting between the mass production and professional
service model and is referred to as ‘mass customisation’. In this classification, the goal is to
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compete on price, as well as customisation and quality. According to Batt and Moynihan
(2002), this is achievable by utilising a level of mechanisation and process re-engineering,
which is an element adopted from mass production models, coalesced with a degree of
attention to quality service and customer loyalty, as seen in the professional model. Pine
(1993) theorises that hybrid models may make more economic sense than a mass
production model due to the customer’s demands for quality, customisation and innovation,
and competitive prices. While companies compete based on quality, customisation and
price, call centres similarly compete based on skills, use of employee discretion, and
incentives to handle complex customer interactions. Managers in a mass-customised setting
often follow the ideology that service workers contribute towards organisational
effectiveness by satisfying the customers and hence, need to be rewarded more than those
in a mass production environment.

With the introduction of a few aspects of discretion and autonomy, Frenkel et al. (1999)
point out that the workers assume a semi-professionalised status because of the value-added
nature of their job and the way in which they are managed. Prevalent in the masscustomised bureaucracy (MCB) environment is the ‘info-normative system' of control’. The
essential features of bureaucratic control, such as compliance to rules and procedures, are
retained, but they are combined with elements of knowledge work governed by selfdirected control, based on professional standards or even some aspects of ‘clan control’.
According to Ouchi (1979), clan control systems utilise a variety of informal social
mechanisms that reduce “differences between the individual and organisational goals and
produce a strong sense of community” (p. 136).
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Normative control, as discussed by Korczynski (2002), occurs when workers are socialised
as a part of their training to imagine themselves as the customers, so that they can evoke
conscientiousness in customer service. This approach is questioned by some researchers in
terms of the motives of management (van den Broek, 2004). Thompson and van den Broek
(2010) underscore the point that the management’s increased emphasis on unobtrusive
rather than direct control mechanisms means there is an effort to gain competitive
advantage, and they indicate that in the process in which customers are being used as
“weapons in the managerial armoury” (p. 4), there is perpetuation of ‘low trust paradigms’.
In the case study presented on a MCB call centre (Chapter 5), the general manager's
dilemmas are clearly highlighted as she tries to create a high performing environment for
her employees while being constantly subjected to the demands of increasing efficiency.
This aspect of complexity of managing the hybrid nature of a call centre from the manager's
perspective has been barely touched upon in the existent literature.

Some researchers (Korczynski, 2003; Kinnie, et al., 2000) view MCB as a fragile creation
with built-in contradictions, raising the question of whether this can be a solution to call
centre work. The management in the MCB setting currently seems to respond with a mixed
bag of strategies, seeking short-term cost efficiency by reducing cost and making attempts
to gain desired impacts with some HPWS interventions. The high rate of attrition further
puts pressure on the system in terms of recruiting the ‘right’ (in terms of attitude) agent and
the additional cost of training. These aspects further accentuate the fragile constitution and
the dilemma always remains unresolved for the managers. The general observed reality, in
the hybrid, quality-focused service realm, is that the workers do experience high levels of
routinisation and work intensification, which, in the end, becomes a deterministic feature of
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call centre work. This fragility in the constitution of MCB means ‘walking on a tightrope’
for the managers, having to deal with additional demands of complexity as compared to the
other two models (mass production and professionalised). These contradictions and
conflicts ingrained in the general manager's role in the case study of an MCB organisation
are examined in detail in the Chapter 5 of this thesis.

2.4 Call Centre Management
Central to the discussion regarding the call centre is the debate on the implications of
management practices. Management resorts to diverse strategies and tactics to organise
work and its outcomes and as Thompson (2005) suggests, “Most organisations are hybrids
of managerial practices and control structure” (p. 173). Russell (2008) maintains that call
centres tend to preserve the main characteristics of the traditional organisations of the past
while embracing some new aspects of information economy work. In this context, the
issues of division of labour, recruitment, and training continue to challenge the call centre
management and raise questions on how these issues influence the managerial mandate.
There is growing consensus that there is variation in call centres depending on the
workflow and design (Batt, 2000; Kinnie et al., 2000). Consequently, the discussion of the
HRM aspects becomes relevant in exploring the type of call centre and the HRM practice
wielded by the management to sculpt the employee experience and the organisational
performance.

2.4.1 HRM in call centres
According to Thompson (2005), the use of ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ options in management is
dependent on the market in which the organisation is competing. These discussions have
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found centre stage in the analysis of the call centre by re-focusing attention on the design of
work. It has been observed that the high-commitment practice finds frequent use in a
context in which there is a skilled workforce and although the call centres are oriented
towards economies of scale, the managerial regime is often a hybrid one. The lowdiscretion, routinised work, combined with a variety of elements drawn from HCM/HPWS
practices, is a more common occurrence. In a series of articles, Batt has confirmed that
HPWS is correlated with improved performance in sales and employee satisfaction. Even
though HPWS practices are associated with higher costs for the organisation, their reward
lies in the greater retention and satisfaction of employees, which translates into customer
satisfaction and organisational effectiveness (Batt, 2002; Appelbaum & Batt, 1994).

The use of HR initiatives can be better discerned in the context of the “need to be
responsive” and to maintain relationships with the customers and employees (Kinnie &
Parsons, 2004, p.102). In the customer contact environment, where quality and quantity
both become salient goals, call centre managers adopt one of the four possible strategies for
managing human resources, as observed by Frenkel (2005). They are described as
“sacrificial, high commitment, oscillation and empowerment strategies” (p. 361). The first
strategy, the ‘sacrificial HR strategy’, introduced by Wallace et al. (2000), is the low-end
path, whereby agents with high customer orientation are recruited and assigned low
discretion jobs in a high surveillance and highly routinised work environment. This results
in quick burnout of the CSR due to emotional exhaustion and stress. Management accepts
typical worker tenure to last up to eighteen months and is willing to sacrifice worker
wellbeing to keep the costs low. The implications of adopting this paradigm for call centre
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management are discussed further in our analysis of a mass production call centre in
Chapter 4.

The second type of strategy, the high commitment strategy, aims to induce employee
commitment by offering features such as team-based work, ongoing training, employee
participation and communication and other organisationally sponsored ‘fun’ and social
events that alleviate the tensions in the work system. As Russell (2009) observes,
competitive games and social events, such as participating in the ATA’s (Australian
Teleservices Association’s) annual awards function, boost employees’ morale and create
opportunities to rally together, and the manager can use this occasion, often using rhetoric,
to create a ‘historical narrative’ for the organisation and a sense of community for the
employees. An example of this type of management practice and its implications for the
manager is provided in Chapter 5.

Oscillation strategy is the third approach, whereby the management hovers between the
goals of productivity and service quality. According to Taylor and Bain (1999), the
management faces the constant dilemma of choosing between emphasising either control or
commitment, and they tend to switch priorities between pursuing quality or quantity, as the
cost of one tends to outweigh the other in terms of the desired outcomes. As previously
mentioned this contradiction can be witnessed in the MCB model.

The fourth strategy of empowerment is often associated with knowledge-intensive work
environments in which CSRs handle complex issues with fewer customers (Batt, Hunter &
Wilk, 2003) and the goal is to achieve greater customer satisfaction. D’Cruz and Noronha
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(2007), in their study of technical call centres, refer to the statement that “technical
specialists repair problems and repair relationships” (p. 62) and resemble a high
commitment service organisation. They reveal that workers in the technical call centres are
“armed with information rather than instructions” (p. 63). Batt and Moynihan (2002)
underscore the point that high involvement work practices that offer greater autonomy and
discretion to workers are significantly associated with low quit rates and enhanced
performance.

The overview of the HRM aspects is relevant to the this research study, as the two
important constituents of work organisation suggested by Frenkel et al. (1988) are work
relations and employee relations. These two constituents are mostly administered via a
range of HRM practices used by the management in call centres. As the current study
encounters variation in the work organisation, it also encounters differences in approach of
HRM practices in the three case study organisations. The variation in the HRM philosophy
also reflects the managerial approach used in the three case study organisations and this has
implications for what managers do.

2.4.2 Control mechanisms in call centres
Another dominant area of management theory in call centres is the characteristic
mechanism of control; the means of control used by the management and its impact on the
employees. Frenkel, et al. (1998) identify control relations as the third component of work
organisation. In the current study, as the differences in the work organisation of the three
case study sites are witnessed, the evident variation in the use of control means and
approaches used by the managers is also discovered. A continuum can be seen, from the
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paternalistic means of direct control in the telemarketing environment, to the combination
of technical, bureaucratic and normative control in the customer contact centre, to the
emphasis on indirect means of clan control in the professionalised service call centre.
Hence, it is necessary to reflect on the theoretical underpinning of control mechanisms in
call centres.

Organisational control was first legitimated by Max Weber’s theory of bureaucracy (1947)
and Frederick Taylor’s theory of scientific management (1916). There is a consensus
amongst most management texts that ‘control’ in the process of setting performance
standards, monitoring performance and taking corrective action to achieve organisational
goals is one of the four major management functions (planning, organising, coordinating
and controlling) (Maguire, 1999). The hallmark of call centres has been use of ICT systems
by management to create a ‘regime of control’ (Thompson & van den Broek, 2010).
Researchers have analysed the technology-enabled control phenomena in call centres from
different perspectives with powerful imageries, starting with Fernie and Metcalf (1998),
who controversially proposed the panopticon model, followed by the description of
electronic assembly lines (Taylor & Bain, 1999). Foucault’s metaphor of the panopticon
has been dismissed by Taylor and Bain, as they state that it disavows the possibilities of
collective organisation and resistance. The concept of Taylorism continues to be the crux of
much call centre analysis, because of the nature and extent of managerial control and
routinisation. Apart from the ubiquitous electronic monitoring and surveillance system that
makes the worker visible to management at all times, a classical feature of managerial
control is the use of scripts and metrics; to whatever degree they are used, they are aimed at
exercising control over the labour process.
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Various typologies have been extended by many proponents to describe mechanisms of
control used by managers that overlap in practice or are used in conjunction. Snell (1992)
combines three types of control systems as: behaviour, output and input/clan control.
Behaviour control is a top-down approach in which the workers’ actions are closely
monitored; the focus is on ‘how well they do it’ rather than ‘what they do’. It tends to
standardise work processes, and it reduces the discretion of employees. It is often part of
bureaucratic control systems. Alternatively, managers can use output control, as discussed
by Ouchi (1979). Output control differs from behaviour control in that superiors do not
translate intentions into standardised operating procedures but, instead, set targets, such as
financial results, for subordinates to pursue. A control system that regulates employee
behaviour through a system of shared goals, values and traditions is called ‘clan control’
and is usually recommended when non-routine tasks are situated in unstable environments.
Clan control entails selective staffing and extensive socialising for creating the shared
beliefs and values that can be transmitted by rituals, conventions and stories (Ouchi, 1979).
This is also called ‘input control’ and is used in the context in which there is no control
over the output of the behaviour of the workers (Mintzberg, 1979). Given the overlapping
effects of the three types of control, organisations tend to use elements of input, behaviour
and output control simultaneously (Snell, 1992).

In the call centre context, Callaghan and Thompson (2001) have used Edward’s (1979)
conceptualisation of control, which has been widely adopted. The authors have taken the
concept of bureaucratic and technical control through ICTs and applied it to explain the
structure of control in call centres. They suggest that control is institutionalised through
technology and is further strengthened by bureaucratic control. Info-normative control is a
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marked feature of the customer contact environment. This refers to the type of control in
which the enforcement by rules is coupled with normative systems of self-control (Russell,
2009). While the mass production system manifests the essential aspects of Taylorism, the
customised variant adopts some elements from HPWS and softens the experience for
"quasi-professionalised" workers (Batt, 2000, p. 541). This adoption of info normative
control coupled with HPWS practices becomes evident in the mass customised (Chapter 5)
and professionalised service (Chapter 6) case studies in the thesis.

An important aspect of HPWS is team-based work, although it is argued that through
teamwork, the control noose is further tightened and is akin to an ‘iron cage’. Work is
exercised through a system of concertive control or chimerical control (Barker, 1993;
Sewell, 1998) that uses peer pressure to ensure conformity to the norms, with control being
imposed via peer scrutiny. From management’s perspective, control is even more rigorous
when combined with electronic surveillance (Sewell, 1998). The interpretation of teamwork
as an insidious form of management control is built on the schema that the hierarchical
control in an impersonal bureaucracy is replaced by self-managed teams and shifts the
locus of control to the workers (Batt & Doellgast, 2005).

Through this study the variance in the mechanism of managerial control is brought out in
the three work organisation contexts. From paternalistic micro- managing to using
normative controls; there is a range of control strategies adopted by the call centre
managers which need contextualised appreciation and understanding and is an important
dimension in explaining the managerial labour process.
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2.5 Managerial Role
The second section of this literature review presents an overview of the literature on
managerial roles. Since the focus of this research study is to answer the main research
question as to what is the role of the manager in the call centre and how widely it varies the
discussion of the theoretical groundwork in managerial work becomes salient. Hales (1989,
1993) has consistently argued for the need to empirically establish the relationship between
managerial work and the context of the organisation. The following quote puts into
perspective the need for contextualisation in the study of management:
The process of management is attempted through the assemblage of
institutional arrangements which comprise the organization structure, then
the forms that this process of management through the organization takes
might be expected to impact upon the work of the managers. In particular,
variations in managerial work might be expected to reflect both the way in
which operational work is organized (i.e. what the managers are managing)
and how administration, or managerial work itself, is organized. (Hales &
Tamangani, 1996, p. 735)

The authors highlight the point that one of the neglected areas of managerial research has
been a discussion of the form of the organisation within which the manager is required to
work. Cappelli and Sherer (1991) endorse the view that organisational behaviour and
human resources research has downplayed the importance of ‘context’ and Johns (2001)
underscores the importance of studies that recognise that “consideration of context is
essential to develop an appreciation of person–situation interactions” (p.34). This provides
us with a compelling argument for nesting the question ‘What does the manager do?’ in the
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call centre context, within the realm of the work organisation for each of the service
delivery models, namely, mass production, mass customisation and professionalised
service. This study aims to investigate whether variations in the type of call centre impacts
upon managerial work or the labour process of the manager. Thus, the issue raised by
scholars that studies in managerial work need to be specifically contextualised is addressed
as this research examines the implications for the manager's role of different forms of call
centre organisation.

2.5.1 What is a managerial job?
There is considerable debate about the definition of ‘manager’ because of difficulties in
defining the distinctive character of managerial work. What is ‘managerial’ about
managerial work and how is it different from other forms of work are the key questions.
Stewart (1976) defines ‘managers’ as "all those above a certain level in the hierarchy,
usually those above foreman level on the work side and those above the first level of
supervision in the offices" (p. 2).

Stewart (1997) outlines Whitley’s (1989) description of what is managerial about
managerial work by providing five major characteristics of managerial activities:
1. They are highly interdependent, contextual and systematic.
2. They are relatively un-standardised.
3. They are changeable and developing.
4. They combine both the maintenance of administrative structures and their changes.
5. They rarely generate visible and separate outputs which can be directly connected to
individual inputs.
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Henry Mintzberg (1989) defines a ‘manager’ “as that person in charge of an organization
or one of its sub units and is vested with formal authority over an organizational unit” (p.
15). He was amongst the first to start discussing managerial work in terms of roles.
Mintzberg wanted to break away from Fayol’s (1916) description of planning, organising,
coordinating and controlling and offers a more detailed description of managerial work in
terms of the different roles played. He developed a comprehensive list of ten managerial
roles grouped under three sub-headings: interpersonal roles (figurehead, leader, and
liaison); informational roles (monitor, disseminator, and spokesman); decisional roles
(entrepreneur, disturbance handler, resource allocator, and negotiator). The ten individual
roles, according to him, form an integrated whole.

Mintzberg (1973) demystified the managerial job and offered some propositions about
managerial work characteristics, which can be summarised as follows:
Managers work at an unrelenting pace and their activities have the characteristics of
brevity, variety and discontinuity.
Managers are more prone to action orientation than reflection.
The manager engages in a large number of regular duties that include rituals and
ceremonies, negotiations and the processing of soft information that links the
organisation.
Managers favour oral media and that is said to have created a major concern.
Consequently, memory of the organisation resides with the manager and part of the
corporate memory is lost if the manager leaves the organisation.
The style of managerial decision-making relies upon both intuition and judgment.
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In past decades, the propositions of Mintzberg have been critiqued with claims that his role
theory lacks specificity, while the ability to generalise extensively from a small sample has
also been questioned (Carroll and Gillen, 1987). Despite the criticism, The Nature of
Managerial Work (1973) is still used as a very important source of reference and has
inspired a stream of studies in this area. This seminal work of Mintzberg’s has guided the
design of the current research study in three areas: firstly, it gave an in-depth understanding
of the manager’s role as a step beyond Fayol’s, (1916) classical conceptualisation (cited in
Pugh & Hickson ,1989); secondly, its insight into the work activity school of thought on the
manager’s job was adopted by this study; and thirdly, it offered an approach for discerning
variations in the manager’s work through the “contingency theory of managerial work” (p.
101).

Reference can also be made to Mintzberg’s thesis, which states that the manager’s job is a
stable phenomenon: “in essence, managers work today as they always have” (Mintzberg,
1973, p. 161). Mintzberg also concluded that the similarities in the manager’s job outweigh
the differences. Mintzberg (1973) also put forth the ‘contingency view of managerial work’
which was developed by analysing differences in the work of five managers as a part of his
study. This research study draws understanding from the contingency framework and takes
into consideration the environmental and job variables, whereas the personal attributes of
individual managers are beyond the scope of this study. The unit of enquiry then is the role
rather than the individual manager.

The other relevant and very important observation by Hales (1993) pertains to
generalisations about variations in managerial work. He insightfully points out that
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There exist great variations in managerial jobs and the variations are in terms of
the balance between the elements of work content, types of contact patterns, the
amount of interaction and the extent of choice” (p. 15).

Hales goes on to observe that:
Different approaches to work organization give rise to different structural
constraints, opportunities and experiences on the part of those designated as
managers. Managing in bureaucracy presents different prospects from managing in
an adhocracy or professional organization; just as managing rationalized work is
different from managing de-specialised work. (p. 235)

This critical observation, which establishes a relationship between the organisation’s form
and variation in managerial work, led to the formulation of the research questions that the
current study investigates specifically in the call centre setting. The research question seeks
to examine what the manager’s role is and how varying types of work organisation
influences the manager’s job

It has been observed by Hales and Tamangani (1996) that although the conceptualisation of
the managerial role is nested in the organisational context, it is somehow taken for granted.
They highlight the fact that in most of the earlier writings on managerial work, the
influence of organisational location is barely referred to and while the organisational setting
looms in the background, there is no overt connection established between it and the work
of management (cf. Carlson, 1951). Further, they argue that in some of the studies, only
specific aspects of ‘organisation’ are taken into account, like the size or centralisation with
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which variation in managerial work is co-related, yet the linkages are not clearly explained.
Stewart (1976) and Kotter (1982) provided the theoretical blueprint for the design of the
current research study and the key ideas extracted from their conceptualisation that have
been applied here are summarised below.

The seminal study of Rosemary Stewart, on ‘Managers and jobs’ (1967), examined the
complex question of how managers spent their time. This was further refined and became
part of the work activity school. Stewart (1976) sheds light on various constituents of
managerial work, such as duration of work, time span, recurrence and source of initiation,
which means that the activities of managers have different rhythms, durations, degrees of
uncertainty and origins (Hales, 1999). Stewart developed her framework into the demands,
constraints, and choices model (1982) of managerial behaviour, which provides some
guidelines for this study. This model by Stewart provides a way of identifying common
characteristics as well as differences in managerial jobs, taking into consideration the
context in which they operate. Stewart (1982) explains that demands are what anyone in the
job has to do, many of which are mentioned in the job description or expected of the
manager. Demand is a narrow term: it is something that has to be done. Constraints are
factors external or internal to the organisation that limit what the job-holder can do.
Choices are activities that the job-holder can do, but does not have to do; they are
opportunities for the job-holder to engage in work that is different from another’s or to
undertake the same work in different ways (scope for being innovative).

The contribution of Kotter (1982) also forms part of the work activity school. In his study
of general managers, he introduced two key concepts: agendas and networks. An agenda is
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composed of loosely connected goals and plans that are achieved with the help of a contact
network. Kotter intended that his study would help general managers gain insight into their
jobs and improve performance. The network of people with whom the manager has to work
to accomplish the desired goals is referred to as a contact pattern by Stewart (1976, p. 6)
or network by Kotter (1982, p. 67). Both Kotter and Stewart discussed the differences
between managerial jobs and suggested that it could be very hard or sometimes even
impossible for managers to move to very different kinds of jobs, or to a job in a different
context. This is an important point of exploration in the current research study: whether the
variation in the context of the work organisation poses similar limitations on the managers
of call centres.

Graen (1976) articulated the three sets of demands operating on the manager incumbent
that also gave direction to the development of this thesis. These three sets of demands are:
organisational or situational demands; social or role-set demands; and personality demands.
Organisational demands are those demands which are legitimised by the organisation and
specified through rules, procedures, and norms. The role-set expects the incumbent to
discharge the role in a certain way, as they have a vested interest in how the role is
performed. The third set of demands is personality factors, which includes the belief system
and orientation of the role incumbent. The current research study bases the analyses of the
data on the framework of organisational demands and role-set demands. In this study, the
personality factors have been consciously excluded, since the focus of the study is not on
any individual but is on the job of managing.
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The current research examines a combination of the content and characteristics of the
manager’s job. Mintzberg (1973) distinguishes between content and characteristics of
managerial work. Answers to questions like ‘what’ activities are carried out by the
managers and ‘why’ they are carried out are related to the content aspects of the manager’s
job, whereas answers to ‘where’ the managers work or ‘with whom’ they work refer to
characteristics. The role thus becomes a more encompassing term to include what, why
and how of the manager’s job. Thus, in this research, the focus is on the managerial role,
which encompasses the purpose, content and some of the characteristics of what managers
do. The above discussion on the various commentaries that have contributed to explaining
the manager’s job and also the variety of methods and approaches that have been used by
other scholars to explore the subject of managerial work provides a foundation and
framework for conducting the research on the role of managers in call centres.

2.6 Conclusion
This study endeavours to examine the managerial role in the call centre, hence the
relevancy of the literature on both call centres and managerial work. This chapter helps to
set the theoretical backdrop of the study. In bringing the two strands of enquiry together,
Houlihan’s study of middle management is referred to and can be advanced further by
discussing the role of the heads of the call centre organisation, that is, the general managers.
Houlihan (2006) refers to the role of the front-line manager as a “buffer, facilitator,
interpreter, mediator, advocate and support worker” (p. 164) and her findings underscore
that essentially, these “managers are both managers and [are] themselves managed”
(2001, p. 217). She reports that the team leaders and supervisors experience isolation and
helplessness in their role because of the dominant call centre work features. Mintzberg
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observes that as one moves down the hierarchy, the managerial work becomes more
structured, the real-time issues are highlighted, and this is accompanied by role
specialisation. He elaborates that managers at lower levels are occupied with the real-time
aspects of the job and maintenance of the workflow. For the middle manager, the
figurehead role becomes less significant and the ‘disturbance-handler’ and ‘negotiator’
roles become more emphasised.

This study hypothesises that the role of general manager will emerge somewhat differently
from Houlihan’s study, since the work of the general manager is multi-functional,
encompasses a breadth of responsibilities, and is bestowed with greater autonomy. This
could be the key difference when discussing general managers in the current study, as
opposed to the powerlessness experienced by the middle managers as they become a cog in
the wheel of the work system. The general manager is seen as the relationship ‘hub’ of the
call centre and positioned at the node of the information nerve centre. The general manager
assumes overall responsibility for the call centre, its employees (including middle
managers) and the customers. The GM is vested with real authority and a certain amount
of formal authority (Aghion & Tirole, 1997) is delegated to him/her by the principals
(owners/shareholders/CEO) of the organisation. In the call centre context, while constraints
and control become the underlying fabric, the manager who is vested with the formal
authority is expected to work on a larger canvas and to demonstrate more proactive
leadership than the middle managers.

This research study specifically addresses an important under- researched area in call centre
literature with respect to the managerial labour process. Though the literature frequently
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refers to the management strategies used in call centres, it appears to be silent on the role of
the manager, especially the manager at the general management level who is responsible
for the overall outcomes of the call centre. To holistically understand the call centre
phenomenon, this research aims to examine the circumstances, conditions, and
characteristics of managerial work while the existent research has concentrated on the call
centre workers. This study captures some of the tacit, as well as some explicit, aspects of
the general manager's job that explain various dimensions of the role. This research further
responds to the criticism in the management literature that indicates that much of the
theorisation on managerial work is acontextual. The case studies (Chapters 4, 5, 6) examine
the ways in which the variance in work organisation influences the mandate, the demands,
and challenges of the manager in the three different types of call centres. In addition, the
research also attempts to integrate the various propositions in the management theory and
methodologies used in the study of managerial work by testing its application in the
contemporary organisational context of call centres. The next chapter (Chapter 3) focuses
on the methodology used to conduct the study.
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Chapter 3
Research Design and Method
"Doing effective interpretive research requires that we do something meaningful that
furthers our understanding and stimulates us to more informed and hopefully, more
humane thought and action." (Angen, 2000, p. 392)

3.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the road map of the research process, from formulating the research
questions to the various steps involved in the research design and data analysis. Discussion
of the information needed, sources of data used and the rationale for the decisions made in
the course of this research, shed light on how the study was conducted. The literature
review in the previous chapter laid the foundation for the theoretical understanding from
which the conceptual framework for this study was derived. Call centre work and the role
of the manager are the two lines of enquiry that provided the theoretical foundation for this
study.

In this chapter, the various aspects of research design and the method of data collection and
analysis adopted in this study are explained. While methods refer to the tools, techniques
or procedures used to gather the evidence, methodology reflects the beliefs about the
knowledge (Caelli et al., 2003). This research uses qualitative research methodology,
applying an interpretive paradigm and comparative case study method. Context specificity
is fundamental to case-based research and is conducted as “sustained empathic inquiry”
(Atwood & Stolorow, 1984, p.121. cited in Yanow, 2003). As Yanow suggests, our stances
63

on knowing and knowledge determine the tools and techniques used in research; the choice
of methodology and method are derived from the research questions. The last section of
this chapter deals with the discussion of the various components that determine the criteria
for evaluation of qualitative research using the interpretive paradigm.

3.2 Quest for the Research Question
The impetus for choosing the field of call centre employment for the research study came
from the existing significant involvement of my research supervisors in this area. At the
beginning of my research candidature, both supervisors were engaged in research in call
centres and they expressed interest in advancing their research on the Indian call centre
sector. Before commencing this study in 2005, I had worked in a senior manager's role in
the area of human resource development (HRD) in a world class information technology
organisation that had acquired the largest Indian BPO (business process outsourcing) and
ITeS (information technology-enabled services) operations in India. Although not directly
exposed to call centres, I was acquainted with the practitioner's perspective, having been in
the industry for over 15 years.

At the beginning of the research study, my supervisors encouraged me to become familiar
with the scholarly literature on call centres, through which I gained some early
understandings and impressions of call centre work. This was the starting point from which
we agreed to proceed in this field and the next task was to identify some of the possible
areas of interest in which the research could be undertaken.
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Following the early readings of call centre literature, I was in a quandary in terms of
identifying a suitable research area in the context of call centres. About five years ago, call
centre research was already quite prolific and almost every aspect in the purview of the call
centre seemed to have been commented upon. In order to clarify my understanding and sift
through the substantial literature, I adopted the mind-mapping technique to visually
portray all the themes and sub-themes that were being discussed in the literature. Mindmapping was first developed by Tony Buzan, a mathematician, psychologist and brain
researcher, as a special technique for taking notes as briefly as possible and making them
appealing to the eye. Since then, mind-mapping has been found to be usable in many
different ways other than just simple note-taking (Brinkmann, 2003). The mind map is
considered to be a powerful graphic technique and can be considered an effective tool in
qualitative research (Tattersall, Watts & Vernon, 2007).

A large A3-sized sheet of paper was used and ‘Call centre’ was written in the centre as the
central theme. The key areas of study related to the call centre branched out from this
central theme. The sub-themes were also noted, stemming from the main branches and the
characteristics of the themes (if they appeared in the literature), such as the aspect of HPWS
(high performance work system) discussion in HRM (human resource management); the
mechanistic, MCB (mass-customised bureaucracy) kind of job design; and the nature of the
work, were identified. Links were made across the themes, like the connection between
teams and control or between HPWS and MCB, and gave insight into the relationship of
various concepts discussed by the researchers. An indicative diagram of the mind map
made on the call centre literature is enclosed in Appendix 2.
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Mind-mapping is an effective way of organising information and it supports the natural
thinking process, which proceeds in a random, non-linear way. A free flow of thoughts is
encouraged and it is an effective way of capturing linkages between various themes. The
mind map proved to be an effective visual tool to summarise all the subjects that were
discussed by various researchers. It was also possible to make personal comments or
observations about the topics, highlight them and make relationship linkages. It also
became a tool for prioritising the areas that could be investigated further, and was also used
for eliminating those topics that did not seem interesting. For example, I selected three
areas, namely, job design in the call centre, teams in the call centre and the role of the CSR
(customer service representative), in the beginning and undertook focused reading on these
topics.

The next step was to make concept maps for each of the three topics, branching out various
themes in each of them and visually depicting all the information read about these topics.
This was combined with the progressive focusing technique. This technique is useful
throughout the entire process of research for reducing and making sense of the data. As
explained by Parlett and Hamilton (1976), it has three uses: firstly, for making sense of the
initial research data; secondly, reducing observational and interview data from
transcriptions into specific categories; and thirdly, identifying themes for further
exploration. Four final sheets of concept maps were made, the first master sheet on the
overall call centre work and three subsequent maps on the related sub-topics. The three
topical mind maps gave me the opportunity to examine the various aspects of those topics
that had been commented upon by other researchers.
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While narrowing the focus down to the topic of the role of the CSR in the call centre, I
came across numerous commentaries on the various aspects of employee conditions, such
as emotional labour, employee wellbeing, identities, voice in the organisation and
resistance. Some of the management practice-related topics pertaining to recruitment,
training, surveillance and monitoring were frequently commented upon from the call centre
worker's perspective. There were frequent references to the management of the call centre,
yet its role did not seem to emerge in the foreground of the scholarly writings.

Based on personal observation, I posed a question to my supervisor, which turned into a
meaningful discussion: despite there being so much discussion on call centre management,
there seemed to be no reference to the manager in the literature! This discussion led to an
exploration of managers' roles as a possible area for further investigation. Having been a
manager in an information technology organisation, I naturally gravitated towards this area
and thus finalised the research topic. An inquiry into management based upon gaps in the
literature led to the first research question: ‘What do the managers do in call centres?’ This
question had only been taken up indirectly through studies of the call centre labour process,
(i.e. the work that CSRs carry out). While the research question seemed to have surfaced
rather intuitively, immersion in the call centre literature and the systematic organisation of
the available information through mind-mapping and progressive focusing techniques
helped in the process of identifying the area that called for further investigation.

The research questions that aimed to examine the managerial labour process in call centres
are relevant and timely since call centres have emerged as the contemporary platform for
conducting info –service work. The burgeoning body of literature on call centres have
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commented on most of the organisational , work and worker related aspects but as
Houlihan (2001, p.208) describes "much call centre research attributes or incorporates
certain assumptions, about managers' intentions, motivations and behaviours". She
comments that an "illusion of homogeneity" (p.208) is created and this is a
misrepresentation of the circumstances and conditions of managerial work in call centres.

To understand the call centre in its totality it is not enough to study the employee labour
process. Uncovering the underlying issues and concerns with respect to managerial work
also needs urgent attention. Though the research literature frequently refers to management
action and strategies it does not present a cogent description of managerial work in call
centres. The demands, dilemmas and the challenges involved in managing this new form of
info- service work are the salient issues for this study.

Further, though researchers (Batt & Moynihan, 2002; Kinnie et.al., 2000; Glucksmann,
2004) have described variations in the production model of call centre service, the
possibility of variance in managerial work has not been elucidated in these analyses. The
literature refers to management in call centres in a homogenous light with broad
generalisations pertaining to the use of tayloristic mechanisms, work intensification, and
some occasional [and inconsistent] use of HPWS practices. The three models of service
delivery offer three different configurations of structure and as a result it is pertinent to
explore the implications of the structural differences on managerial work. Hales (1993) has
suggested the link between the variation in organisational structure and the consequent
variation in managerial work, so in the light of this proposition it is useful to explore the
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possibility of variance in managerial work and contextualising it in the three work
organisation settings.

3.3 Comparative Case Study Method
This study employs the comparative case study method to explore the role of general
managers in the context of varying organisational designs in the call centre sector.
Although the three work organisations exhibit different structural and contextual
configurations there is an underlying commonality across the three organisations as they
adopt a call centre mode of service delivery. This common denominator of the call centre
context and the three types of work organisation within it invite the adoption of a
comparative case study approach that utilises the method of agreement and disagreement.

Burgess and Connell (2004) point out, that a steady trend in call centre research has been
the predominant reliance on the case study research method. The reason for this preference
is the richness of detail that can be captured through this method. Although the qualitative
case study method tends to be more specific and does not offer the generalisability of the
positivist approach of survey methods, in this study, which clearly seeks exploratory depth,
the former method was chosen as more appropriate. The rationale for using this tradition of
inquiry is mainly grounded in the research questions of this study, which seek to ask what,
how and why questions about the managerial role in call centres. As Yin (1989) suggests,
the ‘why and how’ and also some of the ‘what’ questions, which are exploratory in nature,
favour the case study method of inquiry.
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"Case study is an ideal methodology when a holistic, in-depth investigation is needed”
(Feagin, Orum & Sjoberg, 1991, as cited in Tellis, 1997). A case study is an empirical
inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context. Case
studies have been used in various kinds of investigations, particularly in sociological
studies. Some of the prominent researchers in this field, like Yin, Stake and Flyvbjerg, who
are cited in this chapter, have had rich experience in this method and have developed robust
procedures and arguments in favour of case study. Conducting a case study provides a
picture to aid in examining the unexplored, by providing an in-depth perspective on various
aspects of the case (Creswell, 1998).

Comparative case study is the systematic comparison of two or more data points (cases)
obtained through use of the case study method (Kaarbo & Beasley, 1999). According to
George (1979), comparative case study research is a method of structured focused
comparison. The comparison is focused because it deals selectively with certain specific
aspects of the case and structured because it employs specific questions to guide the data
collection in each of the cases. As outlined by Kaarbo and Beasley (1999), when
systematically conducting the comparative case study, the first step is identifying a specific
research question for focused comparison. They suggest that developing a focused research
question is the best way to identify the most important variables. The main question that
this study seeks to answer is, ‘What is the role of the manager in call centres?’ Secondly,
‘How does the managerial work vary between the mass production, mass-customised and
professionalised call centres?’ and thirdly, ‘How are the job content, relationships and the
autonomy of the manager affected by the type of call centre?’
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According to Blau and Scott (2003), social research methods can be classified in various
ways. One way of doing this is based on the purpose for which data is collected. The
exploratory study, the descriptive study and hypothesis-testing studies are all accepted
modes of social research. The study being undertaken here is a combination of the first two
types.

Exploration in the social sciences is defined as "[a] broad ranging, purposive, systematic,
prearranged undertaking designed to maximise the discovery of generalisations leading to
description and understanding of a particular area in social life" (Stebbins, 2001, p. 3). It
is a preferred methodological path in situations such as when a group, activity or situation
has, firstly, received little or no systematic empirical scrutiny, or secondly, has grown to
maturity along a continuum but has changed so much along the way that it needs to be
explored again (Stebbins, 2001). This study attempts the former type of exploration, as the
role of the manager in call centres, as has been pointed out in the earlier two chapters, is an
under-researched area that emerged as an identified gap in the call centre literature. This
point has been raised by Houlihan's (2001) studies, as discussed in the earlier chapters.

The first research question is contextualised within the varying work organisation scenario
and discusses how the manager's role varies with the work organisation in the three models
of call centres, namely, mass production, mass customisation and professionalised services.
The necessity of ensconcing the manager's role in a specific context of work organisation
surfaced from the fact that case studies are bounded in nature. As a result of a thorough
literature review on call centres, it was observed that the mechanistic, mass-customised and
professionalised service forms had been discussed in the context of working conditions and
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HRM practices with reference to the management strategies (Batt & Moynihan, 2002), yet,
there was no understanding of how the manager's work is influenced in these three
situations. To investigate this aspect seemed to require the use of a combination of why and
how questions to understand the tacit aspects and dimensions that define the manager's job.

Whether the manager's role varies with the paradigm of work organisation that is adopted
forms the basis of the second research question. The third research question probes further
into the subject and examines what factors affect the job content, relationships and
autonomy of the manager in the changing context of the work organisation. For the second
and third research questions, case study enquiry seemed the most appropriate method of
enquiry, as there did not appear to be any established literature by scholars on these aspects.
The study was conducted in the call centres in the 'real work setting' of the managers.

There are three case studies included in this thesis and each is a single case study,
representing each type of work organisation model. According to Yin (1989), the rationale
for single case study needs to be established and in this research project, each case study
"represents the critical case in testing well formulated theory" (p.47). The literature review
chapter dealt with the characteristics of mass production, mass-customised and
professionalised service call centres and each of the single case studies represent these
contexts. This study aims to investigate the role of the manager in each of these contexts,
which has been identified as an under- researched area. As Creswell (1998) describes, a
qualitative study may "fill a void in existing literature, establishing a new line of thinking
or assess an issue with an understudied group or population” (p. 94). In this study, the
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endeavour is to uncover the understudied area of the managerial role and explore the
contextual linkage with work organisation in the call centres.

The ‘interpretive’ label is often used generically to cover all kinds of qualitative research. It
is referred to in literature as naturalistic, emergent, interpretive, phenomenological,
hermeneutic or critical and is also used to denote specific research perspectives with
ethnography, case study, grounded theory and discourse analysis (Angen, 2000). Creswell
(1998) argues that case study does not come under a specific theoretical camp before data
collection. However, Creswell suggests that after data collection, analysis and formation of
a theoretical framework or a theoretical perspective is introduced to compare and contrast
the emerging theoretical model, “thus advancing a ‘theory after’ perspective” (p. 87).

A common criticism of the case study method is that it is too subjective. Contrarily,
Flyvbjerg (2006) has argued that case studies have their own rigour and proximity to reality
and the learning opportunity for the researcher strengthens the research. Flyvbjerg (2006)
further makes a point that the researcher actually ends up casting off preconceived ideas
and notions because of the insights acquired through an in-depth exploration of the context
and capturing the essence of the uniqueness of the case. The paradoxical point is that "in
studying the uniqueness of the case in depth, in all its particularity, we come to understand
the universal" (p. 166).

3.4 Research Design
A research design includes various interrelated elements that reflect their sequential nature
(Dale Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). This section is aimed at constructing a picture of the
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choices that were made to establish a link between the research questions and the research
approach used in this study.

3.4.1 Unit of analysis
The research is composed of three intensive case studies. Each case represents one of the
three work organisation forms, namely, mass production, mass-customised and
professionalised services, discussed in the two previous chapters. The scope of
investigation covers the job of the general manager (GM) in each of the three different
organisational types. According to Yin (1989), every case study needs to define its unit of
analysis. The unit of analysis in a case study could be "an individual, a community, an
organization, a nation-state, an empire, or a civilization" (Sjoberg et.al. 1991 cited in
Tellis, 1997). The unit of analysis in this study is each managerial job in each of the
organisations. The clear focus here is the job and not the individual, although there is
some overlap between the two, which is one of the limitations of the study. Since the unit
of analysis is the job and not the person, the study is not individual-specific and the
personality aspects of the managers have not been included within the scope of this
research.

3.4.2 Case selection
Once the unit of analysis is determined, the next step is appropriate case selection. This is
an important step, as Stake (1994) observes that “understanding the critical phenomena
may depend on choosing the case well” (p. 243). Purposeful sampling was required for this
study, as there were criteria that needed to be fulfilled. The approach was "theory based
sampling" (Creswell, 1998, p. 119), which means finding examples of theoretical constructs
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and examining them. According to Kaarbo and Beasley (1999), control in the comparative
case study method is achieved through careful case selection. The three models of work
organisation have been discussed in the literature; hence, there was a need to find
organisations that represented these theoretical categories. All three call centres are based
in Queensland, Australia. The one representing the mass production environment is a
telemarketing organisation and has been named FRC (Fund Raising Centre), as it raises
funds for charities through telemarketing. The second call centre represents the masscustomised, customer service centre of a major cable TV and mobile services provider in
Australia and has been named CCS (Cable Customer Service). The third organisation is a
public sector health advice and tele-triage service that employs nurses and health
practitioners to provide a call centre mode of service and has been named HCC (Health
Contact Centre). The general managers of all three call centres are the focal subjects of the
study and the jobs of these three general managers constitute the unit of inquiry.

3.4.3 Access to case study organisations
An important consideration was accessibility to the organisation to enable a reasonably
prolonged engagement with the general manager. This criterion imposed a restriction, as
most managers who head a call centre unit are unlikely to make a long time commitment to
the researcher through the period of data collection. About ten interviews, each of one
hour’s duration, were required to be scheduled and the willingness of the manager to
allocate this kind of time was crucial to the quality of the data collected. The informed free
consent of the manager was very important and hence, at the case selection stage, a
proposal letter was sent out to the heads of the call centres that seemed to fit the prerequisite criteria. These criteria were that the call centres must be of reasonably large size
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(approximately 100 seats or more) and contain a position equivalent to a general manager,
responsible for the entire operation and with multi-functional responsibilities. The size of
all three case study sites needed to be comparable so that no variation was introduced in
that aspect of the organisational context.

The introduction/proposal letter (Appendix 3) was carefully worded and it covered three
main aspects. Firstly, the aim and objective of the study was introduced, explaining the
time and commitment required of the focal manager, as well as from the other important
informants in the organisation like the HR personnel, those reporting directly to the
manager and those handling key functions in the call centre. The letter gave brief
background information on the educational qualifications and industry experience of the
researcher to establish credibility with the key decision-makers of the organisation. Thirdly,
it briefly referred to the implications of such a study, describing how it might be of use to
the managers themselves as well as how the organisation and the managers could contribute
to the knowledge-building process. The letter concluded with a request for a preliminary
face-to-face meeting of 30 minutes’ duration with the manager and key team members to
make a short presentation to them on the research project. An explicit statement about
confidentiality and maintaining anonymity of the respondents was made in the letter. It was
also explicitly stated that there would be a requirement of approximately ten one-hour
sessions with the manager, so that they were aware of and agreed to the time commitment.
They were informed that the interviews would be taped on a digital recorder. This stage can
be described as the initiating contact phase.
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When the organisations showed interest in the project and invited me for the preliminary
meeting, a short power point presentation (Appendix 4) to the manager and his/her team
was made, the venue being the call centre's conference room. The presentation introduced
the objectives of the research study, the basis on which the concerned organisation was
selected to participate and the nature of the commitment required was explained.
Confidentiality and ethical considerations were stated upfront. At the end of the
presentation there was a brief question and answer session to clarify any doubts. Two out
of the three case study sites requested a documented report on the role of the manager
which they thought would help in their own learning and would also be a good reference
resource for their succession planning process. The commitment was made to deliver the
same to the organisation at the end of the research study.

This stage of making a formal presentation to the key members was important in three
ways:
1. To introduce the project to the organisation and gain access;
2. To establish the researcher's credibility in terms of professional background and
ethical standing, and
3. To create interest in the focal manager to participate in the study with enthusiasm
and commitment.

It was necessary to impress on the manager that at the end of the study, while the researcher
acquired data, this exercise also provided insight into their role and was beneficial for the
general manager’s self-development. This is a crucial stage in gaining acceptance, gaining
access to the organisation and building rapport with key members. Once access to the
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organisation was confirmed, the ethical clearance process was initiated with the manager
and all other informants signing the informed consent form (Appendix 3A). This process
was strictly in accordance with the procedure set out by the Griffith University Human
Research Ethics Committee. The invitation of the organisation and the agreement to
participate after the presentation on the project was also considered to be informed consent.
The ethical clearance certificate is enclosed in the Appendix 5.

3.4.4 Protocols
The next step before embarking on data collection was to design the case study protocols.
Yin (1989) suggests that a case study protocol is an important instrument and is essential if
there are multiple case study sites involved in the study. The protocol, according to Yin, is
important for improving the reliability of the study. The protocol is similar to what George
(1979) referred to as the "structured" part of his "structured focused comparison" and
according to him, "using a standardised set of questions in the controlled comparison is
necessary to assure acquisition of comparable data from the several cases" (p. 62).

The protocol had several functions: it ensured that all key themes based on the conceptual
framework are covered and a logical order is maintained when collecting information
across the three sites. The time required to complete the data collection in the three sites
was spread over the duration of a year and a half. The protocol offered a template for
collection and organisation of information across the three sites in a comparable and
uniform manner over this period of time. In the preparation of the protocol, careful thought
was given to the questions that would be asked, whom the appropriate respondents for
certain questions would be and what problems could be expected. Although the protocol
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contained questions to be asked, they acted mostly as prompts for the researcher. It is
important to point out that the use of a protocol did not pre-empt the 'open-ended nature' of
the qualitative research. It did not regulate the flow of the interviews but provided direction
and defined the scope of the interviews. Within each question, there were follow-up
questions, clarifications and examples sought, which retained the interpretive nature of the
process.

Two protocols were made and used in this study: one protocol aimed at covering all the
background information of the organisation. This was used to interview not only the
manager, who gave the overview of the organisation, but also the HR personnel, to elicit
information on HR practices and other key members who handled other important functions
in the call centre. The second protocol was used to cover the role of the manager.
Protocols I and II are contained in the Appendix 6A and 6B.

3.4.5 The investigator as an instrument
In qualitative research, the researcher acts as an instrument in the collection and analysis of
data (Guba & Lincoln, 1981; McCracken, 1988). According to Miles (1979), the researcher
needs to use a broad range of their own experience, imagination and understanding through
the process of inquiry. My professional background in terms of managerial experience and
interpersonal skills, especially listening and observation skills, proved to be an asset in the
interviewing process. My additional training as a certified facilitator in behavioural and
personal development techniques (facilitator for Myers Briggs Types Indicator, for NeuroLinguistic Programming and in experiential learning), evidently aided in building rapport
with the organisation and the informants. My prior training in behavioural skills helped
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immensely in communicating with the informants, building trust and being an empathetic
listener, which resulted in gathering data of enriched quality. My past experience in the
industry in a managerial position established a sense of camaraderie with the GMs who
were interviewed and there was a sense of honest openness. The interviews were shaped in
the form of an open dialogue that encouraged sharing and reflection on issues, rather than a
question–answer session.

3.5 Data Collection
The primary method of data collection used in the study was interviews, which can be
classified as unstructured/open-ended, focused and structured types. This was
supplemented by direct observation, and review of various organisational documents. Some
of the documents that were referred to were the job descriptions that were written by the
managers, organisation charts, the HR manual that outlined the HR-related practices,
training manuals, call centre process flow charts, some press releases that covered news
about the call centre, and the information on their websites. All the documents were made
available for study by the manager or the HR personnel. Observation was an ongoing
process and there was opportunity to spend considerable time on the floor.

3.5.1 Interviews
Interviews are one of the most important sources of case study information. The interviews
were recorded with the permission of the respondents on a digital recorder so that the audio
files could be uploaded and stored on a computer. As a back –up, simultaneous recording
was done on an ordinary dictaphone with micro- cassettes and these have been physically
stored. The use of digital recording is that it is high quality recording as compared to
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analogue technology but the cassettes proved to be easier to handle manually while the two
in combination ensured that there was no missing data out on any part of the interview
should one of the devices failed to work during the interview.

The interview could take one of several forms: open-ended, focused or structured. The
interviews were in three categories: firstly, there were extensive interviews with the GM.
Secondly, there were interviews with the HR personnel, who were identified as key
informants and facilitated the availability of other members for interviews and provided the
relevant documents for the study. The HR contact provided all the coordination support
with the manager. Thirdly, there were interviews with all of the manager’s direct reportees.
The interviews with other members in the call centre apart from the GM, along with using
other forms of data collection like observation and documents, fulfilled an important
requirement of a qualitative study, which is using multiple sources of evidence. This can be
referred to as ‘data triangulation’. Yin (1989) asserts that using multiple sources of
evidence enhances the quality of the case study method, addressing "some of the potential
problems of construct validity" (p. 97).

The first session with the GM was focused on rapport-building and creating a climate for
open dialogue. Since there were going to be at least nine to ten more sittings with the
manager, the first session was designed to be of a conversational nature. This was achieved
by letting the manager talk about their role history, which means they spoke about how
long they had been in the job, from where and how they had moved to their current
position, and their professional background. This was important background information
about the manager and it helped to encourage the manager into a narrative mode. This first
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session was also helpful to understand the manager's overall perspective on the call centre.
They also mentioned their current challenges, what they were busy with at that point of
time, and this led to further disclosures about their role.

Having set an amicable tone with the manager, the first session was also used to seek other
documents from the manager which could build into the interview discussion at a later
stage. The first such document was the organisation chart to gain familiarity with the
organisational hierarchy and also to identify others who should be interviewed. The second
document that was requested was the formal or informal job description of the manager,
which was used to feed into the protocol. The third document that was discussed was the
'Form A' on the key functions of the manager, (see Appendix 7). The manager was told
what they needed to do, so that they could fill it in when they had time. This list of the
manager's functions and priorities was subsequently used to cover more ground during the
interview stage, with focused questions about these activities. These documents were
generated by the GMs, they wrote them in their own handwriting and the documents
became a further data collection tool. The first meeting concluded on all three occasions
with the manager introducing the HR contact who would coordinate meetings with other
members of the team.

In subsequent interviews with the manager and the HR contact person, most questions were
open-ended, eliciting responses that were of a descriptive nature. This opportunity was also
used for rapport-building and engaging the informants in the study process. Palmer, 1928
cited in Burgess, R.G (1991) summarise the important purpose of unstructured interviews;
they provide an opportunity for the researcher “to probe deeply, to uncover new clues, to
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open up new dimensions of a problem and to secure vivid, accurate, inclusive accounts
from informants that are based on personal experience”(p.107).

A very important step in the schedule of the interviews was the second interview with the
manager. This was the role description step. The manager was encouraged to talk freely
about their role as they saw it. This is an example of an unstructured interview. This was
used as a starter, for the manager to start thinking about their role. The sequence of
disclosure of events or anecdotes also indicated what was in the forefront of the manager’s
mind or what was of salience to them at that point of time and in the long term. This also
helped in uncovering a breadth of information without imposing any conditions or limits on
what the respondent wanted to say or reveal. This piece of role description formed the basis
for asking specific structured questions or seeking clarifications and examples in the later
stages, when focused and structured interviews were used to collect specific information on
the role of the GM.

The second category of interview was with the HR person, who gave information about the
organisation, elaborated on the organisation chart, and came up with a schedule to meet
other team members. The HR contact also discussed the main HR policies in the call centre,
especially focusing on recruitment, training and separation strategies. The other key
informant was the person in charge of the operations side of the business, who reported to
the manager, and this person talked about the overall workflow and processes of the call
centre. The information gathered from the HR person, the operations person, the quality incharge and the training in-charge all led to answering the first protocol on the
organisation’s background.
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The third category of interviews was with the members of the manager’s team with direct
reporting relationships. These interviews were aimed primarily at corroborating the GM's
account with others' perspectives, as well as exploring an alternative view of the
organisational/work situations. Following a few open questions, more time was spent on
structured interviews. These were useful to gather responses from the role-set members.
The number of members in each role-set may be large or small, depending on the workflow
and authority structure of the respective GM. Based on the list provided by the manager, a
request was sent to all the role-set members for interviews, indicating the purpose and
nature of the interview, explaining the confidentiality aspects and seeking permission to
tape record the interviews. The interviews with the team members have been used to
corroborate the information provided by the focal manager. It is also used to understand the
various functions and the different processes used in the operation of the call centre. These
interviews were also used as the basis for formulating and asking more questions of the
GM, whilst providing an understanding of the manager's role from the team members'
perspective. As these interviews seldom turned up disconfirming evidence they have not
been quoted in the case studies that follow so as not to detract from the focus on the
manager's account.

A semi-structured interview was originally planned with the GM’s supervisors to elicit
additional perspective that was strategic in nature. Due to an unpleasant experience at the
first case study site, in which the owner of the business took serious objection to the
interviews and caused some difficult situations for the general manager, this idea had to be
dropped. It was realised that talking to the supervisor could be politically sensitive and
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prove counterproductive to the data collection. This is recorded in the ‘Conclusions’
chapter as one of the limitations of the study.

3.5.2 Documents
At the initial stage of the study, the use of self-completed time diaries was considered for
collecting supplementary data. This diary was to be filled in by the GM for two weeks. The
diary was to be pre-designed with a structure and was to be made user-friendly to capture
the managers’ routine. The data to be collected through the diary included aspects like the
start and finish times of the GM's typical day. It required recording various activities
throughout the day in the workplace with frequencies, duration of each activity and various
interactions with different people/groups and the time spent on these activities. This form of
data collection mirrored the work of various scholars who used diaries to study managerial
work (Carlson, 1951; Stewart, 1976) and who identified the various activities that the
managers performed and the associated time duration of those activities.

Having started with diaries in the first case study site, it was revealed that the list of
activities and the time spent on those activities, which would constitute the contribution of
the diary data, was not directly relevant to the study. The study’s focus was on the
characteristics and processes of the managerial job in relation to the work organisation and
thus, a checklist of activities recorded in diaries would not have generated much
meaningful data. Moreover, there were practical difficulties related to the diary method, as
managers nowadays schedule their time electronically and there were problems in
physically carrying the diary and recording in it regularly. Unless the diary was diligently

85

recorded, the data generated would contain gaps and not be sufficiently reliable for use in
the study.

Apart from being cumbersome, Mintzberg (1973) raises the point that when using and
designing the diary, the researcher must be clear about the activities of the manager so that
unambiguous categories are provided in the diary format for the manager to tick and fill in
briefly. Since the premise of this research was to start with an exploration of the role and
co-create the role with the manager, a pre-determined check-list of the manager's work
would seem methodologically problematic. The content of the manager's job had to emerge
inductively from the data and the diary method did not fulfil this criteria. As qualitative
research is an iterative process, the diaries were discarded as a supplementary tool for data
collection. This was substituted by Form A, a document that the manager generated listing
all his/her functions.

In Form A (Appendix 7), the GM listed all their functions which were a direct
responsibility, as well as supervisory responsibilities. They then marked the list of
functions in order of priority as 1, 2 or 3: 1 being the most significant to them in terms of
outcome. Then, the GMs were required to mark the functions as have to or can do or want
to. These categorisations induced the manager to think about how they interpreted
urgencies and also reflected the demands of and choices in their work situation. This was a
more useful tool than time diaries. This captured a list of all the functions that the manager
engaged in, while avoiding pre-set assumptions (i.e. bias) on the part of the researcher. This
approach also allowed for the uncovering of priorities in the labour process of management.

86

The second important document generated with the help of the GM in the course of the
discussion was a role distance diagram that served to visually clarify the role distance and
relationships of the manager. With the focal manager in the centre, other members of the
role-set were located at various points on concentric circles. The distance of a role-set5
member from the manager indicates the importance of the role to the manager in terms of
influence. Those that are closest on the concentric circles denote a strong relationship and
those that are the farthest from the focal manager denote a weak relationship. For example,
the diagram shows the manager (M) in the centre, the closest relationship with strong links
is the supervisor (S), and a step farther is the HR in-charge. This relationship is close but
not as close as the one with the supervisor. A further step away is the relationship with the
TL (team leader). The smaller the distance indicated on the circles, the greater the role
linkage and interdependence, and this helps in understanding the various relationships
existing in the role-set and their influence on the manager. The manager plotted all the
members of the role-set on the role distance diagram. The diagram is given in Figure 3.1.

Other documents that were used in the study included the various forms and manuals used
by the organisation. They ranged from the recruitment process manuals, to training process
to quality process manuals. Studying these manuals helped understand the level of
documentation used in the organisation to aid in standardisation of the processes.
Interestingly, it was observed that the mass production organisation had less documentation

5

Role-set - a term coined by Merton [1957] means members who are in direct interdependent contact with the
manager
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because of the simplicity of operations as compared to the other two organisations which
represented the use of more complex processes. These documents have not been included in
the appendix because of IP (intellectual property) regulations. They are confidential in
nature as they are part of each organisation’s business intelligence. The organisations were
kind enough to share them with the researcher but could not agree on making it publicly
available.

Figure 3.1: Indicative role distance diagram

HR
M
S
TL

3.5.3 Observation
The data collection framework is depicted in Figure 3.2. Observation was an integral part of
the long duration of time spent at the call centre sites. One important aspect of observation
was learning the process of call-handling at the call centre site. At least half a day was spent
on the floor of each site to observe the live process. There was also an opportunity to
closely follow the call-handling process with a couple of agents on the phone (the agent on
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the phone was chosen by the team leader), observing them taking live calls. The agents also
explained the database on their computer and how they used the information to handle their
calls. This step was crucial to understand the working of the call centre. Some interesting
vignettes revealed some subtleties about the organisation, for example, on the occasions of
team briefing, how the upbeat tone of the team leader energised the team after a few hours
of work; how effective the side-by-side coaching given by the team leader was when the
agent faced difficulties; or the process in which the HR contact conducted the face-to-face
interviews. All these instances were useful in grasping the working and culture of the
organisation.

The artefacts around the office space, the layout, the personalisation of work stations (even
though hot-seating is mostly used in call centres) were also important points to note. A
significant observation was the physical location of the general manager: in all three sites, it
was interesting that their glass cubicles were a step removed from the floor. While the
middle managers were seated in open workstations and their proximity was closer to the
floor, the general manager's glass cubicle reflected the hierarchical positioning. These
symbolic cues were picked up and noted as part of the field notes. A summary diagram of
data collection process is given in Figure 3.2.
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Figure 3.2: Data collection summary
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3.6 Data Analysis
The primary approach to data analysis in this study was inductive, which means that
research findings were allowed to emerge from the dominant themes inherent in the raw
data. Taylor and Bogdan (1984) suggest that data analysis is an ongoing process in
qualitative research. “Qualitative data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure
and meaning to the masses of data collected” (Dale Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, p.96).
According to Miles et al. (1994), qualitative data analysis has three major steps, namely,
data reduction, data display and reaching conclusion/verification.
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The first step, data reduction, refers to preparing the data for analysis. The data generated
by this study was quite voluminous, as long interviews with the GMs, key informants in the
organisation and the managers’ team members were conducted at the three case study sites.
The first step was to transcribe the interviews: every interview was taped and each one
was transcribed fully. It took an entire year to finish transcribing all of the data. Most of the
transcription was done by myself, as this was a way to become completely familiar with
and ‘immersed’ in the data. Those transcriptions that were done with the assistance of
others were checked word by word, by listening to the recordings and reading and
correcting the transcripts. The exact words of the respondents were recorded and a thick
docket of all the interviews was created. All the sound files were electronically stored and
after the transcription, the interview files were stored in their respective case study folders
on the computer. This docket and the field notes also serve as the raw database, which has
been maintained. According to Yin (1989), this database increases the reliability of the case
study, since the data in this raw form is available for access at any time, even after the
relevant data has been converted into a report form.

The next step was arranging the data. Case study and ethnographic research involves a
detailed description of the setting, followed by analysis of themes, patterns or issues (Stake,
1994; Dale Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). An important point to mention is that although
there is appreciation of multiple realities in a qualitative approach, in the end, it is for the
researcher to decide how the story unfolds. As a researcher, I entered the field with certain
prior (theoretical) knowledge but it was the information gathered during the field work that
directed the course of the analysis. The theoretical understanding of the topics of call centre
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and managerial work informed the framework of the study but the answers to the research
questions emerged from the field data.

Dale Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) suggest that data analysis demands a heightened
awareness and an open mind to find the common threads that appear, some of which are
quite subtle in the raw data. Once the transcription docket on each of the case studies was
ready, it was read and re-read and the information was then dissected according to the
broad themes, as in the protocol. These themes in the protocol were drawn from the
conceptual framework of this study. The raw data in the transcribed format was colourcoded by highlighting the text electronically. Under the overall category of organisational
background, for example, sequential logical paragraphs were arranged under various
headings, such as process description, recruitment, training, and quality and all the
information in the transcription relating to each of these themes was put together under
each of these headings. The protocol was the centrepiece, giving a conceptual structure in
which to organise the information thematically. Thus, from the large interview
transcriptions, the data was arranged into various categories. This step is referred to by
Creswell (1998) as a ‘winnowing process’ (p.144).

Following this step, a draft case report was made on each of the case study sites. This
report contained all the content that had been organised in the previous step according to
the categories. In this report, the information from the transcribed raw data was turned into
a written document that described the case. The case report had all the content pertaining to
the case and was organised as if to tell a coherent story. This case report had two sections:
the organisational background and the role of the manager. This draft case report was
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generated to create the skeletal structure of the subsequent case study. It ensured that the
document was complete in terms of inclusion of all the relevant material from the raw
database. This report was also pruned to remove the unrelated material that seemed not to
be directly relevant to the research questions. General discussions on unrelated topics or
pieces of casual conversation were cleaned up and the report emerged as a clean content
document from which the case study could be written. This report was reviewed by people
who were knowledgeable on the subject, in this case, my supervisors. This review was to
check the completeness and validate the facts presented in the report to enhance the
accuracy of the document.

The next step was to write up the case study in the final form, using a descriptive format.
The logic and the sequence were prompted by the theoretical framework and the need to
answer the research questions, previously stated. As Patton (2002) explains, "an interesting
and readable report provides sufficient description to allow the reader to understand the
basis for an interpretation and sufficient interpretation to allow the reader to appreciate
the description” (p. 503). The case studies were written to describe the context and the
manager's situation, which served as evidence from the field, with the researcher's
interpretation and theoretical analysis, which aided in making sense of the description or
the findings and offering potential explanations. Dale Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) suggest
that interpretation requires more conceptual and integrative thinking than data analysis
alone, because it involves identifying and extracting understandings from the complexity of
the findings.
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The first section of the case study deals with the organisational background that describes
the call centre site and provides information about the structural and contextual aspects of
the organisation. This detailed description of the organisation brings to the forefront the
typology of the work organisation, whether the call centre reflects the mechanistic mass
production environment, mass customisation or professionalised services. It also helps to
situate the study in a specific context, since it is a bounded case study. The second section
describes the GM's role and provides many quotes from the manager to emphasise the
narrative nature of the case study and to substantiate the fact that the perspective of the GM
has been accurately presented. The findings presents vignettes of the GM's work and adopts
the style of a realist tale (van Maanen, 1988). Interpretive realism, according to Denzin
(1994) is when the researcher "inserts their personal interpretation into the life situations of
the individuals studied" (p. 507), The case study writing presents a combination of thick
and thin descriptions and the interpretation of the situations is discussed in each case in
the light of the relevant literature. A thin description, according to Denzin (1994), reports
factual aspects, whereas the thick description "gives the context of an experience and
reveals the experience as a process. Out of this process arise a text's claims for truth of its
verisimilitude" (p. 505). The analysis of each case based on the literature was built into the
writing of the case study.

The final step in this research study was the cross-case analysis; comparison of the three
case studies on the managerial roles that are embedded in the three types of work
organisations. According to Stake (1994), "Comparison is a powerful conceptual
mechanism, fixing attention upon the few attributes being compared and obscuring the
other knowledge about the case” (p. 242), which is the opposite of Geertz's (1973) concept
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of thick description. Kaarbo and Beasley (1999) comment that comparability depends on
the theoretical basis of the study, which has been discussed in the literature review in this
study. While each of the case studies is a thick description and is accompanied by the
theoretical analysis within the case, the comparison brings out the aspect of variations in
managerial work across the three work organisation contexts. This comparison helps to
uncover the differences in the managerial role in the three environments. In attempting to
answer the research questions, the inductive analysis revealed the emergent model of the
comparative analysis, as well as the dimensions that impact upon the manager's role.

Merriam (1998) states that "qualitative analysis usually results in identification of
recurring patterns and themes that cut though the data” (p. 11). Qualitative researchers are
engaged in forming concepts or refining those that are grounded in the data and in
examining relationships between the concepts. At this stage, the second level of analysis
across the three case studies was done. Coding of themes was done using coloured ‘post-it’
notes to visually classify and categorise the various themes. Themes in every paragraph of
the case study were identified; for example, network, routine jobs, risk in the jobs and time
commitment, and the post-it notes were physically attached to the pages of the hard copy of
each of the three case studies. Each case study had a different coloured slip and on these
slips the themes were written. All the themes that emerged in the case were written down in
tabular form and three columns were made for the three case studies. For every theme, the
page number and paragraph number of each case study were entered in the three columns.
An indicative table is displayed in Figure 3.3:
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Figure 3.3: Indicative table of coding methods
Theme

Case study 1

Case study 2

Case study 3

Network

p. 19, para. 3

p. 28, para. 2

p. 23, para. 2

Autonomy

p. 10, para. 1

p. 18, para. 2

p. 44, para. 4

p. 27, para. 28

p. 46, para. 47

Content knowledge p. 19, para. 2

Once the themes in the tables were located, the respective sections under each theme across
the three case studies were read together and the similarities or the dissimilarities emerged
from this comparative study of the themes across the three contexts. The themes were then
clustered into three groups based on the theoretical framework: job demands, relationship
demands and autonomy. Under each of these categories, the dimensions impacting the
managerial role were identified and reported. The method of agreement and method of
difference (Neuman, 1994) was used to analyse the data and make a comparative study of
the three case studies. Through the former method, the common factors across the three
case study call centres were located but this was not the focus of the analysis. In
conjunction, the method of difference was used to locate the differences in managerial work
across the three cases. In this manner the influence of call centre delivery model on
managerial work could be examined in detail. An exhaustive analysis is provided in
Chapter 7. A summary diagram of the steps involved in data analysis is shown in Figure
3.4.
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Figure 3.4: Steps in data analysis

Transcription

Final emergent model

Raw database

Coding of themes
Second level analysis

Thematic categories

Cross-case analysis

Draft report

Case studies I, II, III

According to Thomas (2003), some of the assumptions that apply to the general inductive
approach used in this study must be taken into account. Data analysis is determined by both
the research questions (deductive) and multiple readings and interpretation of the raw data
(inductive). Thus, the emergent model of the manager's role and the dimensions that impact
upon it were derived from the research questions, the conceptual framework that was
gained from the literature review and the findings from the analysis of the raw data. The
primary mode of analysis is the development of categories from the data into an emergent
model that captures the essence of the answer to the research questions. It needs to be stated
that the interpretation arises from the researcher's world of assumptions and experiences
and to that extent, the subjectivity of the process is acknowledged and accepted in
qualitative research. Bluhm et al (2010) validate this point by stating, " qualitative
researchers interpret data based on the totality of their own experiences, training, social
position, etc., and although the concern for this bias exists there is a general acceptance of
the non-objectivity of these[qualitative] methods" ( p. 6). However, by carefully specifying
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the methodological steps that have been taken in the conduct of this study, other researchers
are able to subject my findings to their own, further critical scrutiny.

3.7 Evaluation Criteria for the Quality of the Research
From an interpretive perspective, in the assessment of the goodness of research, pragmatic
and moral considerations become more important than the methodology criteria (Kvale,
1996). Miles and Huberman (1984) suggest that to determine the quality of the research,
"There are no canons, decision rues, algorithms or even agreed upon heuristics in
qualitative research" (p. 230). Despite their rigorous application to qualitative work,
methodological criteria usually cannot produce the objectivity desired by positivist
researchers (Sandelowski, 2001). So what does it mean to undertake good qualitative
research?

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that validity and reliability are more appropriate for the
positivist paradigm, and parallel criteria that are more appropriate for the interpretive
paradigm need to be considered. They propose four criteria for trustworthiness: credibility
rather than internal validity, dependability rather than reliability, transferability rather
than external validity and confirmability parallel to objectivity. However, it is
acknowledged that some subjectivity is inherent in the interpretive approach, although it
can be justified by thick descriptions and embedding a study in the real-life context.
Dependability is observed in the process used in the research from the formulation of the
research question to the conclusion stage. The use of a protocol that is available to other
researchers (see Appendix 6A and 6B) and creation of the raw database from the research
protocol adds to the reliability. The credibility factor is rendered by authentic and
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comprehensive accounts and through verifying the accounts from multiple perspectives as
per the data triangulation that was employed in this study. The prolonged engagement with
and briefing from supervisors contributed to this. Thus, spending many hours with the
managers at different times and under different daily circumstances provides confidence in
the credibility of their accounts, as do the different points of data collection that occurred in
interviews with managers’ significant others. In terms of transferability, the transfer of
context is envisaged from the researcher to the reader, with the detailed description
enabling the reader to find which aspects of the case studies they can apply to their own
situations. Stake (1980) refers to the connection to the tacit understanding of the reader as
'naturalistic generalisation' (p. 69), which is important as it encourages practitioners to
derive learning from the study and relate it to their own context. As Flyvbjerg (2006)
suggests, the case study "is the result itself and it cannot be briefly recounted in a few
points of results", and hence, the reader needs to step into the context and experience it as a
“virtual reality” (p. 430)

Although seeking validity and reality comes from the positivist tradition, Yin (1989) refers
to certain tactics for establishing validity and reliability in assessment of case studies. He
suggests using multiple sources of evidence as the way to ensure construct validity, which
has been done in this study. The specification of the unit of analysis provides the internal
validity as the theories are developed and data collection and analysis test those theories.
Internal validity is a concern mostly for casual or explanatory studies and not relevant to
descriptive or exploratory study. External validity is also not a desired goal in this research,
since the aim of this study is to delve into the particularity of the context.
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Angen (2000) discussed two kinds of validation, rather than validity. She suggests ethical
validation and substantive validation as the positivist approach for validity is ruled out in
the interpretive methodology. Ethical validation requires research to provide practical
answers to the so what questions. Peskin (1993) suggests that a good piece of interpretive
research needs to have generative promise and must attempt to address the needs of the
target population. The implications of this study (Chapter 8) reveal how the learning from
this study can be used by the practitioners and how the knowledge can become relevant to
the call centre organisations, to the managers and to the management educators.

According to Angen (2000), researchers must show how they have done justice to the
complexity of their chosen topic by bringing into play all the various understandings on the
subject to establish substantive validation. She states, “This process includes a
consideration of one's own understandings of the topic, understandings derived from other
sources and an accounting of this process in the written record of the study” (p. 390).
According to Madisson (1988), the written account of the research must provide evidence
of the thoroughness and the comprehensiveness of understanding used to form the resulting
interpretations. Sandberg (2005) has proposed "communicative and pragmatic validity"(p.
54) and “reliability as interpretive awareness” (p. 58) as means of justifying knowledge
produced by an interpretive approach. Effort has been made to address some of these
aspects in this study.

One way of arriving at communicative validity, according to Sandberg (2005), is to
facilitate understanding between the researcher and research participants of the aims and
outcomes of the study. This was achieved in this study by an overall briefing of the
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participants through a formal presentation and explaining the important aspects of the
research personally, at the time of interview. Another way of establishing communicative
validity is the use of open dialogue, because “generating verbal descriptions of lived
experience becomes a one sided activity when the researcher poses questions and the
subject answers” (Sandberg, 2005, p. 54). Discussing findings with other professionals and
researchers involved in the area of investigation will also assist to achieve this goal. The
study supervisors have been publishing and researching in this area and hold a distinctive
place in call centre research. Discussing the findings and subjecting the researcher’s
arguments and interpretations to the critical verification of the supervisors was the best
possible way to achieve this objective.

In addition, feedback reports consisting of

individual case study findings were prepared for management in two of the three
organisations that participated in the research, (CCS and HCC). Responses to these reports
provided the researcher with an important degree of ‘member validation’, while this chapter
provides other researchers with a ‘natural history’ of this project and the ways in which it
has been carried out, (Neuman: 1994, Ch. 13).

Kvale (1989) suggests that pragmatic validity involves testing knowledge produced in
action, while Sandberg (2005) proposes, "Using pragmatic validation as part of the
research process may increase the likelihood of capturing knowledge in action" (p. 57).
Using follow-up questions and seeking elucidation and examples that embedded the
narration in concrete situations helped to focus on the lived experiences and enhance the
pragmatic validity of this study. Having an alternative perspective from team members and
other key informants improved the validity of this study. As Alvesson (2003) observes,
research participants' descriptions are usually “not undistorted and their accounts mediated
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via impression management”, and such accounts may produce discrepancies between
interview accounts and lived experience (Sandberg, 2005 p. 56). Attending to improving
the pragmatic validity can reduce this weakness, and this was consciously attempted in this
study. Thus, efforts were made for the justification of the knowledge produced in the
interpretive approach. Angen (2000) concludes that “validity does not need to be attaining
positivist objective truth, it lies more in a subjective, human estimation of what it means to
have done something well, having made an effort that is worthy of trust and written up
convincingly” (p.392).

Neuman (1994) states that “quality field data are detailed descriptions from the
researcher’s immersion and authentic experiences in the social world of members” (p.
355). According to the author, reliability in field research depends on researchers’ insight,
awareness, suspicions and questions. This aspect was carefully attended to at every step of
the research, from gaining access to exiting the field, by remaining open and upfront and
establishing a 'dialogue' with the informants. According to Sandberg (2005) “criteria for
reliability such as replicability and inter-judge reliability of results relating to objective
reality, falls outside the domain of interest in achieving reliability within interpretive
approaches” (p. 59). This research attempted to demonstrate that at every step, from
formulating the research question to selecting the participants, obtaining the data from the
individuals, analysing and reporting the data, the possibility of subjectivity was
acknowledged instead of being overlooked. This section has attempted to indicate the
trustworthiness of the research process by presenting the views of various scholars who
have commented on evaluation criteria for qualitative research and by applying their
observations to this study.
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3.8 Conclusion
There are four defining characteristics of interpretative qualitative research according to
Bluhm et al. (2010). Firstly, qualitative research occurs in the natural setting of the
organisation. Secondly, qualitative research gives ‘voice’ to the participant and the data
originates from the participants' experiences. Thirdly, the design of the data collection and
analysis changes as the research situation unfolds in qualitative research. Researchers enter
the situation with their knowledge of existing theory but once in the research situation, they
allow the data to guide further data collection and analysis rather than remaining committed
to their initial research design and expectations. Fourthly, unlike quantitative research,
methods of qualitative data collection and analysis are not standardised as the field reality
and research questions influence the procedures for uncovering data and the instruments
used. This research study attempts to clearly demonstrate all the four mentioned
characteristics.

As Manning (1997) suggests, in meaningful research, it should be possible to trace the
research conclusions to the field notes, data analysis and inquiry drafts of the research. In
this chapter, the research design and method used in this study has been discussed. The
point of commencement of the study and the way in which the research question was
arrived at by immersion in the literature has been described. Mind-maps were used as a
useful tool to organise and sort information at the initial stage of the research. The
formulation of the research questions, the choice of the case study method and the
qualitative interpretive approach have been discussed. The research design section
described the unit of analysis, the case selection, the design of protocols, the method of
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accessing the organisation and the use of the 'self' as an instrument of research. The data
collection was primarily done through interviews supplemented by observation and review
of documents. Multiple sources of data were used for the study, as recommended by
researchers. Data analysis was a two-step process; the first phase of analysis produced the
individual case study discussions and the second phase led to the emergent model of the
managerial role through comparative cross-case analysis. The final part of this chapter
addressed the various arguments put forward by researchers on justification of knowledge
through the interpretive approach. A flow chart of the research process is illustrated in
Figure 3.5.

In conclusion, the researcher's intention can be summed up by the following quote from
Barritt (1986):
[Such] Qualitative research is useful for heightening of awareness of experience
which has been forgotten or overlooked. By heightening awareness and creating
dialogue, it is hoped research can lead to better understanding of the way things
appear to someone else and through that insight lead to improvements in practice
(p.20).
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Figure 3.5: A linear flow chart of the research process
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Chapter 4
Case Study I: Mass-Production Work Organisation
4.1 Introduction
Call centres are examples of contemporary service organisations and are characterised by
complexity of work processes, varying work organisation and, as a result, diversity in
labour processes. Extant literature has revealed a spectrum of work organisation associated
with call centres. On one end of the spectrum is the routine low-end telephone traffic that
could be inbound or outbound in nature and on the other end is the value added, customized
knowledge work. Some of these operations are owned by large organisations as a sub-set of
their overall business, while others are smaller entrepreneur driven; often offering a niche
based service. In the early years of call centre research, the low end call centres were
depicted with metaphors such as, “an assembly line in the head” (Taylor & Bain, 1999,
p.107 ) or the ‘twentieth century panopticons’ as implied by Fernie & Metcalf, (1998).
These imageries refer to tightly controlled, closely monitored, highly routinised work
environments, which are present within call centres. Russell (2004), describes this
environment further, suggesting that,
The use of automated call distribution system and predictive dialing, short job
cycles that are further subdivided into various components of a customer enquiry
and explicit call handling targets renew tendencies towards taylorising work and
deskilling workers (p.92).
This remark succinctly portrays the basic landscape of call centre work.
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Following the mass production model run in the outbound environment, is the
telemarketing arrangement. Using predictive dialling systems and a database of customers,
agents are able to contact the target customers, with their details simultaneously displayed
on a computer screen. The agent is then required to use the available information to make a
sale or achieve the objective of the call. Mostly, such calls are prompted by a script and the
calls are short in duration. There is usually a steep target of making a large number of calls
in a given time. The technology used provides the capability of listening into every call,
leading to intensive monitoring. Detailed performance data on each worker is available to
the supervisor and this is used to provide necessary support to improve practice - through
coaching and training - or to take disciplinary action if improvements do not happen. The
stress and burnout resulting from steep targets, constant surveillance, and work
routinisation is intensified by the monotony and the repetitiveness of the job and the
emotional labour involved. As Taylor and Bain (1999, p.109) describe it, “the use of tightly
defined scripts combined with the taping of each operator’s every conversation, to ensure
compliance, represents an unprecedented level of attempted control”

[by the

management].

The above mentioned features closely resemble the classic mass production model where
the pursuit is to maximize output with minimum cost. The emphasis is on the quantity of
output as opposed to the quality parameter and at the heart of the paradigm of mass
production is the quest for efficiency through standardisation and control. This mass
production environment can be compared to the ‘McDonaldized’ organisation which is
described by Ritzer (2000) as follows:
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McDonaldized organisations are characterised by four dimensions; efficiency the optimum method for getting from one point to another; calculability - an
emphasis on the quantitative aspects of products sold and services offered;
predictability - the assurance that products and services will be the same over time
and in all locales and control over people who enter the world of McDonald's
through nonhuman technology. (pp.12-14).

Lippmann and Aldrich (2003) suggest that the four dimensions of McDonaldization
resemble Weber's (1946) definition of bureaucracy. It can be argued that the features of
efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control are closely applicable to the mass
production environment of the call centre. As commented upon by Batt (1999), in call
centres characterised by McDonaldization, the workers have very little discretion and
receive low wages. Very little training is given because of the low level of skill required,
few selection criteria are applied, and there are very few opportunities for growth and
participation by employees within the organisation. Absenteeism and attrition is high
because of quick burnout. There is a heavy reliance on contingent labour in fixed term
contracts in these environments. Kinnie, Hutchinson and Purcell (2000), comment that,
The type of surveillance through quantitative measures of performance finely and
contentiously collected, taken together with the type of low pay, low skill, contingent
labour, is indicative of a cost minimisation, command and control employment
system (p. 968).

This first case study was in an organisation that represented the mass production,
telemarketing framework. The site of study was FRC (Fund-Raising Centre). The role
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studied was that of the General Manager, Head of Operations in the FRC call centre. In
this study, the features of a telemarketing environment are exposed, though the severity of
the context is mellowed by the benign work atmosphere and the business goals associated
with charity fund-raising. This offers the workers a kind of super-ordinate satisfaction, akin
to voluntary service, which has led to retention of staff for many years, even though many
are in casual employment. An interesting discussion surfacing within this study is the
premise of authority held by the General Manager in relation to the owner-entrepreneur of
FRC. Though the GM is vested with ‘functional authority’ by virtue of his role, the owner’s
presence and involvement in most major business decisions reflects the ‘formal authority’
retained and frequently used as a boundary condition.

4.2 The Organisation’s Background
FRC is approximately twenty years old, and since inception they have been in the business
of fund-raising for prominent charity organisations. The organisation has 150 seats at the
site that was studied and fifty seats in another major city in Australia, where the business
was initially started. FRC is exempt from the “Do Not Call Register6” as they work for
charities. These exemptions have been provided under the banner of ‘designated
telemarketing calls’. Working in two, five-hour shifts (9.00am-2.00pm/3.00pm-8.00pm) or
one, all-day eight hour shift, the nature of employment is mostly casual. Agents work on a
flat hourly rate in casual employment and yet the organisation has been able to retain some

6

The Do Not Call Register allows members of the public to register their details in order to reduce the amount
of unsolicited telemarketing calls they receive. Australian fixed line and mobile numbers, used primarily for
private or domestic purposes, can be registered on the Do Not Call Register. ( Source:
https://www.donotcall.gov.au/ )
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of their workers for a long duration. The unique thing about this business, as highlighted by
the Office Manager, was that, “We do not have to chase business. There is lot of business
out there with the clients, but we do not have the resources to service all that need.” This
market advantage position can be attributed to the niche position they are in and as a
specialist agency they have an advantage in their understanding of their target market.

Over the years the owner of FRC has built a very strong business base and good
relationships with the major charities for which they work. There is a set business model
which is a simple straightforward operation and it is not subject to the volatility of the
external market. The clients of FRC have a long standing relationship with them so there is
a steady flow of business. FRC maintains a good database of the target segment that
responds to their charity requests and participates in their programs. Thus, it is easy to bring
the agents ‘up-to-speed’ with any new campaign for their existing clients. During the time
of this interview, FRC was working at sixty percent of its capacity because of a lack of
staff. This was reported as the biggest constraint, preventing it from going full throttle on
client acquisition.

The office space is open, has a beautiful view of the ocean, and is quite spacious with room
to move around comfortably. The team leaders (TLs) can walk around and sit down next to
those who need help, while team briefings occur in the aisles - a particular team meets up
with the team leader for a short energizer or a quick instruction. The lighting is warm and
the place looks bright; resonates a good level of energy. The physical feel of the place
seems quite friendly and welcoming, unlike the usual negative descriptions attributed to a
telemarketing call centre, as ‘sweat shops’. The office space sprawls over two floors of a
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tower block in a prominent shopping centre. It is in a convenient location for easy access,
especially for mature aged workers. The GM’s office and the owner’s offices are adjacent
to each other to facilitate informal consultation between the two. The office administration,
payroll, quality and other administration functions are at the far end, away from the phone
agents. The GM’s office is positioned so that he can have a direct view of the operations
area; the glass cabin visibility sends an open door policy message to the workers. The
design and layout indicate an open and informal work environment, yet the atmosphere
does not look casual because of the established office decorum.

Hot seating is the process used for agent seating allocation. Team leaders do a seating plan
every day, and it is usually according to skill and experience. Personal preferences are
attempted to be accommodated and may include special needs for some people, such as
preference for brightness or limited distractions, screen savers, or the option to be able to
put up their feet. According to the GM all those little things should be taken into account
as he remarks, “if people feel good, they will do good”.

Here the most prominent display is the ‘Wall of Fame’, which indicates the tenure of the
people in the organisation. Different colours indicate the number of years people have spent
in the organisation, from six months to seven years. For a call centre which has largely
casual employment, it is quite striking to have this kind of stable population; a reflection of
the organisational climate. According to Cobbin et al., (1989),

Tele-marketing operations could turn out to be a "sweatshop" operation
where turnover and associated expenses are very high. Human resource
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expenditures account for nearly 50 percent of the cost of operation. A
superior working environment enables an organisation to attract and keep a
work force of skilled temporary employees who can be activated and released
as workloads change (p.364).
Thus, it makes sense for the organisation to provide a good working environment for their
employees.

Strategically the business is run by three people - the owner, the General Manager
(Operations), and the Office Manager. The owner himself handles the financial side;
agreements and contracts, invoicing, accounting and client relations. Reporting to him is
the General Manager who runs the operations side of the business, handles all the employee
issues, and is responsible for meeting business targets. The Office Manager is responsible
for administrative work like payroll and quality, technology support and liaising with the
clients. The Office Manager’s job is to work with the clients, understand their requirements,
make a plan for the year, and design a timeframe for the delivery of each project. He sends
the requirements and timeline to the GM (Operations) and it is then the GM’s mandate to
organise the required resources, provide the required training for the workers and complete
the job within the time frame while maintaining optimal cost efficiency.

The relationship with the staff, as observed, is amicable and friendly and physical
conditions are good to work in. Employees get half an hour paid lunch break and two small
breaks. They can log off anytime and have short toilet breaks as long as they are reasonable
and not too long. FRC also is seen as a caring place for people with certain disabilities, the
only criteria being that they should be able to perform the job effectively, with some special
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assistance if needed. At the time of research, there were two people employed who had
epilepsy. One of these employees had two epileptic fits while on the job which required an
ambulance to be called. The company changed the computer screen to suit these people in
order to minimize the risk of this occurring again. They also employed two blind operators
for a short duration and Braille facilities were organized for them. This indicates the
humane orientation of the management and being associated with charities, this positions
FRC well with the clients.

The HR contact revealed that they do not outsource recruiting but use advertisements in the
local newspaper to hire. People are recruited directly because it works better for them. With
their long experience in the business, they believe that they know the kind of people that
are best suited to the job and what sort of people fail. In the initial telephone interview with
the applicants, the HR contact analyses the applicant’s voice and clarity of speaking. They
look for decent work history as they prefer stable citizens on the job and not those just
looking for a short stint. Typically they tend to recruit mature-aged people as they believe
that working for charities requires empathy and their view is that it requires a level of
maturity and understanding which is usually not seen in younger people. However, FRC
did have a couple of very young people (sixteen year olds) employed, because these people
had demonstrated the skills and the attitude to do the job. Such cautious and selective
recruitment practice is usually seen in a more skilled work environment and is quite
uncommon in a low skilled telemarketing business.

In recruiting, the HR contact said they look for coachable attributes. In FRC, they believe
that people who have had a lot of telemarketing experience have set ways of doing the job.
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For this organisation, agents are not required to ask questions while on the phone (unlike in
other telemarketing jobs) but are expected to have an easy conversational tone. The
company has a standardised delivery process as a result of their experience and they expect
all the agents to follow that closely. The retention of staff was the salient aspect of this
organisation. The HR contact said that compared to other call centres or telemarketing
offices, FRC was different, as a lot of their staff would not choose to work in telemarketing
but since working in FRC meant working for charities and fund-raising for them, there was
an element of volunteerism. The employees feel as though they are doing more meaningful
work compared to mundane ‘tele-sales’ consequently, the work offers more job
satisfaction. People have been there as casual workers, for as long as seven years, which
indicates a high level of satisfaction with what they are doing.

Contrary to other telemarketing situations, FRC does not pay any commissions, or bonuses,
yet people stay, with only a flat hourly casual rate. Many employees prefer the casual
nature of employment rather than having a permanent job because of the flexibility offered
by casual work. The HR contact explained that a choice was given to all staff but very few
took on permanent employment. FRC has a formalized exit interview process and the
information is given as a report to the GM. The GM then shares the findings of the exit
interview with the respective team leaders. The HR person gives daily and monthly reports
to the GM on all aspects of recruitment, separation and training of staff. The organisation
has no formal performance appraisal process. Since this organisation is not very formalised
and mostly employs casual labour there are no formal appraisal processes yet introduced.
The quality benchmarks are agreed to with the agents and they receive feedback on quality
checks. On average, the agents do 55-60 calls/hour or more, each lasting about 45 seconds.
114

In a five hour shift an agent can average 250 to 300 calls and on a seven and half hour shift,
the agent can make about 450 calls. There is acceptance of ninety percent of calls as ‘No
responses’ (i.e. people not wanting to participate in the fund-raising), since participation in
charity programs is voluntary. The quality team has response checkers; there are about six
people performing this role. Approximately three of each agent’s calls are picked up
randomly and the responses are checked and their validity assessed. So if an agent has
reported an error in response or is falsely reported, then the entire batch of calls made by
the agent that day will be checked. Consequently, there is little room for making any false
reports. There is no provision for ‘listening in’ to the calls for monitoring. Interestingly, the
quality process is reported to be quite thorough but the cost is not passed on to the clients;
the client does however get detailed quality check reports. As a result, the clients have
come to appreciate this as a very unique offering and have built very good relationships
with the organisation.

4.3 The Role of the General Manager (GM – Operations)
The GM started with the organisation in 1998 - “I came on basically on a contract basis
just to do a project , as it was one big event of the year,[in] November 1998 , and [I am]
still here”. He is a senior person with more than twenty five years experience in the
industry and was instrumental in starting up a call centre in a large bank. In his present job
he is the head the operations and human resources in FRC.

The staff reporting to the General Manager directly are: the Human Resource (HR) person
who looks after recruitment and training, the operations manager in another location and
the ‘team leader support’ function, who is a buffer between the team leaders and the GM 115

assisting the GM in operational matters - but mostly present on the floor to support the
team leaders. Others reporting to the GM include about seven team leaders (TLs) and a
couple of trainers. The Organisation Chart of FRC is depicted in Figure 4.1 for reference.

At the beginning of the discussion on the GM’s role in FRC, it was informed by the
manager that there was no written job description but there was a broad outline of
responsibilities. The GM was instrumental in shaping his own role which was largely based
on the owner’s expectations. The job has evolved over time, informally, but the owner of
the business is the final decision maker.

The GM manages the floor, is responsible for recruiting and training staff, and making sure
that day-to-day targets are met. He is involved in planning the daily schedule through
deciding who works in each team and delegating how many teams work on each job. He
also has the key responsibility of delivering all the Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for
each team.
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Figure 4.1: FRC Organisation Chart
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The GM commented that the job has changed significantly over the years, in the context
that FRC transitioned from a completely manual operation to a one hundred percent
technologically automated call centre. He talked about the steep learning curve for FRC
and himself as they went onto the automated process. They learnt by visiting other
organisations with similar operational structures and utilising the support of the vendors
of the automation technology. The GM’s challenge was to understand the system
capability and what potential their physical resources had to translate into business
opportunities. They moved from forty people working manually to about two hundred
people working with technology. The GM spoke of the tremendous growth in the
volume of the work. As the company grew, he was required to understand the impact of
technology on productivity and operating cost. He said,
We have been able to achieve a better end result and outcome for our clients.
The five hour training course became a three day training to put staff in the
same starting position but when they start now they start with twice the
productivity. From 35 calls/hour we have now moved to 70 calls/ hour.

This remark gives us an insight into the intensity of work and the high number of calls
to be made by each agent and what a difference the introduction of technology can
make. When asked what kept him going in the call centre business, the GMs answer
was,
It’s the challenge, in call centre you are working with people. People can
motivate and frustrate you and as long as you can handle both it can be quite
challenging work.
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The GM takes full responsibility for the operations with the remark, “I am primarily
responsible for all the deliverables”. If a particular team or an individual slips, it would
be his responsibility to improve performance and the GM needs to intervene through the
team leader (TL). The operational jobs may be done by the direct reports but “the
primary responsibility is mine”. The GM’s own perception of his role was that it
necessarily did not feel rule bound but he learnt to operate within boundaries around it.
“I would not make any major decision without passing [it] through my boss. But we do
have a deliberate delivery process and we have to stick to it”. Though he defined it
more as a courtesy than necessity to keep the boss informed, it was very clear that every
major transaction or decision had to go through the owner.

There is no specific technical expertise required of this function as felt by the GM.
Understanding of the business and people skills were considered most important to
running the business. “I do not have any technical skills. My area is people
management, planning, projects and training”. He expressed his openness to consult
with ‘the boss’ (the owner of FRC), or with other peers in the industry. Networking and
being in the industry for a long time gives him the ability to pick up the phone and
consult with those with industry knowledge on specific issues. If there was a major
capital expenditure or a complex problem in the organisation, he would usually refer it
to the owner for advice. If it was a day-to-day operational issue he would consult the
team leaders or the operations manager in the other location

Unlike the elaborate budgeting exercise in a bureaucratic organisation, in FRC “the
expenditure is on a ‘need be’ basis.” The GM said that he was not given a specific
budget or ‘a pot of money’ which he could use. He would estimate how much it would
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cost him to meet the goals and service required for running the operation and he would
get approval from the owner of the business. Sometimes when they were short staffed,
the HR person could make decisions on extra advertising for recruiting or recruit extra
people when the load is high, but very significant decisions like buying new computers
would have to be in consultation with the boss. The GM informed,
I do not work to a budget. I spend what I need to do a job, if we were spending
four to five thousand dollars in advertising and I need to double it because the
job on hand needs it, I will do it and let the boss know, and if I was going to do
something wildly out of norm, do away with a shift or wanted 10 computers I
will pass it through the boss and then do it.

So in regard to day-to-day expenses for running the operation, the GM has a free hand
but the norm was that the capital expenditure or the high impact decisions were needed
to be approved by the owner. Unlike large enterprises where the share holders entrust a
board of directors to run the organisation who in turn depend on the top executives who
have the real power and control, in FRC, the ultimate control of the business is that of
the owner’s. The GM decides how the job is to be done. He and his team receive the
requirement from the office manager, via the owner - who actually gets the business and
liaises with the client. The GM’s job is to look at the total quantum of the job and work
out all the details within that job as to when it has to be finished, how it will be
scheduled, where the job will be located, allocating teams, deciding on the makeup of
the teams, appointing team leaders and deciding if more people will be required or if
people need to work more shifts.
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Reflecting on what enables and supports him in FRC to do his job, he replied, “The
people are enablers. Everything we do is measurable, just grab a report that helps”
(which means the numbers give him the data on performance that guides him). The
significant source of empowerment really is the owner, who has an expectation and
trusts that the job on hand will be done. If anyone approaches the boss regarding any
operational issue, he would direct them to the GM saying, “he (the GM) is the boss”,
thus sending the impression that the GM is entrusted with the powers to make those
decisions.

On further probing though, it became evident that the boundaries set by the owner can
be an enabling and limiting aspect of the job. The controls set by the owner and his need
to be involved in all the major decisions can set restrictions and limits. For example, the
GM felt the need for a large screen TV on the floor to play music channels to break the
monotony and give respite to the agents who are bogged down by the routine, for an
emotional freshening up. However, that idea was turned down by the owner as he felt it
was not necessary. Similarly, the team leaders and the GM have expressed a need for
further team leader training, to give adequate inputs for better team management. While
the GM takes this on himself, relying on books and his own readings and experience to
enhance the effectiveness of team leaders, he felt that an external trainer/facilitator
providing a session for them would be helpful to add to their team management skills.
Again this strongly felt need was not approved by the owner and was seen as
unnecessary.

In a large organisation, the GM said there are committees to deal with various issues
and there is a hierarchy of management that makes a decision. In a lean place like FRC,
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where the owner sits in the next room (which means he keeps a tight rein on the
business), if he says he does not want to go along with a certain thing, the GM has to
use his discretion to decide whether he will still pursue the issue or back off. He
commented that in his earlier days he would have been upset and lost his sleep over
something the boss did not agree with. “I learnt to ask, is it important?” In those days,
he would have persisted and insisted but over time he has learnt to acknowledge that “
the boss is right” and gain an acceptance that it is the owner’s money and it is his
prerogative how to spend it. We can observe that over a period of time the GM went
through the process of some reconciliation with the reality of how much of latitude he
has on decisions, with a clear idea that he could not really contravene the owner’s
wishes.

The GM cited an example of a recruitment advertisement released in the newspaper. In
that instance, FRC received a very good response yet the owner did not like the colour
and wanted it to be changed. The GM advised his recruitment in-charge to just change
the colour. He believed if the message is strong and the placement right, it will still
work. If the owner of the business says he does not like the colour, he would just change
it. Experience has taught him to ' let go' and not lose sleep over small things. Here the
GM clarified that he tends to take a firm stand on certain matters, like for example, if
the owner said that he does not like person X doing the job and wants to ask them to
leave, he would fight ‘tooth and nail’ , he said, “I won’t budge! I would fight till the
cows come home”

At this point, it seems appropriate for the researcher to bring in her own personal
experience of how the formal authority of the owner limited and often overruled the
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authority vested in the GM. The GM voluntarily offered to participate in this study and
his objective of participating was to learn and receive feedback from an external source
and gain more understanding of his role through this process. After all the interviews
were conducted and the data collected, the researcher wanted to speak to the owner for
his perspective on the GM’s role. To the surprise of the researcher and even the GM, the
owner disapproved of the participation and did not wish to proceed any further. The
owner’s displeasure and the reprimand from him put the GM in a very awkward
position and the study that was hitherto conducted with such a sense of cooperation
ended with some unpleasantness including a legal action which was not pursued.

The authority relationship between the owner and the GM can be attempted to be
clarified by exploring the concepts of real authority or functional authority (Hartmann,
1959) and formal authority or non-functional authority (Aghion & Tirole, 1997).
Hartmann elucidates that the formal authority is with the owner/entrepreneur and is “self
evident” by those who accept it, while functional authority is based on proof of
competence in a certain area and is “a priori restricted in scope” (p.439). According to
the authors, the entrepreneur and the manager can be set apart; the entrepreneur is the
source of formal authority while the functional authority of the manager comes from the
entrepreneur.

Aghion and Tirole (1997) explain further that the one with formal authority has the right
to decide and this usually rests with the principal, whereas real authority - the effective
control over decisions - can be vested with the executive, who is the agent and this
authority is determined by an information base, skills and proven competence in certain
areas. The premise is that the principal can reverse the agent’s decision but usually

123

refrains from doing so as the agent has the ability to be more informed, thus formal
authority prevails when the principal is more informed, compared to the agent. The
subordinate has the real authority however, by virtue of being more informed than the
principal on certain issues and it is in the interest of the principal to transfer formal
authority to the agent on some matters to promote more initiative and to motivate the
agent. Such transfer of formal authority serves the principal by reducing his/her
overload and on such transfer, those decisions of the agent cannot be over-ruled.

In the case of FRC, it seemed that the GM was empowered with the formal authority to
run the organisation for the owner. The GM made an informed decision to invite the
researcher to conduct the study and theoretically this decision could not have been
reversed by the owner since he did not have the relevant information to exercise his
formal authority. But in this situation the owner is seen to have quashed some of the
GM’s informed decisions and some important proposals did get rejected. This raises a
question about the real/functional authority of the GM and how such invalidation could
possibly jeopardize the relationship of trust and communication between himself and
the owner, as well as lead to decreased initiative on the part of the GM, as a result of the
erosion of real authority that is contractually vested in the GM by the owner. It comes
across quite clearly that the owner has delegated limited formal authority to the GM
only on matters which are of relatively less importance to him; those matters that he
does not want to be engaged in, like dealing with the employees and their issues. This
signals that the GM in this case has very little real autonomy.
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Despite having talked of the omnipresence of the owner, the GM still saw his role as
quite central. He worked very closely with his team leaders and he learnt their
expectations of him by constantly talking to them.
We have meetings every day, and talk to each one, what are results what are the
concerns, how we are doing what is working what is not working. I have regular
reviews with them and then I also reverse it. I have 6-7 people from a team taken
off the phone and chat to them, ask them, how do you find training, does the
training make sense, is there anything that we can do better, and learn what they
have to say. Then I type it and give it to the TL as his feedback.

While discussing his forum of communication with the staff he said that he
communicates with his staff through induction training, team briefings and has 2-3 team
briefings with team leaders every day.
I rarely use staff circulars and use them only if I have any strong announcement
to make. If there is any company communications I get involved with the TL to
make sure due process is followed. Staff may infrequently want to talk about TL,
their teams and other issues on the floor that the agents particularly don’t want
to talk with TL can see me directly.

The GM sets the KPIs based on what they agree to with the client and instructs the team
leader on the KPI. Each team member gets to know what he/she needs to achieve in
productivity terms and all the results are placed on a board so every team leader gets to
know how they and their teams are performing.
For making X conversion/hour we might need 60 calls/hour each lasting 45 sec.
At the end of the day I have all the reports that I discuss with the TL. So targets
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are reflective of the job we have on hand. We take commercially viable targets,
not unnecessary stretches, based on what we have achieved in the past. We have
to take realistic targets and agree with the client.

The outbound environment can be very structured, with fewer external factors
impacting as compared to an inbound environment. In this situation the volume of
outgoing calls can be estimated based on historical data and resources can be planned
accordingly. Once resources are planned and utilised the operations tend to be taken
over by the standard processes that do not need much managerial intervention.

When the team leaders were interviewed on their expectations from the GM, the
universal response was that they expected him to provide support and coaching, be the
buffer between the owner and the staff and ensure that the business is run such that it is
successful. They expected him to spend a reasonable amount of time on the floor talking
to people and giving them a hand when needed. The team leaders expected the GM to
give them constructive feedback that would help them to do their jobs better. There did
not seem to be too much gap between what the GM was doing and what the team
leaders expected, although the TLs did not know much about the GM’s role.

The managerial style of the GM is captured in the sentence, “If people feel good they
will do good”. This is the managerial philosophy adopted by the GM. There is a belief
in an open door policy and employees can walk in and openly raise concerns or discuss
a particular issue. He said,
I work on the philosophy of buy-in. You talk to them, get them to understand it,
pick it up and be part of it rather than, this is what we do and you have to do it.
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The emphasis on getting a buy-in subtly suggests usage of ‘behaviour control’ (Ouchi,
1979) being applied, along with ‘output control’ which is the overt part of the operation.
Though when asked if any specific organisational values or beliefs are articulated
upfront the GM replied,
We do not necessarily talk about the culture of the organisation. Our job is to
assist high profile charity to raise funds. This is what we use in our advertising,
we use in our scripts, in all our communication That makes them [employees]
understand what we are doing and what we expect of them.

So one aspect of the culture is the emphasis on “buy-in” and the other is the
combination of behaviour and output control. Houlihan (2001) aptly describes it, in this
context:
Call centres are fraught with contradictory underpinnings…and managers tend
to display a mish mash of styles and orientations… It is just not the agents but
the managers and supervisors find themselves faced with ambiguous and
confused organisation scripts and conflicting role requirements, negotiating
trade- offs between staff motivation and achieving service levels. (p. 218-219)

According to the GM the first workplace agreement with the staff seemed to be the most
challenging, but after this the following were similar. Agreements are negotiated every
three years which is a time consuming process. The agreements they implemented were
found to be satisfactory to the staff, which are not unionised. The choice is available for
anyone who wants to join a union but the agents have not shown any interest. This point
can be noted in the light of observations by Bain and Taylor (2000), that in the absence
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of signs of resistance from employees the "institutionalized acceptance of management
prerogatives" (p.4) prevail. It could be true that there are no overt indications of worker
resistance or attempts to unionise, yet there are individuals who can have difficulties
with management directives and need to be dealt with tactfully; at times firmly and at
times persuasively by the GM.
When we reviewed staff agreement, the option was given to them to deal with us
directly or go through the unions and about 99% chose to deal with us directly.
That is beautiful. When we put together the agreement, about 95 % completely
accepted it. The remaining few were too new or were not there to make any
informed decision.

The following remark of the GM brings out that there is little scope for employee
participation or voice and the context is fairly “routinised”. To illustrate the point the
GM said:
My personal thinking is that there is fair bit of directing [in FRC], which is the
mother of necessity but I do it quite deliberately by trying to get them on board.
Sometimes it does not work because there are always some strong minded
individuals who will see change as a threat, (procedural or structural change),
they struggle and their first reaction will be resistance which makes it difficult
unless you are very careful who you pick (for negotiation). I am always trying to
pick up those who are ‘good operators’ [meaning who comply?], see the
company, who are supportive and you have a better chance of success.

The GM saw himself as a custodian of the delivery process. He emphasized that the
nature of the business is such that there are very set procedures and little room for
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democratic decisions. Though he talked of buy–in from the employees, when it came to
spelling out the expectations of FRC from the operators it seemed fairly directive:
I really insist to the staff that this is what you must do, this you must say. Do you
understand that? If you do disagree then perhaps this job is not for you. We are
doing this job for twenty years and we know. We know what people’s privacy is
all about, we know how to preserve our integrity to the client, and we give you
some latitude to use your personality and strengths to talk to people on the
phone. This is what our delivery process, this is what we say, and this is what we
do. We are not dissimilar to McDonalds, you talk in this way, whenever you are
uncomfortable you talk to your TL and we should be able to convince you, what
we are doing is OK. On the grounds that you cannot be convinced this job is not
for you.

The importance of using scripts cannot be denied in the telemarketing environment as
they aid the preciseness of communication. Scripts have advantages as they help in
building consistent marketing messages, require shorter training times, and good scripts
can be quite powerful in opening doors for the clients. As for the GM, they are
sacrosanct in telemarketing:
When you are talking instantaneously over the phone to someone, if you aren’t
given a course to follow, organisationally we cannot correct something that is
not done correctly, because we are not quite sure what is not done. If we know
every time, every person follows the delivery process, and then we know how to
fix things. We got to follow the process 1, 2, 3, 4.
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Analysing the business results is a key job. Every day, the GM looks into the reports
and identifies how a particular task is being done. He looks at how the teams are
performing, how the individuals within the teams are performing, what is working, what
is not and asks pertinent questions about those who are struggling. If a campaign is
running well, he tends to flip through the report, but if there are issues then he has to
mark down the problems. He has to closely monitor the KPIs on a day-to-day basis
which means examining what the conversion rate is, in terms of dollars. Apart from
looking at the dollar value made at the end of the day, there are other measures like
number of calls made per hour, average talk time and the total number of calls handled.
In relation to recruiting, he said he talks to the HR person in-charge to find out how
recruitment is going, what advertising needs to be done, how many staff have exited and
why have they left, according to their exit interviews.

When asked of the downside to working in a telemarketing environment, the GM said
the frustration at times, far exceeds the challenge. Referring to how a certain discontent
amongst the staff can become a frustrating issue to manage, he commented:
You have to get over the frustrations, you have got to fix it [the problem], you
have no option to move on. If for example, out of hundred people 1, 2, 3 are not
happy about something, they talk about it and in the lunch time people talk
about it and it must be two people who feel a certain way, to begin with, and at
the end of 15 minute break there are twenty people are talking that way next
day forty people talk, one wonders]where did this come from? It has a
snowballing effect.
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He added that the view of a couple of very strong willed individuals can spread and
infect the whole call centre very quickly. Explaining this point further he shared his
view, which is quite reflective of his orientation to the telemarketing staff. Taylorism in
the call centre context can be seen as problematic and can be construed to have a
negative effect on the work environment. People-related problems can be found in any
organisation but as Houlihan (2001) explains, these problems are accentuated in call
centres due to their “isolation as a cost unit and the transparency of the output” (p.219).
When talking of the issues in managing telemarketing business the GM said:
The job of telemarketing is challenging, telemarketers find an excuse for failure.
Sometimes it is easy to find an excuse for why something is not working than to
do the job better. Blame it on whatever. Some days you handle it very well and
some days you say my goodness you can beat them with a stick! I think,
sometimes the best thing to do is to plain ignore, and bring it up in the
discussion later.

Holman (2004) in his empirical study on employee well-being reports that “call centres
are not radically new or different forms of work organisation and practices in a ‘mass
service’ call centre are unlikely to reduce employee well being.”(p. 239). Yet, we are
aware of the negative impacts of the coercive nature of the normative low discretion job
design on the overall well-being of the workers. The lack of well-being sometimes tends
to manifest itself in exacerbation of sensitivities in managing people issues. The GM
narrated two incidents that could drive home this point as follows:
There was this team leader who you could describe as ‘motherly’. Now and then
she used to walk around and tap on the back of the people on the phone as
showing support. There was this young man whom she tapped on the back and
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said “well done, you are doing very well”. Next thing he went to the GM’s office
saying that the lady invaded his personal space.

The GM concluded that he initially thought that the agent was having a go at him but
then he realised the seriousness of the issue. He had to ensure that the telemarketer was
assured that his situation was well understood. It was handled as a complaint, a diary
note was made, and the lady supervisor in question was counseled and advised not
repeat the action. This began an issue of discussion among the team leaders.

The second incident he narrated was about a practice they had in the teams of sharing
jokes to break the monotony and lighten up the atmosphere. Then someone objected to
it as they felt offended by a particular joke and all of a sudden the practice of joke
sharing was stopped. These two very simple episodes shed light on the pronounced
sensitivity in the telemarketing environment and the need of the manager to be alert to
such concerns, as people come from various backgrounds for a short duration of casual
work, the organisation is not very formalised in the bureaucratic sense and simple
matters could spiral into major issues.

When commenting on routine and non-routine jobs in his work, the GM very
interestingly categorised all the jobs as ‘routine’, as he thought that there is really
nothing that does not fall into the scope of ‘routine’. Some jobs may be done more
regularly while some others with less frequency. There are really no surprises, even
what can seem as part of a sudden crisis is to be expected and is part of his job. So to
that effect, his feeling was that no job can be labeled as ‘unforeseen’, even though
unforeseen jobs came up every day. He cited an example to reinforce this point:
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We have a job and its going to take one week or two weeks to finish provided
we have X number of people working on it for Y number of hours , we will finish
on time. As long as we get a conversion rate of Z of everyone we talk to on the
phone, we get a certain number to pay money within a reasonable time then we
can finish the job and reconcile the money to the client within the given time
frame. Now last two weeks, we had the flu epidemic. When in January early this
year, we put together the plan we had planned for little slips here and there, now
we are 10 days behind. How are we going to catch up? I don’t quite know yet.
Are our clients going to be happy? Well, we will still get the job done but not in
the original time frame. So instead of recruiting 20 people we try to recruit 30
people and see if we can retain that number for the next few months. It will have
a flowing effect.

So for situations like this, the GM has what he calls a system of ‘planned panic’. When
everyone goes home he would write the plan on a white board and when his direct
reports come back in the morning he will have something to share with them on how to
deal with the problem, get their views and buy-in.

The other key job on the GM’s plate is motivating the people on the floor. He said,
If something is going well give them feed back and say positive things like
‘terrific’, ‘great work’. You also want to talk to them about what jobs are
coming up, what campaigns they are going to be working on. So you need to be
constantly out there talking to people.
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As far as the employees are concerned the GM is the management. The owner rarely
interacts with them. If the staff has an issue and they need to see the management the
GM is there to talk to them. If the staff thinks that their issues are not being addressed
by their TLs or HR is not able to help them, the workers are encouraged to see the GM.
This promotes a culture of transparency. The GM said he did not wish to be distanced
from the employees. He emphasised,
I do not want to be ‘that bloke’, I want people to form an opinion of me and I
want them to feel that if there is a problem we can go and talk to him.

He talked about what he considered as one of his most important functions, the
coaching of the team leaders. If there is some problem faced by any of the team leaders,
they would discuss it in the group and then come up with a solution. He said, “If there is
a problem, we cannot afford to leave it for later, we have to trouble shoot then and
there”. Most issues are discussed in a group but more serious ones; if it concerns a
particular team leader then he would discuss it one-on-one. He acknowledged that
developing the team leaders is his primary responsibility. He talked of having an
exercise book at home where he wrote down important/interesting thoughts/quotes or
whenever he read a good idea. He would go through the pages sometimes, pondering
what could be used. If he could not find something appropriate in it then he would go to
a book store to see if something there might be helpful. He referred to the ‘One Minute
Manager’ as still being very relevant and useful. He said he would pick books or
magazines and browse through them, particularly while flying to the other locations,
and make a note of those ideas that are relevant.
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Coordinating training, reviewing training content and being receptive to feedback from
the workers are some of the training related functions of the GM. When people join the
organisation, two days of induction training are given. The first day deals with
information about the organisation and its business overview, how to use the scripts and
the computer screen, what the delivery process is and how it relates to the script.
Following that is a half hour trial on the phone. On the second day four out of five hours
is on the phone, but still within training groups, with one trainer and a mentor. Each
group has about 8-10 people. At the end of the second day the HR contact and the
‘operations support’ person get feedback from the newly trained recruits in order to get
a feel for what worked for them and what was not effective in the training. They get to
identify the people who are coachable and what issues they have. On the third day the
new recruits are introduced to the TL with feedback about the person where the person
may need some help or guidance.

The trainers work on phone as well so they are really hands-on and know what works.
The new recruits are clearly instructed to follow the scripts and not to deviate, and then
they cannot go wrong. They are taught the responses to expect and after a while it
becomes second nature for them. Two days of training is considered adequate for the
agents to get on to the job as this is low skill work. Everyone has a training manual,
with background notes while the trainers and TLs refer to it all the time on the floor.
There are regular training meetings held between the trainers, the HR person, the
operations-support and the GM to discuss issues, to upgrade and to keep a close eye on
the process.
I understand the business needs from the owner; how we do it depends on my
style. I talk to TLs about certain individuals about how they are going, and get
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their thoughts on the individuals and I then go and sit down with them and talk
to them how they are feeling, how they are doing. I probably tell them more why
we are asking them to do something rather than how they should be doing so
that I am not cutting into the TL’s turf. I try to make it very non-threatening, so
that they are not inhibited. This morning I have spoken to five staff members and
just talked to them, I enjoy it.

The GM’s job is to be available on the floor and it is a very 'hands-on' role. In an
example given by GM he recalled that when one of the agents was facing performance
problems and the TL could not pick up the exact issue with the agent, the TL asked the
GM to help out. The GM said that all he did was to go and chat with the person,
basically reassure her in order to build confidence. As a result the agent showed marked
improvement, which indicates that at the GM’s level he has to be attuned to the floor
and give the team leaders a helping hand and at the same time have some serious
conversations about how the employees need to improve. While the GM’s presence on
the floor is seen as helpful, it is also use of his authority to demand compliance from the
employees.

Primarily, the GM is in contact with his staff. He meets clients occasionally, from a
servicing point of view or he deals with them on phone, but those situations are rare.
The main contact for clients is the Office Manager or the owner. When discussing his
work–life balance, he felt that he is poised quite well as there is a certain kind of
predictability and steadiness to the nature of his job. The work is not so overly stressful
as to disrupt his personal life.
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I am better at planning ahead and prefer to work an extra one hour and finish
here and then go home. I try not to work at home. The team leaders close the
shift, take back ups and go home after the night shift at 8 o’clock. There is no
after hours calling, no interruptions on weekends.

Thus, the role of the GM in FRC comes across as an operational role set within
boundaries of the owner’s expectations. The role appears to be fairly insulated,
implying low exposure to risk or the public and it is predictable.

4.4 Conclusion
As Cobbin et al., (1989) observed,
Telemarketing

requires

a

complex

combination

of

computing

and

telecommunications hardware and software; a carefully planned and managed
set of procedures; a motivated work force; and a unified business strategy
linking information technology to the organisation's mission. (p. 362).

Outbound telemarketing, though considered comparatively less complex than the inbound process, does require close control over the achievement of KPIs within the
allocated time frame and there is accountability towards the clients - particularly in
niche areas such as fund-raising for charities. This case study is an example of a mass
production model which is characterised by low skilled, repetitive work, often
employing contingent labour.

The FRC has a long track record with its clients and is quite successful in running a
telemarketing program. The relatively non-bureaucratic environment and the association
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with charities have helped retain agents for long durations, which is contrary to the
usual high attrition scenario in the telemarketing sector. The point mooted in this
discussion is the authority relationship between the owner and the General Manager of
the organisation and the manner in which formal and functional authority is discharged.
While the owner is at the apex and ultimately the sole authority, the GM has the
mandate of running the operational side of the business and dealing with human
resource matters.

To summarise, the GM’s key functions consist of:
Analyzing daily performance reports and ensuring the meeting of the
schedule and the business plan.
Setting the individual and team KPIs according to the business plan and
tracking their progress.
Coordinating HR, TL Support and TLs’ efforts to achieve the set goals.
Trouble shooting any people related issues on the floor, worker grievances
or concerns, discussing with TLs and intervening appropriately, sometimes
directly.
Recruitment of agents, determining the number of teams, who goes on
which teams and which teams are assigned to which jobs.
Being responsible for training, ensuring the training delivery and any
process upgrades.
Communicating with the teams and individuals on the floor, getting their
feedback and being the face of the management
Motivating and coaching the TLs and being available to the TLs as their
mentor and support.
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Thus one can conclude that in an owner-driven telemarketing business, which is an
example of the mass production model, the GM’s job is fairly straight jacketed. The
GM's authority is circumscribed by the owner’s formal authority. The low end work in
the outbound environment does not offer much room for being creative and the GM’s
job is largely restricted to running the operations in a steadfast manner, ensuring that the
targets are met. The key to success seems to be the interpersonal skills, to be able to
maintain relationships across the board with the (idiosyncratic) owner, his direct reports
and the workers. The role certainly bestows ‘status’ but limited commensurate power to
the role holder.
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Chapter 5
Case Study II: Mass-Customised Work Organisation
5.1 Introduction
The second case study is representative of the ‘mass- customisation’ model which is
positioned between the ‘mass production’ model on one end of the spectrum and the
'professional' production model at the other. The mass- customised model is often
referred to as ‘hybrid’ as it seeks out some kind of balance between the quality and
quantity parameters as reported by Bain et al. (2002), and

the elements of cost

efficiency and customer orientation (Deery & Kinnie, 2004) that are generically
conflicting in nature. Frenkel et al. (1998), observed variation of the work organisation
in call centres by providing testimony on the more challenging and complex jobs
performed by CSAs (customer service agents), aimed at customisation.

The CSA work within the mass-customised context is characterised by a semiprofessional level of job proficiency acquired by product knowledge training, on-thejob-training (OJT) - to acquire the necessary technology related skills - as well as ongoing supervisor coaching. The CSAs need to demonstrate alignment with
organisational policies, products, and processes for quality customer interaction. They
need to consistently and effectively address customer’s concerns and educate customers
on the products and processes which are the prime objectives of the job. To ensure the
customer oriented outputs and attitudes from the workers, the implication on the
organisation is to provide greater flexibility and ‘commitment oriented human resource
practices' (Arthur, 1994.), that emphasise employee development and trust. The caveat
of routinisation and standardisation is predominately present, often along with work
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intensification, even when there is a conscious attempt by the management to offer
enriched human resource management (HRM) practices / high performance work
systems (HPWS) to its customer contact employees.

Through this case study we are introduced to the hybrid mass-customised type of
organisation with the above mentioned features, where there is a co-existence of the
twin but contradictory imperatives of cost efficiency and customisation. The
organisation seeks to compete in the market place by increasing customer retention and
customer loyalty. To achieve this objective, the service delivery of the contact centre
needs to be geared not only for efficient problem solving for the customer, but also
toward providing a value-added experience.

It has been pointed out by various

researchers (Batt, 2000; Kinnie, Purcell & Hutchinson, 2000) that the greater the
emphasis by the organisation on customer care, the greater the emphasis on using high
involvement work practices which could mean higher training, participation in teams
and decision making, open communication systems and better work conditions for
employees. As observed by Frenkel (2005), HRM practices that are service oriented
correlate strongly with customer perception of high quality service, which is critical for
the organisation, in order to have a competitive edge in the market place.

Further to this, Russell and Thite (2008) argue that as the jobs of the CSAs become
richer, there is a tendency for tighter supervision and greater managerial oversight.
According to Deery and Kinnie (2004), in such organisations modelled on masscustomisation, there is a slant towards greater normative control. Frenkel et al. (1998)
suggest that, customer oriented bureaucracies use info-normative systems of control
(reliance on IT and facilitative supervision). While retaining the essential features of
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bureaucratic control there is introduction of some aspects of knowledge work such as
empowerment, and positive enabling kind of employee relations. Though in reality,
evidence of real autonomy and empowerment for the workers is difficult to find because
of the regimented work design in the call centre. Some of the enriched management
practices seem to be more tokenistic introduced with the intent of greater work
intensification. Given the contradictory pursuits within the organisation, how the work
system and the employee relations pan out is greatly influenced by the managerial
interpretation of the demands and the choices made by management to work out this
difficult heuristic.

This case study is of a national telecommunication organisation - a leading subscription
television provider in Australia, primarily offering digital satellite services to customers
in both regional and rural areas, in addition to offering dial-up internet and mobile
telephone services. The organisation is referred to as CCS (Cable Customer Service).
The role studied was that of the General Manager of Customer and Credit Services of
CCS’s entire operations.

This study identifies how the business organisation positions customer service as a key
lever in the pursuit of competitive advantage and in doing so, the role of the head of
Customer Service Centre becomes a significant player and a salient influence on the
strategic decision-making process of the business. It is interesting to examine this role,
as it is posited with distinctive contradictory demands of maximising shareholder value
by achieving cost efficiency on one hand and on the other, by being the spokesperson
for the customer within the organisation as well as responding to customer needs in
order to maximise retention and loyalty. Another dimension of the polarised demands
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operating on the manager is from the workforce. Thus, the manager finds herself bound
in a triangle of demands, where a volatile business environment with changing market
and customer needs combines with the constant pressure and expectation from the top
management, employees and customers to deliver ‘more with less’.

Emerging from this discussion are the implications for the managerial role in terms of
the constraints and choices based on the nature of the workflow and in particular
whether the organisation operates as an outbound call centre or an inbound call centre.
In addition, there is some reflection on the added competencies expected of

the

manager when the existing call centre operation moves up the media value chain and
becomes a ‘contact centre’, with higher integration of telephony and data-processing.
Another important theme surfacing, though slightly unconnected to the research
question, is the way in which the organisation has modelled the empowerment of
women, with the presence of women executives predominant within all levels of the
hierarchy, especially at the senior leadership level. This was considered an important
item for brief discussion in this case study as it sheds some light on the issue of gender
in call centres – an example of how women executives have been able to successfully
break the ‘glass ceiling’ and carve out significant roles for themselves.

5.2 The Organisation Background
The organisation was established in 1995, and its subscription television enterprises
have been its major source of business. CCSs television subscriber base has grown to
over 713,000 (at September 30, 2008), making it the largest subscription television
operator in regional and rural Australia. Over 800 employees serve CCSs customers.
The company is profitable and cash flow is positive.
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CCSs Customer Service Centre has a national responsibility, and is the only site that
supports the whole of its Australian customer base. The Customer Service Centre (CCS)
is based in a beautiful facility around a prominent business district that attracts public
attention, making a statement for the organisation’s brand positioning in the market.
The following provides a brief account of the business process and the organisational
structure of CCS.

Once a sale is made by the sales team to the customer, from that moment onwards, the
customer service team assumes 'ownership' of that customer. The calls are directed to
the customer service team whenever the customers have any questions regarding their
billing or if they face any technical problem. For example, if someone is not receiving a
particular channel or is interested in upgrading or downgrading the service. If any
technical difficulties are being experienced, the call is directed through to the customer
service team. So the customer service team is responsible for all customer interaction
other than the initial acquisition of the customer.

The focal role for this study is the role of the Head of Customer Service and Credit
Collection henceforth addressed as the GM. The GM’s role is meant to be a strategic
role and her team of managers look into the day-to-day running of the business in terms
of operations, planning and forecasting, and employee development. Customer retention
and collection of money is part of the credit collection‘s mandate. The credit collection
area also manages the collection of decoders from customers.
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The General Manager reports to the Chief Operating Officer (COO), who in turn reports
to the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the company. The GM has 325 employees, of
which, 220 are on the phones. They work on a 1 to 12 or 1 to 14 ratio of team manager
to CSA, and each of their teams has a team manager and a senior CSA who is a Subject
Matter Expert (SME). The GM has two business units that report to her, the customer
service arm, and the credit collections group. She needs to work in collaboration with
other departments in the business such as sales, field operations, marketing, human
resources, employee and organisation Development (EOD) and Information-technology
(IT) and essentially her role sits within the centre of the business. With any project team
that is created, whether it is product development or an IT-related project, the GM of the
CCS is always sitting on the steering committee to bring in the voice of customer to the
issue in question. The important thing to note about this organisation is that the
customer service centre is integrated with other business processes and is actively
involved in all decisions and sign offs. For example, the marketing function cannot roll
out an initiative without the sign off from the customer service function. The
Organisation Chart of CCS is given in Figure 5.1 for illustration.

The average handle time (AHT) is the defining parameter of performance in CCS. The
agents can be differentiated into eight different training levels and hence the primary
Key Performance Indicator (KPI) is the AHT. The calls are classified according to those
related to technical issues and those related to billing. Technical calls are of two types:
one related to customers receiving error messages - thirty percent of which are sorted
out by the Interactive Voice Response Unit (IVR) - and all the rest go to the floor.
Technical difficulties may involve resolution of problems like either a hardware failure,
while the other aspect is related to the ‘education’ of the customer, assisting them to use
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the interactive applications. The AHT for these combined technical calls is at 400
seconds. These calls are scripted and assisted by cue cards.

In the billing section, the calls could be related to statements, account details, or
payments. The AHT for the billing side is about 290-300 seconds. There is a third type
of call related to the customer moving location. These are quite complex to handle,
almost like a new sale, and the AHT for them is 550 seconds. Only sixty percent of the
staff is equipped to handle these types of calls. Thus, AHT is the bastion of performance
assessment which means it could constrain a CSA from actually helping a caller,
therefore impacting on customer satisfaction levels. There is often an expectation of upselling, particularly during new campaigns, which adds to the work intensification. The
agents are trained in both the billing and technical side of the service.
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Figure 5.1: CCS Organisation Chart
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When agents join the company, they go through an induction program. On the first day,
the new recruits spend time in understanding the vision and objectives of the
organisation, products, human resource polices and payroll. The next two days deal with
the products in detail, followed by seven days of technical training and five days of
training embedded in the team training where they actually work on the computer, learn
trouble shooting and are allocated to a team manager. The CSAs have the opportunity
to drive their own training as they get to know ahead of time what training sessions are
coming up and they can offer to sign up for them. They have the opportunity to
complete a Certificate III in customer contact service from a Registered Training
Organisation (RTO). They can also go through a soft skills module which trains them
to deal with angry customers. Team Managers have the opportunity to apply to study
Certificate IV in Workplace Training and Assessment.

There is a push for senior managers to take on the role of internal facilitating and to run
workshops for the employees, which are not only informative, but a feedback process
for the managers as well. The emphasis on training of the employees is obvious and the
nationally recognised training offered is a point of attraction and development for the
employees. Smith and Smith (2008) comment that helping the employees get nationally
certified training positions places the organisation as an ‘employer of choice’ in the
tight labour market. The other subtle benefit for the organisation in using nationally
recognised training is that they get considerable government funding and the training is
'on the job', so there is no need for people to be ‘off the phones’. Providing training
opportunities in-house as well as utilising RTOs, is an indication to the employees that
their progression and development is looked after by the organisation which is another
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pointer towards enriching the human resource policy and making the job more attractive
to the workers.

Some of the reward and recognition programs are ongoing while some are introduced
when needed. The CSAs undergo performance reviews quarterly with their team
managers and if it is deemed below the desired performance level then an action plan is
made for improvement. Outstanding performance is rewarded and such performers are
eligible to buy products, holidays, or experiences based on the points that they have
accrued.

Some ad-hoc programs are run as needed to encourage retention of customers,
preventing customer churn, or making additional sales to the customer, and rewards are
tied to these special efforts. There is provision for a long service reward which seems to
be a token gesture. For three years of service, employees can have one day extra leave;
for five years of service, two days; for seven years, three days and for ten years and
above, four extra days off are given. This is in addition to normal statutory provisions
for annual leave. The most coveted recognition for an employee is to be part of the CEO
club. This recognition goes to someone who depicts CCS in every possible way. The
chosen employee is flown over to meet the CEO who wines and dines them, and also
asks the employee their opinion of the organisation and its future. This opportunity is
available to any employee across all levels; managers, team leaders and CS agents.
Thus, these monetary and non-monetary reward and recognition programs are designed
to soften the intensive work and create some experience of ‘fun’ as well as motivate the
employees.
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There is a union, but without a high level of involvement. The company's approach to
employment relations is more proactive and there have been no major problems
experienced thus far. The human resource function deals with the union and there is not
much involvement at the business unit level.

The CSAs (customer service agents) are the important repositories of customer
intelligence and also a medium to reach the customer. This seems to be the main motive
of the management as they try to facilitate employee participation through various
forums and there is constant effort to keep communication flowing. The process of
employee involvement and receiving feedback from customers is open, informed the
manager and the organisation values employee participation. There are a few
mechanisms that are worthy of mention for capturing the voice of the customer. Firstly,
the employees have access to a feedback database. Employees can log into and track
any feedback they get verbally from a customer or through email. CCS also has a
system of conducting a survey with the customers so as to ascertain their quality of
interaction and their product brand attributes. The other area where the organisation
tries to get feedback is in the customer retention process. If a customer calls wishing to
disconnect, the CCS investigates the reasons for disconnection for making necessary
improvements in the system.

Employee participation and employee suggestions, as reported by the managers, are
valued by the senior management. There are a variety of mechanisms to capture
employee concerns and ideas. They get twenty to thirty ideas a week from employees
who are dealing with customers every day, suggesting how it may improve customers’
experience. Twice a year, an engagement survey for employees is run internally which
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covers everything that affects the employees. The managers provide consolidated
feedback to the employee based on the survey and the actions taken on them.
Commenting on the culture of the organisation, the Customer Service Manager
considered it to be fairly open and believed that the employees would share similar
feelings.

There is a formalised exit interview process and the interview is hosted independently
by the human resources department, so it allows the exiting employee opportunity to be
open and frank. The recruitment policy has seen a change; the initial screening of the
CSAs was turned into an in-house activity as against the former practice of outsourcing
it to an external recruiting agency. This also shows the organisation’s shift towards
seeking workers with a greater fit to the organisation and having greater control over the
recruitment and selection process. The nature of employment for the workforce is
mostly permanent status with the idea of casual recruits being toyed with as a reserve
pool for future needs in permanent employment. The salaries are competitive in the
market and benchmarked against the employers of choice in the region (average $35K
as starting package). Thus we see a scene parallel to what is described by Kinnie et al.
(2000) as using some elements of enriched human resource policies such as “careful
attention to recruitment methods, improvement in pay and condition, involvement and
recognition of employee contribution” (p. 970) to maximise quality of service from the
employees.

The CSAs work in teams (work teams) and have a dedicated team manager and a
dedicated senior CSA. That ratio is two people supporting a group of fourteen, which
comes across as a small ratio with the implication of close supervision of team
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members. The employees have access to most information whether it is organisation or
team performance results. The teams at CCS embody the characteristics of work teams
and they display the features that Batt (1999) in her study alluded to, i.e. the nature of
technology does not require interdependence, there is high level of process
standardisation and formalisation that does not permit much self-regulation and the
team work is not associated with group based pay. Yet, the teams are effectively in
place for the reasons enumerated by Batt (1999), that there is group learning, problem
solving, informal peer support and they are, essentially units for managing the work at
different skill levels. The members of each team have team meetings together, social
functions and celebrations. Though the work of each member in a team is independent
of each other, there is a team spirit built in by virtue of being together, working
together, and competing with other teams for results.

In terms of monitoring, a number of mechanisms are in place. In relation to compliance
with interaction with the customer, CCS have a set standard; CCS record all calls and
are able to monitor all calls and then rate those calls against the specified standard. The
CSAs are closely monitored and compliance to the roster and schedule is expected. If
someone is scheduled in and does not log into the phone, an alarm is alerted in different
departments so CCS can identify that they are late, especially if they are late for shifts,
or on longer breaks. So if an employee leaves early, it shows up on the work station. It
also shows up on a system called ‘real time appearance’ and CCS have a group that
monitors the system to see if someone logged out early and is out of compliance. The
team manager is then alerted. All team managers have access to the reports so they can
review real-time, daily team performance, including average handling time and
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compliance to the roster. This sheds some light on the kind of technical control used in
CCS.

The KPI structure was moved from monthly performance reviews to quarterly
performance reviews. The three core KPI’s that determine CSA performance are as
follows:
Efficiency - which is AHT,
Compliance to schedule, i.e. roster compliance
Adherence to their quality frame work, which means that the calls are
monitored and scored according to set standards.

The other area that has a bearing on the performance assessment is the ‘CCS Way’
which means following a set of behaviours for the promotion of employee culture.
When a new employee joins CCS, they go through the business mission and values.
The ‘CCS way’ is a program that promotes initiative, proactive response and supports
organisational values, supporting the culture and ownership. The three core KPIs are
very much statistical. In relation to the ‘CCS Way’, the behaviours required to be
demonstrated are somewhat subjective but the CSA can write down how they exhibit
those behaviours and with the team managers’ endorsement, they both input how they
contribute to the business and the department.

This scenario of close technical and behaviour control agrees with the control system
identified by Edwards (1979) which has three necessary attributes “the pacing and
direction of work, the monitoring and evaluation of performance and the reward and
discipline of workers” (as cited in Callaghan & Thompson, 2001, p.18). As stated by
153

the authors, the technical control operates in combination with bureaucratic control and
normative control. The ‘CCS way’ on which the CSAs are evaluated, outlines a strict
set of behaviours and attitudes the workers should follow and is given considerable
weight during induction training as a part of employee acculturation. Thus one can
explain the control mechanism operating in the mass-customised context according to
the observation made by Callaghan and Thompson (2001) as follows:
The combined system of structural control is formidable and represents a clear
example of capital’s continuing attempt to convert labour power into profitable
labour. (p.34)

From the above portrayal of the organisation, it can be seen that the CCS has many
attributes of a mass customized service operation. The extant literature is prolific in
establishing the correlation between the quality of customer service with employee
morale and motivation. Schneider and Bowen (1993) affirm, “What employees
experience at work gets transmitted to the customers” and hence conclude that the "key
to manage customer‘s experience of service quality is to manage employees’
experiences within their own organisation.” (p. 40). This clearly brings pressure on the
call centre management, whose objective is to deliver high levels of customer
satisfaction through the CSAs. There seems to be a mix of high commitment strategies
due to the mandate of customer satisfaction and some evidence of work intensification
because of the simultaneous cost cutting imperative on the management.

The conscious effort taken by the management to capture the voice of the employee as
well as the voice of the customer to achieve their organisational goal is apparent. The
CSAs represent the face of the organisation to the customers as well as serve as a
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primary link to the business. One can understand the rationale of the close supervision
involved for maintaining high quality standards with a small ratio of team leaders to the
CSA numbers. The work is tightly regulated given the complexity of the technical
nature of the service offered. There is also the expectation of up-selling from the CSAs
but ironically they are regimented by AHT. The monitoring is intensive but the overt
emphasis as put forth by the management is on coaching and skill development of the
employee. Thus, drawing from Russell’s (2004) observation on variations in call
centres, CCS exhibits many features associated with a high commitment/performance
organisation including work-teams, relative employment security, rewards, and
recognition tied to performance, forums for the expression of employee voice and some
multi-skilling. All these features are aimed towards the one single goal of customer
satisfaction which is almost forced to fit within the milieu of work characterised by
many controls and constraints.

5.3 The Role of the General Manager - Customer Service and Credit
Collection

At the time of the study, the GM was with CCS for approximately twenty months,
coming from a background of customer service and call centre experience spanning
fifteen years. Prior to her current role, she was a group manager of the customer service
function for three years in the same place and before then, she was a customer service
manager which is equivalent to the role of the level reporting into her. The GM
discussed her role in some detail, outlining her interaction with several business units.
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My role is predominantly about steering and being the advocate for the
customer and for the employee. So a lot of my role is really about what the
customer experience is going to be.

The GM decides on the communication to the customer and is responsible for driving
some of the key messages which the organisation sends out to their customers. She also
drives the internal communications to the customer service agents. She defines the
training requirements for CSAs, making sure the training is not overly complex, and is
cost effective. From a customer point of view her role is about articulating information
and reducing the need for a customer to have to contact them to clarify; to get it right
the first time and to define what that medium is going to be. The GM is the final
signatory to any piece of customer communication material. For example, the GM signs
off on any business process improvement or changes to the billing or customer care
system, “At the end of the day the buck stops with me when it comes to the customer
experience.” Articulating her role while addressing the employees in CCS, her words
are:
I am here to build and strengthen the relationship with the customer and build
and strengthen the relationship with the CCS employees.

Other key parts of her role include ensuring efficiency of their operations and
maintaining a viable cost model. It is her job to keep a strict control on financials which
is driven by constantly looking for processes improvement. The GM is responsible for
determining the service delivery model as well as maintaining the revenue generation
and revenue protection of the organisation.
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The GM’s main mandate comes from the cost perspective as she focuses on reducing
the need for customers to call through the most costly channel, which is through the
CSA. The main tactic used is to push customer interaction to self service wherever it is
appropriate, and where they can deliver a 'good level' of service. She mentioned that
optimisation of the business processes is based around efficiency and handle time of
calls, and the key is in simplification of processes, and making sure that the employees
have the tools to be able to service the customers efficiently. It can be noted from the
various parts of this discussion that while the GM uses rhetoric to engage her employees
and emphasises customer satisfaction, repeated evidences indicate her pre-occupation
with driving down the costs.

A typical day for the GM starts with coming in and reviewing the performance reports
and performance matrix, which demonstrates how they are tracking for the week, then a
review of the previous day’s performance, and forecasting what the rest of the week or
the rest of the month could look like. “That is normally the first thing I do when I come
in”. She looks into the online reports, which are based around the KPIs and service
delivery level. She examines their call volume; numbers of customer contacts and how
efficient the previous day was from a handle-time perspective. So, if they were not
achieving targets, she would investigate the causes. Checking out the employee
absences, employee attrition and any out of the ordinary call volumes are all part of the
morning overview. She is also required to watch customer retention, the rate of
customer churn, the monthly schedule, forecasting, and tracking against the budget.

This account indicates that although the GM’s role is to operate at a strategic level and
support her customer service managers in running the business, it is evident that the GM
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gets involved in day-to-day operational matters and keeps a tight grip on operational
issues from the efficiency point of view. It appears from the account of the GM that
although she has to juggle with the overt objectives of caring for her customers and her
employees, the actual efforts are mostly aimed towards enhancing the efficiency of the
system, servicing the top management expectation from her role. Managing the
paradox in terms of who gets the priority: the customer, employees, or the top
management - seems to be the crux of the GM’s job within a mass-customised context.
The most interesting part of the discussion with the GM was her reflection on the
differentiation between outbound and inbound workflows in the call centre and its
impacts on the manager’s role. The GM went into detail on how the two scenarios
looked different and, as a result, the way the role of the manager emerged differently.
In outbound centres you can throttle your activity and align your resources, you
plan day to day, and it is most likely that the day will run exactly according to
the plan unless you have any technology issues. Outbound Centre has the
challenge of establishing contact only. In the in -bound centre you can forecast
based on historical data , trends, experience, seasonality, time frames etc. You
can put science to use and a lot depends on how effective your assumptions
translate to service delivery.

In an inbound environment, it is the business related activities that trigger the call
volume and one can make certain assumptions based on similar experience/activities in
the past and make an estimate as to what will be the future call volume. The GM
discussed certain situations on which there is no precedence and it is very hard to make
estimations. She mused that in a situation, where one has never engaged in a particular
activity, how does one predict the outcome and impact on numbers of calls as a result of
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the new initiative? To highlight this point with an example, she referred to an instance
where CCS has been trying to move their existing customers from a legacy product to
something more current, for the first time ever in the history of the organisation. They
had never done this before but based their assumptions on a trial run with a sample.
The GM commented that one goes with the risk of not knowing how it might pan out in
the real situation; one can only hope that it plays out the same as in the trial run, “The
business has high expectations of accuracy of forecast. One can use tools to get it right
as much as possible but never really know, that uncertainty is always there”. The
inbound environment can be impacted by many uncontrollable factors, it is vulnerable
to variables that are beyond anyone's sphere of influence, like a bad storm could trigger
a massive outage.

Contrary to the inbound flow, the outbound world is generally confined to specific
contact times and hence the managerial responsibility and availability of the manager
required by the organisation is limited to the business hours. In contrast to the outbound
environment, the time commitment of the GM (in CCS) is much higher and is required
to be accessible 24/7. The GM differentiated this by explaining that the manager of the
Sales call centre is available only in the working hours, five days a week, while in the
same organisational context the head of CCS is available through the week beyond
business hours, including weekend accessibility, in case of any contingency.

Pointing out the significance of how real-time her environment is as opposed to other
parts of the business, the GM highlighted that things are not happening in real time in
sales, in field operations, HR, or any other department. Changes cannot and need not be
made during the day in real-time in these areas. Whereas in CCS, she said that changes
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can be made instantly, in real-time, based on the day’s events in order to improve the
outcome for that day. This was a key point in the discussion; that because of the real
time sensitivity of decision making processes, the senior manager needed the safety net
of keeping her supervisor totally ‘in-sync’, as mistakes can prove to be very costly.

The GM has to attend numerous meetings on a regular basis every week. She goes to
meetings at a senior leadership level (General Manager and above), where she presents
the performance of her division, customer retention rates and how that is linked to her
group’s performance and her financial model. Such meetings are on a weekly basis so
that they are on track with their subscriber growth, and with churn targets. She makes
contact with all her direct reports and discusses the direction of the business for which
she calls for a formalised weekly meeting with her managers. There are also many
cross-function meetings or project meetings with other functions like marketing, human
resources, sales and IT (information technology). She brought out the importance of
being present in all the meetings because of her direct involvement with the customers:
I am in a lot of meetings because I am in the middle. There is nothing that can
really change in the business one way or another that doesn’t impact the
customer and/or the employee.

This is a typical portrayal of a managerial job in a large organisation where the business
is divisionalised. According to Hales (1993), “the managers have to accomplish their
work through large networks, a high level of lateral communication many meetings and
contact pattern resembling the ‘hub’“(p. 235). When they go through the key projects
planned for the year, the GM is at the steering level or leading a project. The GM
summarised her role as reflected in her diary engagements highlighting the number of
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contacts she has to make in a day with her own team, her peers in other departments, her
supervisor and occasionally with the other Directors including the CEO.

When the GM came into her role, she wrote a job description for herself as she
envisaged the role anew and shaped it with key responsibilities. According to the GM’s
account, she estimates the ratio of routine to non-routine tasks from a day-to-day basis
as, “probably about sixty percent is routine with forty percent I have no control over;
part of being a manager.”

The kind of unforeseen jobs that the GM has to deal with are mostly the unscheduled
requests from other departments or from her seniors. She said she often had phone calls
from other business areas requesting her to contribute in their meetings or run a
workshop, or provide her point of view on a certain issue. Since these are last minute
requests, it might be out of her control. Her boss (the COO) could call her and request a
presentation, as on one occasion for benchmarking call centres, within forty eight hours.
For every month, the GM has specific time deadlines, around which forecasting is done.
Based on the inputs of the planning and operations team, which do the data gathering,
she can forecast their staffing numbers and budgeting. To some degree all her KPI’s are
built around monthly and quarterly goals. So everything she does is about achievement
of the goals. There is a deadline for reducing her call volume and a deadline to reduce
the costs or goals to reduce attrition, so everything is deadline driven from a micro
perspective. Everything that she works on has a monthly budget/forecast which means a
large chunk of the GM’s role is driven by numbers.
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Commenting on how much her job is rule-bound, the GM reflected, “I wouldn’t say it is
rule bound. I would say there are guidelines: the way CCS does its business”. This
comment almost seemed euphemistic as one does get a sense that her job is restrained
by top management's directives but the GM feels empowered to present a case and
negotiate with the top management some of her needs for the organisation. She
explained as follows:
We do have a process and you can present a case; show strong return on
investment. If there are ideas that come to my mind, or if there are things I want
to do; provided I can show strong rational of how it’s going to benefit the
customer, the employees or the shareholder, I should be able to support that
with a business case; I do have freedom and I can put those things forwards,
and the CEO will sign off on it.

The above quote brings out the feeling of confidence that if she can justify her proposals
in dollar terms using a strong business rationale, she has greater success in getting her
proposals through the top management. Further elaborating, she said that during the last
few months she kept an eye on employee attrition and what was happening externally in
the labour market and had noticed there was a shift in salaries.
We locked our budget in October last year for this year, so my dollars were set
leading up to Christmas and generally this is a peak time for attrition. In the
New Year during January it (attrition) did not stabilise. I did my own external
benchmarking for salaries and put together a recommendation for market
adjustment for my staff. I presented that to the CEO, and we implemented a
market salary adjustment. That is outside of my budget. The net effect of doing
that was an additional $350,000. Because my budget is set I can’t go forward
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and challenge that. If I don’t make this change, I am facing a million dollar
problem, and so I need to invest $350,000 now to prevent a million dollar issue
towards the end of the year. This is the scenario. I put together a proposal for
that: I walked my boss through it and he said ‘yes’.

This example substantiated that with a solid business case and with enough background
work the GM could influence and make changes in the system. It depends on how much
the manager wants to take a proactive role and increase the circle of influence. The
manager narrated that she felt confident about taking on the issues head-on, in the long
term interest, she was willing to take that risk. This demonstrated a level of confidence
and the ability to obtain results for the organisation. This approach won her high
visibility and credibility with the top management. The issue of the managerial
autonomy at her level is encapsulated in this following quote:
I do have flexibility, if I have a strong rationale for it. As I said it comes down to
3 key things. Is it going to improve the customer and employee experience and is
it going to support a profitable business model and eventually go through to the
shareholder level.

To support her comment on the free play available to her, the GM added that during the
time she moved into the role, she was not satisfied with the customer
experience/employee experience and she basically put in a whole ‘back-to-basics’
program and ran a customer service excellence project. During this time, she completely
reformatted CCS’s recruitment processes and reformatted the structure, reward, and
recognition system, and the KPI’s. She brought in a quality monitoring system, and a
new rostering solution.
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I went to CEO and said I need a million dollars. Here is the program I want to
do. But I will give you “X” in return. When we were actually putting that in
place I delivered that ”X” three times over, in return to what I had committed
to.

This return on investment and clear demonstration of overachieving established her
credibility with top management. When she went into the role, the GM set herself an
upfront goal, articulating her personal vision and expectation from her team. This is an
example of what Fernie (2004) explains as the impact of leadership on organisational
outcome,
A charismatic leader able to motivate and communicate well, directly with the
staff with an employee involvement style, with an emphasis on service and sales
can positively affect customer service outcomes by raising the customer service
focus of the staff. (p. 71).

The GM’s upfront commitment to excellence and making it a shared goal by
communicating it with all the employees, enrolling them into her personal vision is a
classic example of the charismatic leadership. As she narrated her success story she
said,
My first briefing to my whole team was that I have set myself a personal goal
and that is, CCS’s customer service will be recognized as an award-winning
contact centre. That is my own personal goal and I hope that you will come onto
that journey with me.
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She found a program with the Australian Telecommunication Association (ATA) and in
the first year took some of her staff to the awards night, to give them a taste of that
experience. The following year they did some concrete work to compete for customer
service excellence but were still not ready to enter the ATA competition. In 2005, the
GM and her team started the planning process for CCS’s submission in the contest, for
the ‘ATA contact centre of the year award', and received the nominations for individual
awards. CCS presented nominations for two team managers, with CSA’s in every
category. Subsequently, the GM herself won the ‘Queensland contact centre manager
award’, and two of her team managers were in the final three in Queensland. She, her
customer service manager, and her customer service agent represented CCS nationally.
I was fortunate enough to win nationally the contact centre manager award in
2006 and one of my CSAs was a finalist in the nationals. It was really good. And
last year we went back again and we won the Queensland call centre awards,
which was great! It was good to see where we were. Even my boss said it’s
really gutsy of you to put yourself out there, and see where you want to take the
group. I had complete and utter belief that we could do it. We still have a long
way to go.

This success story illustrates the commitment to excellence and ability of the leader to
take charge and drive the team towards an explicit vision of achievement. The
recognition at a national level was also good for the organisation's image building in the
eyes of the employees. While the GM has her eyes set on the strategic goals, her
mandate requires her to be engaged with operational issues which at times are
frustrating.
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I want to spend more time doing this visionary stuff and it’s really tough
because as a business we are still very young and at high growth stages. When
you are in high growth stages you really need to look to a 12 month horizon. I’d
like to be spending more of my time looking at those visionary things and setting
challenging goals and then working towards them.

That is the constant conflict she faces in her role, the shift from macro to micromanaging. The nature of the work organisation and the day-to-day demands often tie
her down to the tiny details, even though supported by an experienced cadre of
managers.

Commenting on her degree of involvement in trouble-shooting, she responded that she
usually worked through this with her team of managers and with input from her direct
supervisor, the Chief Operating Officer (COO). If it is something which is low/medium
risk, the GM will make the change for efficiency and report the changes that have been
made. If there is something of high risk, for example, a platform outage, then the
appropriate trouble-shooting from a customer’s point of view is to reset every single
customer’s decoder which affects a large customer base nationally. In this instance, on
such a high-risk issue, she would work with and come to an agreement with her
counterparts at the general management level. For something minor, she and her
counterparts will make an instantaneous decision. However, for something of greater
magnitude, the GM will call the CEO and inform him of the magnitude, and inform him
of the issues, proposals, the risks associated, and the worst-case and best-case scenarios
that could happen. She will inform the CEO that she has spoken to other stakeholders.
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The magnitude of larger decisions is expressed in the following example:
When you decide to reset 600,000 customers’ decoders, you don’t take it that
lightly! You could completely melt down everything. It really depends on the
magnitude of the decision.

This instance points us towards the relatively high level of exposure to risk. The
manager tended to mitigate the adverse effects of any tough situations by involving the
appropriate decision-makers in the critical decisions.

As indicated in the previous point the GM deals with high exposure on her job and she
seemed to make efforts to indemnify her decisions with the necessary support of the
supervisor. Discussing her relationship with her senior management team, especially
with the COO, she highlighted that there is a strong expectation of complete alignment.
The COO is completely kept in the loop of information and is aware of what is going on
in the customer services environment. She stated that the GM and her COO need to be
‘in-sync’ constantly. The relationship needs to be tight, and it is made stronger with
frequent contact and discussion as things can change on a day-to-day basis and
sometimes within an hour.

According to the GM, the senior management is 'hands on' in CCS, which she said is
very unique to their business, and is role-modelled for the staff. When asked how such
an expectation is driven and whether it was set by the CEO, the GM mentioned that it is
driven from the senior leadership team. It was interesting to learn that the CEO has a
call board in his office. The CEO is able to see how many customers are currently
waiting, and he can also listen in. He can see the performance of her centre on his desk
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in ‘real- time’. The rather intriguing part of the GM’s role is to make sure that the
performance of her CCS is aligned with the CEO’s expectation. The GM is responsible
for customer churn, which is of paramount importance to the CEO, and it is a number
the CEO looks at daily. Therefore, if there are any fluctuations in churn, then the GM
would proactively inform the CEO about the situation. This is a classical example of
how much salience is attached to the customer service function and if the CEO keeps an
eye on “the board” flashing, one wonders if it means someone at the GM’s level is also
under close surveillance!

The GM‘s role is not without conflicting demands, particularly when there are
paradoxical business objectives. An example of this is that she is on the steering
committee for customer growth. Paradoxically she is also required to sign off on the
new sales and acquisition campaigns and how they will be managed, but at the same
time she is responsible for customer churn. To promote sales numbers one of the tactics
used is the offering of the free trial period for a month to customers, with no major
commitment. But she talked about the risks involved in letting customers having the
opportunity to try it, and then dealing with the situation when they do not go ahead with
the subscription. She said this is a conflicting priority; trying to manage customer
retention and still get a lift in sales and growth, “It’s not perfect, it’s not the ideal, but I
have to work through it. That is business and it comes with the territory”.

There is a fair amount of delegation, the GM felt, when it comes to achieving deadlines.
When asked about what jobs she would not delegate, she stated, “When it comes to
remuneration, when it comes to sign off on our financials and commitments, and things
like that are not delegated”. Some important issues are of a confidential nature, those
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around new product development, or strategic components do not get delegated. Those
decisions that have a high customer contact, high risk, high cost, or relates to all
employees, those aspects of her work are not delegated by the GM. She works in
partnership with her team to get them involved but does not leave her managers with
important issues on their own which means she keeps a tight control on her managers.

On probing, if the constant pressure could foster a fear of failure amongst her team
members, the GM thought about it and commented that in some environments such high
expectations could possibly cause fear of failure but it also depends on the business unit
and the leadership. Her response was that, in her environment she was trying to balance
the fear of failure with accountability and the dichotomy had to be managed. In the
customer credit services,
The fear of failure is enormous since everything is so measurable and also
visual. We pride ourselves on success and being successful. So there is that
constant tight rope one walks on.

The GM asserted that her team members know how important it is to deliver as per her
expectations. She said her team is aware of how driven she is personally and what her
expectation is of them. She concluded with, “As an organisation there is high
expectation on people within CCS”. It appears that the GM is under pressure from her
top management which results in having low tolerance for slack and her team managers
at times feel anxious about this.

This led to a discussion about whether there is room for democratic leadership in a call
centre environment. The GM observed that the work is quite straight jacketed and there
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is regimentation at the agent's and the team leader's level, But when it comes to the
divisional manager's level it is quite the reverse: dissent and challenging the status quo
is seen positively, as she believed that questioning the status quo leads to improvement.
This sharing of the GM about her belief on empowering the middle managers seemed a
bit incongruent as she is seen to be tightly regulating the work of her managers. The
GM's role is also under constant scrutiny, so it raises the question of how much of a
free-play she and her team can exercise in this regulated environment.

The GM cited an example of how she is constantly on the lookout for improvement in
the system. She said she was in a review meeting and she wondered why there are two
addresses for correspondence with the customers in the records: one is the billing
address and the other is the mailing address, instead of just one. She pointed out that
having two addresses added another level of complexity for her employees every time
an address needed to be changed. Reasons and justifications were offered, but the point
was made that this needed to be changed. This is what she meant by constantly
challenging. Her direct reports are encouraged to display a questioning mind. Though
she did reiterate the fact that the call centre environment is a very structured
environment, with limited scope for free play and there is practically no room to
manoeuvre when it comes to things like rostering, negotiating, reporting and the
standard practices of working, yet the message to her employees is that they must be
looking for constant improvements.

One of the key jobs of her role that she discussed was to develop the talent of staff that
report directly to her. She takes this very seriously and leads workshops for them to
open up discussion. She blocks half an hour every week for individual meetings with
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her team members and her key focus of development for them is relation building
within and across the team. She regularly sends reading material to her team and also
tries to be involved in the development of her other staff, the people who support her
managers.

From the GM's perspective, her team looks up to her for guidance, direction, support,
and to be their sounding board. She also has to challenge their thought processes and
her role is also to verify things for them, assist in identifying risk and in that process
help them to develop and grow. She sees herself as the glue for the unity of the group.
Within her group, the GM has regular off-site meetings with her team managers. She
has two formalised ones every year. For these events, she invites external guest
speakers, to offer presentations that she feels her team will benefit from. One part of the
offsite meetings is project prioritisation, so all the projects are discussed, including the
financial models for all those projects. Then, as a team, they decide which ones will be
selected to go forward for the following year, “We look at the macro landscape, what is
happening from a competitive perspective, any key challenges that we have got coming
up”.

Highlighting an example of how important timely, appropriate training is in meeting her
targets- the GM recollected the instance when she noted a gap in the level of knowledge
with the team managers about a newly launched product. There was no subject matter
expert for this new product and the agents were not meeting the target, because she
identified that there was deficiency in up-selling skills. She needed to enhance the upselling skills of her people internally. After meeting with the organisation's learning
centre, she engaged internal support of the sales team, put some objectives together for a
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full-day workshop, and requested that everybody help put the content together. She said
the workshop was driven by her but she managed to utilise the support network around
her. This is an indication that even though there is a designated department catering to
the training needs of the business, the GM has to personally get involved in making sure
that her staff have the appropriate skill set, for delivering a certain kind of service.

When discussing the expert component of her role, as well as the expert component in
running the business, she reflected on the kind of attributes required for her role
specifically. She said,
I think at the general management level, the skill is being able to take the
knowledge of various parts and bring it together. It’s about being able to gel
that together. If you took my role out of the picture today, what you would have
within my department would be individual experts. I have a generalized
knowledge across the lot so I am able to pull it all together.

Therefore when it comes to financials and budget time, her managers assist with the
resource numbers, the people needed, and required training, as an input for her that she
consolidates. She said if the GM’s role was removed from the business even
momentarily, nobody would be there to consolidate all aspects of the business and
provide that overall understanding to be able to fully negotiate and manage cross
functionally. That is the skill, as opposed to technical expertise, according to her.

The GM was sponsored by CCS to do a course on Foundations of General Management
before she took on her current role. Her performance review was six months post
attendance to that course, where her supervisor felt that it was one of the best
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investments that they had made. She said they had seen a good return on investment
because of the upgrading of her skills, confidence and thought processes. On
opportunities for the senior leadership team development within the organisation, the
GM said that they have a talent management program and that she is on a development
plan for a director’s role.

The GM talked about the several competencies in her role - good business acumen,
financial understanding, and strong communication skills both written and oral, “You
need to negotiate and influence - I think it is really important”. She said adaptability
and management of change is very important in a business environment. Some technical
skills especially of forecasting, the employee workforce management processes are
needed but most important is being highly customer and employee focused.
The GM does not have an accounting background yet a sizeable part of her role is
handling the financials. The GM stated that she picked up a lot of her knowledge on the
job, by asking lots of questions, learning new things, and applying them. She said that
she did not go to university straight out of school; her first job was in a bank at a help
desk. When asked about whether she had a vision that would sustain her career this far,
she said that she didn’t become overly ambitious until starting work at CCS. She said
that at CCS, she found the biggest factor that was empowering her and enabling her to
succeed was her supervisor. The GM said that her boss had taught her a strong
discipline, and was also her biggest advocate in supporting her and her career as well.

The GM sees her supervisor, the Chief Operating Officer (the COO) as her mentor. She
also received a certain amount of mentoring, from the Director of Employee and
Organisation Development (EOD). She said, “I use her as a sounding board and mentor
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and see things through with and talk about ideas, as she will give me a very balanced
view”. She also said she went to the Chief Information Officer (CIO) who offers inputs
from a completely different perspective. Ultimately, she said, she utilised her network
around her for inspiration, and to test her thoughts and ideas, and for her personal
development and building her expertise.

The success and growth of the GM in the CCS context is a good example of how
women’s career progression can be facilitated by effective mentoring and also how
women managers should actively seek out mentors for themselves in the organisation. A
study by Missirian (1982), of 100 senior women in corporate positions in the United
States, confirmed that mentorship is absolutely vital for women’s career development.
Collin's (1983) in-depth study of women managers and Dodgson’s (1986) study of
Canadian women educational administrators have advocated that mentoring is a crucial
career tool with positive implications for women. Tharanou, (2005) referred to a study
and commented that women, more so than their male counterparts, advanced to
executive levels when they had a strategic sponsor. A survey of 3220 Australians from
lower to middle levels within the public sector and finance and business service found
that mentor career support increased women protégé’s’ advancement in terms of
promotion to a greater extent than their male counterparts (Tharanou, 2005). The rise of
the GM to her influential position in CCS resonates with the findings of the scholars on
effectiveness of mentorship for women executives.

When recruiting someone for her position, the GM shared, that she would look for
somebody who has had 3-5 years of experience within a contact centre environment,
and will not prefer those who just have experience with business or retail. She provided
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an example to illustrate her rationale. One of her staff came from the banking sector, but
was unfamiliar with the operational side of the call centre environment. She tried
repositioning that staff member and leverage off her people management skills.
However, this staff person did not seem to succeed within a contact centre environment,
and the GM reflected that in her situation every single thing is measurable, “it’s all
about the numbers, and all staff need to be quick, and be able to assimilate numbers
very quickly and make decisions”. The GM’s opinion was that it is not easy to adapt
from another environment, since the call centre environment has a very high level of
transparency. Because there is a number attached to everything that is done, in the
contact centre environment everything is open, and one is accountable for the numbers
all the time. She said she has not seen people become successful in a senior position
such as hers, if they have not come from within a contact centre background. The GM
significantly dwelt on the three core tensions at CCS that her managers need to deal
with everyday: cost, quality and revenue: “It’s about cost reduction and maintaining
costs going forward. About service delivery and it’s about revenue generations and
revenue protection”.

Probed further on this issue about the tensions of delivering the quality, and the need to
keep the business highly competitive, in terms of prioritising, she said it comes down to
“an organisation defining very clearly what is it that you want to deliver to your
customer”. Her comment was that it is not easy to think big with a small budget. Her
role is to constantly challenge other parts of the business that are not in direct
connection with the customer. She added that when the products or sales department
insisted on certain deliverables from her, she had to quantify and put things into
perspective as in the following quote:
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If you want this, then there will be an increase by 15 seconds on handle time
which equates to $300,000 per annum, or alternatively maintain my cost
structure and we will get ‘x’ as a result of that. My job is to weigh the pros and
cons and present the options to other departments. Added to the challenge is to
be able to cater to the demands of the internal customer and maintain the cost
structure, or drive it to further efficiency without compromising the endcustomer experience: The pressure is coming from both sides.

The flip side of it is illustrated in the next example. Part way through last year CCS
faced cost challenges. The senior management in business indicated to the GM that they
needed her to see if she could find another half a million dollars. She managed to do
this, and did it by putting in initiatives of removing call volume out of the business. She
increased self-service utilisation by fifteen percent which was a really good result for
the business. She made it happen by putting in the process of advising the customer
where to go and what to use with the business’s self-service option. She stated,
[We are] reviewing and constantly challenging the processes and looking at
why a customer is failing at self-service, [and looking at] what we can do to
prevent that, [and we’re] constantly fine tuning and looking for those
opportunities.

This observation fits in as a key characteristic of a customer service centre in any large
organisation. The manager is torn between accountability to the organisation and
contributing in terms of revenue by making the operation more and more efficient while
at the same time maintaining customer satisfaction. In the above example one wonders
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if the financial interest of the organisation over shadowed the care for the customer
when the customer is required get into self service mode.

According to Alcock and

Millard

(2007),

the benefits of self service to the

organisation are many and can be enumerated as increases in the speed of delivery,
precision and customisation, reduced costs, enhanced productivity and the ability to
deliver service on a 24/7 basis. However, the authors argue self-service can have a very
different connotation to the customer when it can be interpreted as having to do the
work for the organisation. As Alcock & Millard (2007) point out,
For some customers, self-service can translate to no service and bad self-service
can be a brand destroyer for companies. Many customers, despite the
emergence and maturity of self-service technologies, still prefer to use the
telephone because of the channel’s immediacy, the complexity of an enquiry or
simply the desire to talk to a human being. (p. 313).

As a decision maker for a customer service operation one has to walk the tight rope of
how much can be pushed on to the customers’ plate in favour of efficiency and cost
cutting. Also one has to consider the impact of self servicing on the employees and
consider the outcome of a possibility of reduction in employment numbers.

The crux of the GM’s job was meant to be strategic and giving direction yet there were
many illustrations of how she personally drove improvement initiatives which can
impact on cost reduction. The emphasis on constant improvement and taking off every
possible second from the AHT becomes a critical intervention as she cited in another
example:
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I went to the floor and a couple of managers said to me, ‘the cue card for
trouble-shooting is a bit lengthy’. I flicked through the card and checked. In the
first 4 cards I wondered , ‘why are we doing that?’ and I removed one whole
card, and combined two other cards to one and simplified them which
holistically, it may take away 2 seconds AHT across the board which then will
translate to substantial cost reduction.

Another example narrated by the GM was the situation when she started working on
redesigning the billing statements after listening to the calls and realising that the
customers did not understand their bills. This led to increases in the in-coming calls.
She ran workshops with employees, took the feedback to the senior leadership team,
and suggested changes. The GM herself was the champion of statement redesign. She
took the lead to facilitate workshops with frontline staff and team managers. As a result,
they came up with a new statement design.
[Everything in my role] comes back to the customer and the employee but my
job is to ask the question why and then to explore and look for constant
improvements.

When asked how the GM remained plugged in to the external world, she mentioned that
the easiest way was via a ‘call reason report’ that she creates every month. The ‘call
reason report’ is a staff log that keeps track of why customers call – not all calls are
reported, only a large enough sample. She worked out the call volume based on the total
calls they received then distributed the call reasons across the total call volume, which
she called her ‘traffic light report’. She uses this to track and highlight whether certain
call reasons are going up or down for the total volume of calls received. She looked at
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this report, followed up on billing enquiries, and found that call volume for them was
growing. In order to find out why the customer was calling about the statement, she
investigated further before she took action on it.

In terms of her work balance and personal life, the GM sets herself a couple of goals
that she knows can be adhered to. She works every day until 7.00 pm in the office. She
said she shifted from her earlier pattern of logging in at home and working till late, to
working till 7.00pm, and getting home by 8.00pm - hoping it was all over for the day.
She has to do some work on the weekends, but she said she aims to prioritise. Usually
she goes through the suggestions from employees and she reads and responds to and
keeps them alive by writing them down in her diary. She says,
I respond and update progress with previous ones going through. Whilst it’s not
critical to the business, it is a commitment to employees. It is as important as
sending my budget up-to-date. It boils down to a personal value while you chase
those numbers.

The GM mentioned emphatically that it is imperative to be passionate in this industry:
“This environment is quite tough. If you are not passionate in what you do, you can’t
maintain the speed”. When asked whether she felt the pressure of work from getting
home so late her response was that she had managed to not feel ‘burnt out’. She felt
fortunate enough to have a husband who appreciated what she did. She felt she was
lucky, and she ensures she plays tennis during the week and netball on some nights.
When asked about whether crises outside work hours were common, she replied that the
phone may ring at 8.00pm when a customer has an issue (such as problems with the
network). Sometimes there have been incidences where calls could not come in, because
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lines were busy. However, she said she gets an alert via SMS, and can talk to the ITGM, and then the COO to let them know what she is doing, which could be until 9:30
pm. She could get SMS messages across the whole weekend to inform her of the
performance of the centre. She is on call all the time, and never leaves the house without
her mobile phone. She stated,
There are 3 of us with an organisational expectation of 24/7 availability. They
are my role, and that of IT and Engineering head.

The glimpse into the work time scheduling in relation to the GM's personal time reflects
very intense engagement with the work with dedicated long hours on the job. This
brings us to a very relevant discussion on women managers in the call centre context.

CCS seems to be one of those rare organisations where women are well represented in
the senior leadership team. The GM’s account significantly brings out the mentoring she
received from her supervisor at the Director’s level who is also a woman. The GM‘s
direct reports are a team of managers, most of them are women. This situation seems to
be very different from the research findings presented by Belt (2004) giving rise to the
question; if call centres were female labour “ghettoes” (p. 175). Belt also discusses the
issue of women being under-represented in the managerial cadres across the call centre
sector where women were mostly limited to the roles of team leader. Further, Belt
reports of the belief amongst agents and team leaders that the women managers in their
organisation were not “typical” and were particularly ‘dedicated’ to their work. The
author reports in her study that only three out of twenty one women in managerial roles
who were interviewed had dependent children and just over half were single. This sheds
light on the fact that the intensive managerial work in call centres would be very
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difficult to combine with caring for family. In CCS, this observation was in a way
corroborated as the women managers, particularly the GM, came across as ambitious
and driven without the responsibility of caring for young dependents. These women
managers as in the case of CCS, do have to demonstrate high commitment to the
organisational demands, work long hours and also must be geographically mobile.

Having a good relationship with all the other departments in the organisation has proven
to be an enabling factor. The GM has consciously tried to foster symbiotic relationships
with her counterparts in other departments as the CCS is the hub, connected to all other
parts of the business. She reiterated an example to highlight how she had come to build
such relationships:
I came in one morning and one of my service delivery managers said, they were
having a terrible morning because the handle time was through the roof, and
there are long wait times to the technical team. There were 15 people that were
off, sick (in total team size of 50 people in field operations. The GM explained
that in the CCS world an absenteeism of 8 or 9 percent, is a very tough
situation). I said to my team, these are the times we foster relationships and you
give a hand.

She called the field operations and asked if the CCS team could extend help with the
jobs. She saw this as an opportunity to build relationships. The CCS team pitched in to
tide over the difficult time by helping field operations with the simpler jobs. As a result,
she received a call from the Field Operation Manager profusely thanking her for helping
them. The GM quipped,
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I did not directly intend [on it happening] - it’s just built on my work ethic. I am
not being insular and looking after just my patch, I would, if I can, offer another
team some assistance.

Another example was illustrated about how they were going to alter their entire
telephony experience, and the field operations team and the sales team did not have
expertise in envisaging this future scenario so could not resolve their issues. The GM
offered to organise a meeting with the two departments to reach a solution. She got both
the parties to understand each others' world and constraints. The GM admitted that
building relationships with her peers is a strength that can be strategically used, as it can
be a good currency to use when she needs support and backing for furthering the
interest of her department. This is in line with, Stewart’s (1993) observation about the
significance of relations between managers in different departments as they depend on
the each others’ capacities to get things done. Stewart discusses the types of managerial
relations and points out Sayle's (1964) idea on trading relationships between managers
which means there is reciprocity and exchange of some services. Stewart (1993) also
refers to the study of Blau and Scott (1963) describing the use of reciprocal consultation
and how it can affect the perceived status of the manager in the organisation in terms of
information and expertise.

However, the GM depicted an alternate set of scenarios that alluded to how other
departments’ initiatives can adversely affect CCS’s cost structure. An example of the
cost reduction program in the field operations department showed how it impacted in
increasing the number of calls into the CCS and as a result disturbed her cost structure.
The field operations developed a process by which they could mail the new coder to the
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customer so that they could get the service issue fixed in 48hours. This reduced the cost
for the field operations as it meant saving the technician from making a visit to the site.
But to activate the new box the customer needed to call the CCS which meant an
increase in the in-bound calls.

Commenting on the constraints, the GM talked about the larger picture of the business,
its goals and how and where in the whole picture the customer service centre is
positioned in the business. The centre has to support the customers based on the given
products which is out of the sphere of the influence of the CCS manager. The manager
is able to give input into product development by bringing in the input of the customer
voice but finally it is the business that decides what products and promotions they are
going to run. The CCS does not have control over the sales process. The aggressive
sales promotions which enable the customer to sample the entire range of products, in
the long run results in customer churn as the customers call to downgrade the free trial
package, even though preventing customer churn is the objective of CCS. There are
also issues in respect to credit rules. When sales are aggressive on numbers, there is a
rise in bad debts and recovering debt is also the CCS’s responsibility. So while the sales
numbers look impressive, the negative impact is on the CCS’s performance in terms of
managing the churn, recovering debt, an increase in the number of calls and increased
call handle time. This is beyond the control of the GM and ironically she has to support
sales though this does not favour her cost structure.

Some other challenges the GM talked of were in relation to demographics of the market
the company serves, parts of rural and regional Australia. Customers from this segment
are not seen to be as technologically savvy as compared to those in metropolitan areas.
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Those from the remote areas are not as quick to adopt self service tools. But the mindset
of the people within the organisation is to expect the type of behaviour ascribed to
metropolitan customers as they are more aligned to the urban segment. The GM recalled
when she built the projection of calling rate into the forecast, there were questions
raised. She was constantly pressured to review the numbers and urged to bring them
down. Her comment was that the business tests their product internally and internal
people are not the standard customer.
I am constantly fighting the organisational trait to overachieve. My challenge is
to bring the reality and voice of the customer.

The above comment reflects that the CCS head is caught in the crossfire from her peers
and superiors with the revenue improvement agenda on one hand and her own
accountability to the customers on the other.

The other constraint indicated was the high technology dependence which is really more
of a dependence on the support function of IT, which is true for any call centre situation.
Whether it is building self service capabilities for the customer retention, or internal
business process simplification to maintain the efficiency of the business, which is the
core KPI of the manager, they are dependent on the IT service. The opportunities for
change are identified in the CCS and feed into the IT’s development cycle which could
be a lengthy process. If they could make an improvement on AHT by five seconds for
example, then that could equate to a $250,000 annual reduction in cost! But the CCS
has to wait for IT to provide the service. At the beginning of the year projects are looked
at and the project prioritisation takes place. This is the time when IT allocates their
resources. Usually the larger projects are not an issue, according to the manager, but the
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small and constant refinements needed to keep up efficiency are difficult to go through
because of the conflicting priorities of the two departments. She mused if there was an
alternate way where she could have a dedicated person from the IT team to service her
needs, it would make a world of difference to her.

On the same lines with regards to training, the CCS is dependent on the centralised
Employee and Organisation Development (EOD) unit to provide the training. This
approach is not optimal, according to the CCS managers, because of the lag in response
time from the EOD. For example, the GM illustrated that if she wanted to ramp up the
skill level in order to meet a campaign challenge and there is an expected deluge of
calls, she has to rethink her entire training plan. There are cost issues to be worked out if
the CSAs are to be up-skilled and she has to juggle how this can happen. If the EOD
cannot service her requirement, she has to find alternative methods to facilitate the
training internally by using a team leader to train, which would mean having a senior
CSA off the phone to step into the team leader's role, which implies that her own pool
of CSAs get eroded to accommodate the business critical training.

It is also to be taken into account that dependence on EOD for training support turns out
to be costly. To supply the required number of participants required by EOD could
mean one whole team off the phones, but the organisation “does not carry that kind of
‘fat’ in terms of excess number of CSAs”. With centralised support services the
organisation’s business model apparently is not nimble enough to support the ongoing
requirements of the customer centre. In a customer service centre with a significant
number of employees, the volatility of attrition and the need to constantly make changes
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to meet the demands of the business, centralised support services did not seem to work
as effectively as desired by the managers of the CCS.

Talking of the immediate future developments, the GM disclosed that they were in
transition from the ‘call centre paradigm’ to that of a contact centre7 concept.
Consequently, the role of the Customer Service Centre head posits to have challenging
dimensions added on to it, in terms of the sheer scope of managing and the capabilities
required. The configuration of this role is likely to become much more demanding and
will involve new competencies. With the possibility of a new technological platform
and multimedia blended environment, managers need to learn and adapt quickly. The
model of CCS is likely to change; as opposed to one centralised location, there can be
multiple locations, part of the CCS functions could be outsourced or even off-shored.
There is an imminent possibility of engaging remote home based agencies or minisatellite centres in regional areas. All these changes will require a different model of
operations and there will be new complexities built in, with regards to recruiting,
training, retaining, rewarding, and managing the workforce.

The customer centre costs cannot grow in proportion to the customer base despite the
proliferation of contact sites and media. The new business model needs to show

7

The newer name – contact centre – reflects the fact that more than just phone calls are being handled.
Many call centres have evolved over the years to do much more than just answer phones. Contact centres
are more than headset-wearing switch-board operators. The modern contact centre handles phone calls,
email, and online communication – including instant messaging. (Learn the Facts About Contact
Centres www.avaya.com/uk/resource/assets) Accessed 21 April, 2010
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significant efficiency and operate with multiple financial matrices, each reflecting a
different work environment. While the multi-pronged approach will bring in more
flexibility to meet the demands of maintaining a sustainable cost base, it will also
produce large redundancy in the current model as the local staff may be replaced by off
shore staff. Thus, as the “contact centre” with its enhanced complexities becomes a
reality in mass-customised customer service operations, it will mean significant
upgrading of competencies for the manager.

5.4 Conclusion
To sum up, the characteristics of this case study organisation points towards a hybrid
mass-customised environment with the twin paradoxical imperatives of customisation
for achieving competitive edge in the market and driving cost efficiency. There is
evidence of many pointers for the description of CCS, as a mass-customised
bureaucracy some of which described in the study is as follows:
The CSAs job is complex in nature as they have to address technical, billing
related or any other administrative issues that could be of concern to the
customer. They have to be proficient with technology and also have good
knowledge of products, policies, and procedures in the organisation. There is a
need for up-selling and reducing the customer churns as well.
While the KPI for workers revolve around AHT, service delivery has to be in
accordance with the quality standards. In addition they have to demonstrate
alignment with the stated organisational values.
Technical, bureaucratic, and info-normative forms of control regulate the
performance standards.
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There is a presence of tight coupling of pay, rewards, and recognition with
performance.
Emphasis on coaching by the supervisor is seen, along with opportunities for
employee training and development.
Teams form the work units and there is creation of social connections in an
otherwise individualised job.
Recruitment and selection processes seek out a better fit of employees from the
labour market.
There

is

encouragement

for

employees

to

participate,

seeking

feedback/suggestions from employees on their own and the customers’
satisfaction levels.

There is also a palpable use of management practices that seek engagement of
employees while at the same time there is conscious effort by the managers to capture
the voice of the employee and in turn the voice of the customer. As brought out by
Kinnie, Hutchinson and Purcell (2000), this organisation clearly reflects the setting of
“fun and surveillance", meaning the paradoxical combination of expected high quality
customer interaction, the close control systems and an attempt to align the commitment
oriented HR practices.

The salient aspect of the managerial role in this context is the paradox built into the
demands of the role. The manager carries the onus of retaining the customers and
reducing the customer churn yet is constantly working under the pressure of cost
minimisation and finding ways of creating more efficiency. Even at a strategic level of
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the hierarchy, the head of the centre seems to be grappling with the micro level of
operations, finding ways to take seconds off the AHT, driving continuous improvements
in the processes, constantly crunching numbers and finding creative solutions to deliver
greater efficiency in the system. Though the manager is vested with considerable power
in the business and has a say in all the important decisions of the business, still there is a
struggle for the customer service head to be the advocate of customer needs and present
customer reality to the top management .

The important observation of the constant round-the-clock demand on the personal and
professional life of a manager within an inbound customer service centre as opposed to
an outbound call centre that operates within set time frames is insightful. It is also
worthwhile to consider the growing scenario of the constant pressure of keeping up with
customers in an increasingly competitive market place, the ramping up of the various
media channels and the possibility of taking services off-shore. All these demands point
toward a more adaptive mindset on the part of management and enhanced skill sets and
competencies expected from the manager.

Given the constraints of keeping costs to a minimum and the real time nature of the
operations while running a viable customer service centre with an engaged and
committed workforce, there will continue to be a big challenge for the managers of such
mass-customised call centre operations. In such a mass-customised bureaucracy the
manager needs to be on guard about the snowballing effect of the organisation’s
constant need to drive down cost, that can result in increasing work intensification,
affecting the morale of the employees and in turn impacting customer interaction and
thus jeopardising the raison d’être of the CCS (cable customer service).
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Chapter 6
Case Study III: Professionalised Service Work Organisation
6.1 Introduction
The third case study is situated in the context of a call centre that has a professional
workforce, characterised by established work practices and a clear professional identity.
A call centre employing professionals is distinctive in its nature and compared to the
transactional low end service organisation, this case study context is almost at the other
end of the call centre typology continuum. The preceding two case studies examined
the role of the manager in the mass production environment, followed by the hybrid
mass customised environment. The study site of this third case was a health contact
centre (HCC), which is a state driven initiative and includes a tele-triage system;
consequently a large part of the workforce composition includes nurses or professional
health advisors. Nurses are part of an occupational group and share certain typical
characteristics, making them different from traditional call centre customer service
representatives (CSRs). As observed by Collin–Jacques and Smith (2005):
Nurses unlike typical CSRs, possess public recognition and identity, specialized
knowledge and skills, a consciousness of work practices shared among the
occupation through self registration and the perceived collective responsibility
for maintaining high quality standards of the profession as a whole. (p.11)

The distinctiveness of their professional identity can be highlighted using Evette’s
(2006) observation on professionals, identifying characteristics such as shared education
and training, a strong socialisation process, work culture and occupational identity, and
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codes of ethics that are monitored and operationalised by professional institutes and
associations.

As discussed by Raelin (1986), there has been at least thirty years of documentation
suggesting that professionals may be more difficult to manage than their nonprofessional counterparts. The reason for this seems to be that professionals and
management come from quite different cultures. Most professionals are socialized
through their discipline and culture to carry out their technical responsibilities as
members of a professional group with distinctive values and norms of practice.
Managers, in contrast, draw their scope of role from the expectation mix of the
stakeholders or the role senders and their own interpretation of the role.

This case study explores the problem of the interpretation of healthcare work in the call
centre delivery mode and the demands posed upon the manager. Since the nature of the
workforce is traditionally used to expertise-based, face-to-face interaction and nonstandardised, customised service delivery, it is a challenge for the manager to integrate
it with the standardised mode of operation through the call centre. Call centre work is a
new paradigm for most of the health care workers. It is interesting to learn about the
manager's approach as she acknowledges the nursing mindset and blends it with
routinisation, rationalisation and control which are the hallmarks of a call centre
ecosystem.

The manager’s role has an additional dimension of complexity by virtue of the HCC
being a public sector enterprise. The nature of ownership is an important factor
influencing the organisation. The demands and constraints on the manager emanate
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from the mandates of government machinery and there is an imperative of transparency
and accountability to the public. Thus there is an added element of factors as a result of
the public health sector function.

Balancing the combination of managing

professional workers as well as managing a public sector health care organisation
through a call centre delivery mode, makes the manager's role unique in its
characteristics.

The role of the manager can also be viewed in the light of Freidson’s theory (2001)
demonstrating consumerism, managerialism and professionalism at prominent play.
Interestingly what emerges is that the pressure of increasing the reach and efficiency of
service might influence the manager's choices in such a way that the professional
bureaucracy tends to get coloured with machine bureaucracy, or results in a possible
'proletarianisation' of the nursing professionals. It also touches on the issue of how the
manager finds herself in the public eye and under government scrutiny while trying to
run a sustainable business operation. The focus role studied is that of the General
Manager, also known as the Health Contact Centre Director, referred henceforth in the
study as GM/ the Director.

6.2 The Organisation’s Background
The Health Contact Centre (HCC) is located in the hub of a metropolitan area and
provides a 24 hour, 7 day a week, and state-wide access to health advice, information,
and referral and triage services to all people within the state. The centre has been
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operational since April 2006 and handles approximately 171 6808 calls per year for
triage advice. It runs in conjunction with an anti-smoking advice service (Quitline)
which receives approximately fifteen thousand calls per year. The centre is a partnership
between the state health service and the state government Department of Communities,
with the health service having overall governance. The centre currently offers health
advice, the Quitline service, the Intentional Contamination of Food line and Health
Emergency Response lines. In the near future other advisory services will be
commenced, including the Child Health Advice line, Chronic Disease Self Management
line, and State wide Oral Health Service.

State government customer service advisors are the first point of contact: filtering calls
and directing them as necessary to nurses, Quitline advisors or other agencies as needed.
They may also provide health information from the Health Information Directory or the
service provider directory. Staff working within the contact centre comes from a variety
of backgrounds including medicine, health administration, psychology, social work and
nursing. Only Registered Nurses staff the triage service.

The GM is also known as the Director of the Health Contact Centre, and has a direct
reporting line upwards to the Senior Director of Statewide Health Services and also to
the Executive Director of Clinical and Statewide Services division. Direct individuals
that report to her include the Senior Medical Officer (within the medical stream) and a
Nursing Director, who has the responsibility for the structure of the nursing workforce.

8

Reported in the year 2008-2009.
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The whole centre is physically located together except for the upward reporting line.
There is a Senior Reference Information Officer who has a vital role in meeting
information management requirements to be able to deliver the services. There are
project officers that lead distinct projects and a Quality Officer who currently sits under
the nursing structure and forms a functional dimension around performance and service
development. Instead of having single officers working on single projects, the service
has expanded so that those in similar functions work together.

When the HCC commenced operation, the GM was the first person to undertake the role
in the new centre. It was a new position as the service did not exist previously. Prior to
this role, she was the director of a project to establish the Health Contact Centre, and
this role was part of the Clinical and State-wide Services division of the state health
service. The HCC sits within a branch of the division of state-wide health services. This
position is quite strategic in nature: advising other parts of the health system and
influencing policy making. If other areas within the health division are looking at
establishing a call centre then they would contact the GM to obtain advice on best
practice and guidelines for operation, as well as evaluating whether the service would be
more appropriately, or better managed by the HCC.

Apart from the strategic aspect, the other main role for the director is to manage and
operate a 24/7 contact centre, and in doing that, her managerial work includes managing
human resources, finance, contracts with the vendors of products and service delivery
and facilities management. The two positions that report directly to the GM are the
Nursing Director and the Quitline manager. They represent the two arms of the HCC
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and a brief introduction to the role of the two will help put the organisational working in
perspective before the GM’s role is discussed at length.

The Nursing Director (ND) reports operationally to the director (GM) and
professionally she reports to the Director of Nursing at the nearby hospital. Her
responsibility within the health centre is mainly managing the nursing workforce within
the centre. The ND has other nursing positions reporting to her, namely, Nurse Unit
Managers (NUM) and Clinical Nurse Consultants (CNC) and reporting to them are
Clinical Nurses (CN) and Registered Nurses (RN).

The ND is not required to take calls on the floor - her main responsibilities come from
the Nurse Unit Managers, with daily operational issues. Her position is making sure that
the processes are followed, thus more of a clinical governance role. If there was
controversy on a particular call, it may get escalated to the ND, but initially it would be
managed by a team leader, then a Nurse Manager, then a CNC. In the rare event that
there was no resolution then it would go to the Director.The ND is not an on-call
position, so officially she does not need to be accessible 24/7. Although the service
operates constantly, if issues occur out of hours, the Nurse Managers would handle
them directly. There is a very structured roster to ensure there is always a Nurse
Manager on call so they become the first point of contact.

The other arm of HCC is the Quitline service. In contrast to the tele-health service, the
workforce within the Quitline area is much younger. The Quitline manager reports
directly to the HCC Director and the Quitline advisors report to this manager. A
majority of the workforce in Quitline are students, studying in social sciences fields
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such as psychology and social work. Consequently, it works well in terms of a
recruitment and retention strategy that they actually target universities and campuses.
There is a different approach to this younger workforce as opposed to the more mature
nursing workforce, particularly in regards to professional development activities. As the
GM observes,
We need to cater for a mature workforce that has family commitments and is
predominantly female and also we need to cater for ‘Gen Y’. We need to make
sure we provide them with professional development opportunities.

The Quitline manager is responsible for some HR issues such as manpower planning,
recruitment, leave approval, contract changes and terms of employment. She is not
responsible for the rostering (there is a separate rostering unit for the whole centre), but
can manage issues with the roster if needed. The Quitline manager has the final say on
training matters but she does not present the training programs herself. She also reports
on budget costs for her area and provides them to the director who then consolidates this
for the whole centre. There are four team leaders on staff, and the service operates
extended hours (7am to 10pm), seven days a week. There is only one team leader on at
a time. The Quitline service operates inbound and outbound calls. The policy areas
within the state health system dictate the direction of the service. The Alcohol, Tobacco
and Other Drug branch, with the state health service, fund and oversee the operations of
this service, set the strategic direction and minimum standards for quality performance
and key performance indicators (KPIs). Internally the manager assists with setting KPIs
relating to call centre handling. Training is usually given ‘in-house’, but occasionally
they have subject experts in to deliver various aspects. The manager oversees the level
of training, content and further enhancement. She explains that everyone is trained to
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receive and deliver calls on all areas covered by the service. The Organisation Chart of
HCC is indicated in Figure 6.1

The key mandate of the HCC is offering tele-health advice and a triage service and this
is done by professional Registered Nurses. At the time of this study, sixteen Clinical
Nurses, and approximately eighty three Registered Nurses in the centre reported to the
Nursing Director. The Clinical Nurses are full time positions, but most others are parttime employees. Some individuals will have more than one job, but that is their choice.
Some nurses deliberately choose to work in two types of jobs: in face-to-face ward
nursing and tele-nursing in the HCC. This provides them the flexibility to maintain
work- life balance as well as gratification of working in both the environments, while
maintaining their clinical skills.
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Figure 6.1: HCC Organisational Chart
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The ND’s voice was important to capture to get a perspective of the nurses view on
working in the HCC, as her role involves being the spokesperson for the nurses'
concerns as well as being responsible for managing them. In terms of challenges faced
by the nurses, the ND observed that it is a different area of nursing so they have to
develop a set of new skills that includes utilising new technology, such as computer
systems and software applications. The nurses also have to come to terms with working
in a closely monitored environment, so that much of the learning is around new ways of
working and adapting to unfamiliar technology. For example, the workforce planning
and rostering is delivered by the government centre on behalf of the state health system,
and as the ND explained, initially people felt unsure about a non-nurse doing a nursing
roster. She added:
I think the biggest thing has been the quality monitoring and the call recording.
It is unusual for nurses to feel strict adherence to schedule and sit at a
workstation and account for every minute of the time. I think that’s the hardest
thing for some people to stay sitting at that PC at that workstation for an eight
hour shift, although we encourage people to have stretch breaks and walk
around, we still need to log out and let people know when they are around.

The ND disclosed that initially in the HCC some people felt a little threatened by the
technology, but she said that the senior management team positioned the quality
monitoring processes as a reflective practice process and quality improvement initiative
rather than a ‘big brother watching’ idea. This approach elicited a positive response
from many of the nurses.
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The ND believes there are a number of challenges and opportunities within the centre.
There are opportunities for nurses that are not quite as physically able to take a position
in a very busy ward or in an Emergency Department (ED), so it attracts an older
workforce and provides an opportunity for them to use skills and knowledge that they
have gained over the years and put this into good use for patient care. The ND voiced
the sentiments of the nurses as to why they choose to work in the area of tele-nursing:
They like the opportunity of having that one-on-one relationship with the patient
and that can be quite intimate – there’s just the patient and the nurse for a
period of time and they like that, they like the environment – it’s bright and new
and clean and modern, they like that.

This argument is echoed by Snooks et al. (2007) who reported that tele-nurses
contradicted the negative image of tele-nursing by endorsing the view that they could
build relationships with their callers, had greater job satisfaction, and enjoyed the
availability of expertise from their colleagues and the variety in the work. However this
view has been countered by other researchers who report that tele-nurses find it difficult
to make decisions without the face-to-face interaction (O’Cathain et al., 2003) and
visual cues (Pettinari & Jessopp, 2001) and feel constrained by the use of software.
Thus the extant literature indicates a debate on nurses using call centre technology, with
different findings emphasising positive or negative experiences, leaving it a contested
terrain (Tjora, 2000; Collin–Jacques & Smith, 2005; Falthom & Janson, 2008). Here we
can draw attention to the important role of senior management in interpreting and
personalising the technology experience for the nurses.
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Rosters are another important issue in contemporary nursing. To a certain extent the
nurses can self-roster their shifts. But it is difficult to allow 80-90 people to choose their
own roster, so they are offered flexibility and a variety of shifts of different lengths.
There is a focus on providing a work-life balance, however operationally it is a 24/7
service so they require staff to meet the demand, particularly the out-of-hours periods,
as that is when a majority of calls come in.

When asked about a typical shift, the ND replied that they do not really have typical
shifts as the shifts can be four, six or eight hours in length. Some night duty shifts are 10
hours in length and they are optional. There are generally no fixed start/finish times,
according to the ND:
[That is] what’s appealing to nurses as opposed to working in a clinic or a ward
with very structured shifts, because of patient movements etc. But because we
are a call centre it makes it that much easier to provide that flexible rostering.
It’s a real recruitment and retention strategy.

This strategy seems to be quite effective since it is reflected in low attrition rates
compared to other call centres (Russell, 20099). Initially, it was difficult to attract nurses
to the positions in the call centre, as it was new and there was an element of uncertainty.
This is no longer a problem due to word-of-mouth spreading on the positive culture of
the centre. The recruitment has been intensive as there has been a significant increase in
the work areas of the HCC and more recently in the child health advice line, and the self

9

Russell (2009 ) personal notes
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management of chronic diseases. The ND is responsible for the recruitment process but
need not get involved in every case of recruitment. The Nurse Unit Manager, Clinical
Nurses and the Recruitment and Retention Working Group look at what can be done to
attract nurses and retain nurses, in line with the overall state health system. The ND
must be across the whole nursing team so she is aware of all the vacancies and can
allocate the selection panels to the appropriate teams. The central location of the HCC
allows nurses to come from all directions of the metropolis. As the GM explained,
Nurses have a tendency to live and work fairly close together. They work short
shifts, they are generally females that have children, and they choose nursing
because of the flexibility in shifts and styles and opportunities to make more
money at different times of the year, the day, the time, and the weekends so there
are a lot of other factors that go into a working environment for nurses that may
not be as applicable to an administrative type of workforce, or a young
workforce that generally works in contact centres.

Advertising for positions is done through formal processes, but there is a consultative
panel strategy toward looking at retention. The selection process is coordinated with an
external recruitment agency and includes a telephone based interview as well as having
an external person sit on any interviewing panel (face-to-face). The Nurse Unit Manager
is at middle management level and is able to make decisions on individual selection.
They do not however, sign off on the final approval; they can only make a
recommendation for appointment. The recruitment process takes about 3 months from
start to finish. The tele-triage part of the HCC mostly employs a mature workforce
within the centre. The average age of a nurse in the state is 46. This is a deliberate
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measure as a part of the recruitment strategy, seeking nurses with broad range of
experience and not leaning toward fresh graduates.

Contrary to the common belief that call centre work results in deskilling, the ND
persuasively suggested that she does not believe that there is any ‘dumbing down’ or dehumanising of nursing professionals within the call centre, as they not only continue to
use their professional expertise, but in fact enhance their knowledge base . She
describes tele- nursing as a ‘very intimate relationship with the patient’. In the early
days, when the nurses were new on the floor the ND thought they were heavily reliant
on the algorithms used as decision making tools. But as their confidence increased the
nurses reduced their dependence on the algorithms and now view them as a tool to
support their decision making, not to control them.

The ND does not see the algorithms as disempowering at all; in fact she believes the
nurses develop very advanced skills, “I think they talk about their ears becoming their
eyes, they talk about assessing patients with a new set of skills, in particular their
listening skills.” From the ND‘s perspective, the algorithms are there to support the
nurse and tele-triage still requires clinical judgement and the accompanying expert skills
and knowledge. This view is supported by the research of Smith et al. (2008), who
concluded that use of decision making software does not lead to limiting the nurses
autonomy and subordination to technology, however it results in a ‘mixed knowledge
scenario'

10

which is

a combination of "embrained knowledge10", "embodied

Explicit knowledge that is abstract, formal and scientific.
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knowledge11" and "encoded knowledge12 " (p.585). Thus there is interaction of the
codified knowledge of the algorithms and the intrinsic knowledge of the nurses.
Faltholm and Jansson (2008) report the two main reasons for the positive feeling
expressed by the nurses towards the decision support system. Firstly, the ease of
accessing information on self- care which the nurses can pass on to the patients and
secondly, the documentation of all the calls provides security to the nurses. In case any
adverse incident occurs there is a record available. Similar thoughts were echoed by the
ND on behalf of the nurses in HCC.

During the initial induction period, communication skills and troubleshooting with the
computer system are discussed, and skills are monitored as part of the quality
monitoring process. The ND sometimes sits with the team leader, listens to a call and
then reflects on it to see if it could have been handled better. In terms of training
development programs, the ND has the final sign off, but the Clinical Nurse position
facilitates and actually provides the training.

One of the other differences for professional staff in a call centre environment is
ensuring that personnel receive the professional development opportunities that they
would receive in any other area of nursing. At the HCC, there is staff training, in-service
training programs, conferences and clinical supervision, which are mandatory. Because
of the structured system, they are able to offer and schedule regular training. Most of the

11

Individual tacit knowledge based on practical experience.

12

Explicit, codified, collective knowledge that is subjected to organisational control.
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training occurs in-house, usually within the state health system but some in-service
training is undertaken in the district to support professional development and some is
wider, state health led, such as leadership and management courses. There are
considerable opportunities for staff development.

Nursing staff are allocated three days a year as professional development days and then
further development is tracked through the ND or the Clinical Nurse Consultant (CNC).
This is to ensure fairness and equity to make sure everyone is catered for. Professional
Development days are often put into a staff member’s appraisal document, this way the
leave for those days is very unlikely to be refused. While describing the professional
development process the ND said that the RN sits with the team leader, the team leader
sits with the CNC, or the Nurse Unit Manager, those positions sit down with the ND
and they look at succession planning and professional development opportunities and
have a very clear personal development plan for each individual. In addition, all nurses
have a professional development allowance, so they are given time and funding to
access training that is over and above what the organisation provides, which is three
days a year professional development leave. The state health service provides a $1500
allowance for each RN which is documented in the personal development plans. The
call centre has its own budget for training and development also which is monitored by
the CNC. The centre has a preceptor ship program for all their Registered Nurses: for
three months they are given support from either a supervisor or experienced colleague
following completion of induction.

Thus, the nurses get abundant opportunities for professional development which is a
motivating factor. Snooks et al. (2007), confirm the positive feelings expressed by their
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study respondents in regards to opportunities for promotion, skill acquisition and
development. The ND explained the potential for professional growth opportunities
within the call centre:
For career progression - It’s massive, and continual, the numbers of this
establishment are very fluid because the service is growing all the time, we’ve
got new services coming on board therefore we need new positions to support
that. We’ve got a number of positions constantly being recruited so there are
very good and clear opportunities.

Although there is a common technological platform for tele-triage and Quitline, some of
the nursing workforce may not be that computer literate, as opposed to the younger
generation of workers in Quitline who are very computer literate, so it is important to
the GM to be able to get the strengths and weaknesses balanced out between the two
workforces. The GM explains the role of work teams in creating synergies, “We
certainly create horizontal teams that cross over the two types of workforce, and
actually forcibly bring them together to work collaboratively."

As an example, one team may work on issues of political governance, another deals
with problems in ICT, others examine professional development or scope of practice or
business continuity issues. The members within the teams are a mixture from different
areas (i.e. a typical team can be constituted of nurses from different nursing
specialisation as well as those in the health advisory and Quitline areas of the HCC) to
ensure representativeness. Each team can choose how they go about addressing issues
that arise and also decide themselves on their meeting processes. Overall, it is a cross
functional team structure that is very different from the artificial or pseudo teams in
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other call centres. Even though the work is largely individualised in tele-nursing as
compared to work in the hospital wards, these cross–functional teams help in deriving
the intended benefits of collaborative functioning. The GM‘s approach to team work is:
I think that if you structure yourself purely based upon service-based structure
you will end up creating silos, and you will end up duplicating work and effort.
A cross integration approach allows cross fertilisation of knowledge and also
consistency across the organisation.

It can be argued that there appears to be an effort made by management to introduce
elements of an autonomous professional organisation13 in a context which is primarily a
heteronomous bureaucratic14 setting, (Scott 1965). This is attempted by facilitating an
environment where the professionals can participate in the decision making and there is
a platform available for shared learning. The HCC is set up with a multi-disciplinary
team approach, as routing calls between nurses is not practiced. If the HCC ran on the
model of a skilled based routing system it would be more complicated and that would
“defeat the purpose”, according to the Director of the HCC. To make the HCC viable,
there is cross-fertilisation of knowledge: everyone knows each other’s background so
that the experience amongst the nurses from different specialities can be shared.

13

Autonomous professional organisations are those in which professionals control the organisation,
including managerial positions. Organisational officials delegate to professional employees considerable
autonomy and responsibility for the definition and implementation of goals, as well as the setting and
maintenance of performance standards. Professionals determine the structure because they are the
dominant source of authority (e.g., law firms)
14

Heteronomous professional organisations are those where non-professionals or professionals oriented
to the needs of the organisation rather than the profession, are in control. Professional employees are
clearly subordinated to an organisational framework with rules and supervision covering many aspects of
their work (e.g., social work agencies)
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There is a deliberate approach to recruit nurses from different sectors to try and prevent
a pecking order. There are nurses who have an Intensive Care Unit or Emergency
Department background, those that have been nurses within GP practices, also nurses
who have worked in mental health areas and drug and alcohol dependency clinics. It is
to each nurse’s advantage to know what their colleagues’ specialty area is, while those
with specialty backgrounds are asked to do presentations in-house to other staff to share
some of their knowledge. This also makes people feel their skills and knowledge are
being acknowledged and valued. This point toward the characteristics of a professional
service model, where there are shared interdependencies amongst the professionals.
The informal interpersonal relationships amongst professionals fosters symbiotic
learning, problem solving, and knowledge sharing, leading to trust building amongst
staff and also building relationships with the consumers of the service.

There are regular general nursing meetings within the centre as well as a Nursing
Advisory Council meeting (NAC), which includes different levels of nurses. Nursing is
a hierarchical and tiered profession. The call centre employs Registered Nurses and
Clinical Nurses. The Clinical Nurses have a higher level of clinical expertise,
knowledge, leadership, or management skills. The Registered Nurses do not hold
supervisory positions – that is left for the Clinical Nurses. Registered Nurses make up
the most numbers within the workforce. The Clinical Nurses are the team leaders in the
centre, and the Registered Nurses make up the staff within the teams.

There are Clinical Nurse Consultants who provide training, education, and practice
development, while Nurse Unit Managers provide overall line management of the
nursing workforce. The tiered approach is also applied to quality monitoring sessions,
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professional, performance development, and rostering issues. The tiered structure is part
of a nurse’s professional identity and indemnity. As an example – a Registered nurse
cannot make a decision to downgrade a recommendation of care unless they have
sought advice from a Clinical Nurse. According to the Nursing Director,
That’s part of insuring their indemnity. We are part of the hierarchy but also
give them support and not just colleague to colleague support but actually give
them supervisory support.

This is an indication of Brewer’s (1996) concept of an 'intermediate collegiate
organisation' similar to the heteronomous professional organisations in which, though
the professionals are subordinated to the organisational rules and supervision, there is
room for the professionals to be incorporated into the decision-making structures.

6.3 The Role of the General Manager (HCC Director)
The HCC Director’s role consists of three main parts: a strategic role (policy making,
liaising with ministerial offices), an operational management role and the project
management function of bringing in new services to HCC. If the GM's role was
divided up into a pie, the largest portion would be pertaining to the strategic function of
her role. The two smaller portions would be operational and project management.
However between the operational management of existing services and the project
management function of the new services she clarified that, “the emphasis would be on
the new initiatives coming in.”

The GM has the overall responsibility and accountability for the decisions made within
the contact centre. She explained that the health minister’s office has a very keen
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interest in the running of the HCC as it is a public service. If an incident that occurs in
HCC appeared in the media, then the minister’s office will contact her to verify the
action taken and what level of service was provided. Government officials also seek
advice on national agendas in terms of what aspects of health care should be delivered
by means of a contact centre, both at a state level and a national level. Part of the GM’s
role and the unit’s role is to provide that advice as well as specific operational
information (e.g. when was a particular call taken, what advice was provided, was there
an assessment by a senior medical officer), should that information be requested. So her
role involves a real mesh of both strategic long term future designing and planning as
well as daily operational needs.

The GM is required to abide by state government standards of information privacy and
security, Freedom of Information Acts and other legislation within the public sector.
She needs to be aware of the Health Services Act and of what information she can or
cannot provide to other people and the media. She must adhere to state policies and
practice as they are part of the state health system, and consequently has to maintain
those guidelines of practice. The following comment helps in bringing out the
comparison with a typical private sector call centre,
There are some subtle differences about working in a public sector mode of
operation - I wouldn’t necessarily use the word stringent, [but] there are clear
guidelines, practices, legislation, other things that we have to be observant of
and that we have to be accountable to.

The differences and similarities between the public sector and the private sector
environments in call centres have been discussed by Burgess, Connell, and Hannif
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(2005) and they identify some of the key challenges for the managers of public sector
call centres in Australia that often pertains to the management of cost, quality while
maintaining or even enhancing the efficiency of service delivery. The authors observe
that often the public sector call centre workers have to work under high pressure and
stress, as the customer segment serviced by these call centres are looking for some
problem resolution in some critical aspect of their lives such as health, welfare benefits,
or tax issues. It can be inferred that when the call centre operates in an area that is
critical to public then the commensurate pressure on the manager is expected to be
higher as the public demands greater transparency and accountability which is
repeatedly underscored by the GM in the context of HCC.

The various key responsibilities of the GM are discussed at length so as to understand
the depth and breadth of a role that includes a wide range, from something very strategic
such as introducing new services, to culture building; to the necessary routine activities
and extensive networking. At the time of the interviews, the GM was spending a
considerable amount of time overseeing and providing guidance and direction to the
new initiatives that the HCC was taking on. These are the child health advice line and
the chronic disease self management service. Eventually these services will be
introduced in a partnership model with the state government service centre, but the
overseeing of the services and their operation will come under the HCC mandate.

Part of the GM’s role is to examine the organisational structure of the HCC with regards
to the type of positions that are present, the way they are structured and the provision
for intended growth. As she says, “some of them (the programs) are very large, and
once you turn it on, it’s on for life.” There is a high level of community expectation and
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there is a necessity to get the design right from the beginning. The programs have to be
sustainable both financially as well as in the type of workforce needs that are required to
deliver them. Also, the management structures and supporting components need to be
right.

The GM makes herself aware of how the state organisation is structured and is in touch
with other contact centre or call centre type services in the state systems. She thought
that there were various programs which actually could fit the definition of a contact
centre but those services do not think of themselves as a contact centre. As an example,
she referred to the new initiative of the HCC: “the child health advice line”. This was
previously known as the child health line, and they would not have defined themselves
as part of a call centre industry even though offering the service telephonically. It could
have been described as a fairly basic call centre mode of delivery, not taking full
advantage of what the call centre capabilities could provide. The decision was made to
move the child health service into the health contact centre.

In order to facilitate this process the GM described her role as having to network with
the various stakeholders that might have an influence over what the child health service
might look like, how it might fit into a broader strategic plan of the state health service
and provide advice on how a contact centre service might be able to meet the state’s
objectives. She then had to go about the process of implementation by bringing the
various enablers together and facilitating those social actors to work together.

Following from this, the GM had to seek out the special development, education
programs staff would need, and where they might exist. In the absence of availability of
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an existing workforce to sustain this new service, she was responsible for setting up the
training and employment of a new workforce who had the skill sets and the
competencies to provide the service. This resulted in employing Registered Nurses who
then received a dedicated six to seven week education program to become competency
based nurses, rather than only employing qualified child health nurses. There are
therefore, additional set of tools that the nurses will be using and there is an added layer
of complexity to the rostering system to actually have nurses present that have the
competency of tele-triage and also the competency of child health advice, so calls can
be managed by the appropriately trained staff.

The GM has been part of a project steering committee that developed campaigns and
marketing strategies for the introduction of this service across the state. The launch
process involved the Director General, the Premier and the Minister of the State
Government, so the complexity of leveraging on different layers of the government was
required to be dealt by the GM.

In offering a new service to the public, one can clearly see the multifaceted role played
by the GM; right from the initial steps of negotiating and bringing the service into the
HCC fold - in terms of looking at the workforce issues, IT issues, marketing issues and
the clinical governance components - to the launch and integration of this service into
the HCC bandwidth. This is an example of influencing at the strategic level and
executing at an operational level.
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The other program imminent at the time of the study, and being added to the HCC was
Chronic Disease Management15. Under this program, the HCC is to make contact with
participating patients via six to ten outbound calls over a six month period, to coach
these people with chronic conditions, in order to help them to understand the goal of
their medications, to know what their medications are meant to achieve and to access
other community services and support. The new characteristic of this service is that they
are outbound calls. The GM said, “There will be a different kind of training and a
different level of knowledge that the workforce will need for doing outbound calls”.
This program, she informed, will involve recruitment and training of nursing staff with
the idea of being a coach and will require a different mindset - a more motivational style
of counselling and a different communication style. It is aimed to be an educational
health promotion role as well as a nursing role. The core business design is that all of
the nurses have a core competency of tele-triage. And then from that they are able to
specialise and take on a different kind of service that requires a different type of skill
set, or an additional skill set.

The GM sees the future development of the call centre as becoming a multi skilled,
multi-service operation with a multi-disciplinary team, consisting of nurses, dieticians,
social workers, psychologists and counsellors all providing different levels of support
and education.

To this end, the business unit is being structured into two main

15

As a part of the discharge process from state health hospitals, some patients with chronic health
conditions such as Diabetes or heart disease may attend and participate in rehabilitation and learning
education programs to learn more about his/her condition. This may involve learning about what
medications they are taking and other factors which will enable and support the patient to take
responsibility to achieve positive health conditions.
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workforce components: the nursing workforce and the health practitioner workforce.
The health practitioner workforce will be made up of counsellors, social workers,
psychologists, dieticians and potentially pharmacists or other kinds of roles as needed.
These future developments will require more complex algorithms but as the GM states,
“Getting away from potentially a full algorithm based program like the clinical decision
support system for triage, and heading into clinical pathways16.” This will also require
more complex communication systems, improved quality monitoring processes as well
as a thorough look at the clinical decision process and content within the process.
From these examples, we can identify that the GM wears many hats within her position,
but when purely looking at the health call centre she agrees that she would be
accountable for about 90-95% of the decision making. Going on from this she explains,
I would also say that probably like the private sector, we will do the proposals
the costing in terms of lines of business that we want to be in but then we send it
back to the state health system for them to decide whether it will be delivered
through this avenue or not. I suppose there’s a similar comparison to the
private sector.

Discussing this process further, she clarified that she did not take a deliberate marketing
approach (as to what the health contact centre can offer and what its range of services
will be) as in her experience she found that the pushy approach does not work very well
inside a government structure and public sector environment. The growth of HCC will

16

A clinical pathway commences with the notion that somebody has had the symptoms and has been
diagnosed with chronic disease, once that diagnosis has occurred, and immediate acute treatment has been
provided, the next pathway is about rehabilitation. It is a written guide for rehabilitation and management
of a particular medical or surgical condition. ( personal notes)
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be guided by the priorities of the state organisation and the government. An analysis and
review was done of all call centre type services that the state system funds or runs and
found that there are approximately eighty other telephone based operations scattered
throughout the state system, informed the GM. The GM’s approach has not been to
target those eighty odd services but to inform them of the HCC’s capabilities and
capacity and to check if those sectors would consider integrating with HCC
environment. In the public sector she emphasised that pushing will be considered
‘domination’ and it’s often considered taking over or ‘empire building’.
We don’t work in a private sector paradigm, we don’t work in a context of profit
driven motive. We deliver things because it is equitable to the public, we deliver
things because local knowledge is valued, sometimes higher than necessarily in
efficiency or cost driven perspective.

It is apparent from the GM’s narrative that her priorities do not lie in driving the HCC
by the bottom line figures as an indicator of success or by excessive pre-occupation with
efficiencies and cost reduction measures, as they would be within a private call centre.
Considerations of equity and service orientation to the public are held as more salient
values. She relies on the pull mechanism rather than push to attract new services and
expand the HCC base.

The GM has found a subtle approach works much more effectively within a public
sector mentality. She emphasised the point that the primary objective of the service is
to be available to the public and not be driven by a profit mentality; hence one need not
take the path of aggressive selling. If any other organisation in the state system has
problems with the way they deliver their telephone services, she can offer to educate
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them on how HCC can help, what HCC can do to support them. She believed eventually
it could happen that the concerned health service provider would come back and request
the HCC to deliver the service and then she can take that additional service on board on
request. “So my approach is much more about bringing people on a journey and being
prepared to wait.”
Dwelling further on her approach of attracting struggling allied health services in the
state to come under the HCC fold, indicates that the HCC can leverage on its existing
infrastructure and knowledge base.
Given the shortage in the workforce across the health sector the reality is that
there is not enough of a workforce in specialty areas, so part of the proposal we
provide to the areas is - not only will you benefit from what we have already
existing in terms of infrastructure but we will be innovative and we won’t draw
on your workforce, we will look at ways to build up the knowledge and the
capacity of our workforce.

A large part of the GM’s role involves networking. The GM stays in touch with what is
happening in other areas of health and the broader human services area, through her
positions on committees such as the Human Services Cluster Steering Committee as
well as other different committees and groups. Her reasoning was, “Obviously the
objective is to network and know what broadly is occurring and not just within the
contact centre environment, or not just within the health environment”. She has a lot of
interaction with other areas such as Population Health and state district organisations,
and recognises the relationship building processes required for the job. She emphasised
that she has to be very alert when it comes to relationship building and know how to use
this effectively.
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[I] have to be aware of what’s available and to tap into it, how you shift it and
how you to influence it. You have to be looking in and understanding what levers
to pull internally but also of what is outside the organisation.[ To be aware of]
what is available to you to be able to lever and pull , and when things are not
quite happening internally at the pace I need it, to know which ones to go
outside of the organisation and lever and tinker, so they can apply additional
pressure to the area that I can’t go directly to, to get what I need. You have to be
prepared to be a strategist, you have to be prepared to take a risk, and be
prepared to step out of bounds a bit and make the system work for you.

Feldman and Khademian (2002) comment on the importance of relationship structures
in achieving public service goals. They state that there are different relationship
structures involving a public manager and other participants in the governing process.
The relationship between managers and politicians, for example, is very important in
determining what public service managers do and how they do it. Relationships with
employees, other managers, other organisations, other jurisdictions, and the public can
be enabling or constraining. Managers operate within a myriad of many relationship
structures which in turn pose constraints, or present opportunities for the way public
policy is pursued. The authors observe conclusively that public managers can influence,
change, or create these relationships and hence influence the patterns of governance.

From the above argument, it is obvious that networking and meeting people is
advantageous to the GM’s role, so she seemed very aware of making time to meet with
different groups and different suppliers of various products and services. This also helps
her to know how the market and industry is changing. She is however, selective in her
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approach to meeting people that are relevant to the organisation, in order to maintain her
productivity.

The GM believes there is a definite culture within the HCC and freely admits that there
was a conscious effort on her part to create a certain kind of open culture. Decisions
were made collaboratively in the teams on what aspects of the culture they wanted in
the centre and strategies to make this happen. Over her three years in the role she
asserted that she proactively worked towards building a positive, consultative culture
and her following comment reflects her approach to it,
‘Culture’ is not necessarily what you just talk about, there are certain aspects
around involvement, being consultative and involving people and engaging
people, the way we offer employment conditions and work/life balances. I know
that some of my counterparts in other areas of health don’t take that view.

There is a general understanding of how the public sector works and acknowledgement
of the limits it places on the autonomy of the manager. Organisations with public
features can be seen as being constrained in ways that limit what they can do when
making strategic choices. Whorton and Worthley (1981) mention a variety of
circumstances in which public managers must deal with competing value systems in a
paradoxical cultural environment in the public sector, in addition to the demands
normally associated with managerial role. The GM, through her own proven ability to
influence, feels that she can work around the constraints and make things happen as
indicated in the following:
It’s not the state health or government guidelines that limit people, it has a lot to
do with their leadership and management style. I personally don’t find the
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public sector limiting a great deal, I think some of the areas where they do limit
are in HR practices and prescribed processes and that’s simply because we’ve
got this whole accountability and transparency. I don’t find it something you
can’t work around. I say there’s a lot more autonomy and I see lot more
discretion that’s used in the public sector because there are other things that
come into play for our decision making processes, it’s not always driven by a
profit margin.

The above quote is important in reflecting the personal proactive position taken by the
GM. She sees enough autonomy in the system for her to leverage on. The GM believes
that certain behaviours and values need to be demonstrated, to sustain the culture within
the centre. She has been quite vocal about the need for openness in communication and
an open door policy which is considered a progressive style in the public sector context,
but quite important when dealing with a professional workforce.
I am a believer in the style of fierce conversations – if you need to get a
collective mass in understanding and agreement, you need to come forward, put
the issue on the table and openly discuss it.

This view of the GM is aptly supported by the argument made by Sabatier and
Mazmanian (1979) that successful policy implementation may require good political
skills, the development and maintenance of good working relationships with others, and
especially the capacity to convince those opposed to, or adversely affected by policy,
that they are being treated fairly. Achieving these objectives is likely to require frequent
meetings with, and obtaining policy inputs from, those not under a manager's direct
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control. The need to communicate effectively and quickly with large numbers of
constituent groups is critical in her role.

A key differentiating factor in the managerial role repertoire is management of the
professional workers in the HCC. Managing a professional workforce can hold certain
challenges and benefits, as the GM explains,
I think the pluses are that the workforce comes with a set of existing knowledge.
They also come with a pre-defined scope of practice that is associated with their
profession, so part of the challenge is obviously designing the type of service
delivery mode in a contact centre that respects their scope of practice and not
ask them to work outside that defined level of practice.

To illustrate this point the GM referred to the nursing scope of practice to dispense
medications or prescribe them. The HCC gets many calls for medication advice
however, she explains,
We do not design protocols or algorithms that put a nurse in a position where
they need to practice outside of their scope, for example giving dispensing or
prescription advice on medications.

Therefore if someone calls and asks if they can take a certain medication, the nurses
must be trained to know how to respond appropriately. Using problem solving skills is a
crucial element of their role. The GM discussed this further,
I think the professional workforce comes with a set of problem solving skills,
that in my view, generally a non-professional workforce doesn’t have. So we
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factor that in our orientation training - really keep driving that problem solving
ability.

Having acknowledged this dimension of tele-triage, the GM is also aware of the fine
balance between achieving high expectations and staying within the scope of practice
boundaries and guidelines. The dichotomy of structure and free play for the employees
is an important judgement call which the GM outlined as follows:
You have got to give people the freedom to act within their professional role but
you also have to make sure that there are the mechanisms and the tools to be
able to potentially pick up when they are not working within the agreed
professional limits or when the systems are failing to work supportively in their
environment.

The GM illustrated an example which brought out this dilemma rather clearly. There
was a person who called very frequently because he had a diagnosed mental health
condition. There is a mechanism in place that such mental health cases are referred to a
case manager but the patient is such a frequent caller that it is not possible to refer him
to the case manager always, as he could call almost 30 times in one day. So there is a
need to set up mechanisms to support the workforce to use their professional judgement
to decide when that caller really needs the case manager, so that they can call when
needed but they do not do it for every single call. The workforce needs support
practices in place to deal with such a difficult caller, or frequent callers. The nurses have
to be equipped with the mechanisms to deal with the frustration of the nuisance call,
while at the same time recognise that this caller has the same right as any other to make
calls and seek advice.
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The importance of the quality and safety mechanism cannot be undermined, which is
also a way to ensure that no one gets complacent about any caller and that every single
call is treated as genuine. In tele-triage, people use their specialised knowledge and are
able to utilise algorithm tools for problem solving but from the control perspective there
is a need to monitor to assess the effectiveness and deviations in every call handled by
the staff to meet the required standard of service delivery. In a study, by Mueller et al.
(2008), the authors have cogently described how monitoring is perceived by the nurses
as a process to provide security and even ensure their professional autonomy.
Unlike commercial call centres surveillance is met with little resistance and it is
reported to be seen positively by the HCC workforce.

A specific challenge that follows on from this is the safety and quality aspect of scope
of practice. The GM explains this further, as having to be conscious of institutionalising
a system where there is enough structure so people understand what their role is and
work within the boundaries of that role but at the same time ensuring a ‘no blame’
culture. If somebody does give the wrong advice, does step out of their boundaries or
does self report that they may have made an error, they are usually not penalised:
We are about continuous improvement, we are about identifying where gaps
might be in our systems, because it involves human beings and human beings
make mistakes, they don’t do it deliberately.

However, there is a concern with the philosophy of a health organisation
accommodating human error, it is a view not shared by the general public and other
people outside a medical model. People want to know ‘why did the doctor not do that’,
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or ‘why did that nurse give that wrong dose’ and hence there is the challenge of public
accountability while maintaining a humane work culture with in the business unit.

The GM discussed the HR constraints within the organisation. She describes them not
so much as ‘red tape’ but just the actual reality of the awards that employees are under.
There is a very high level of unionisation amongst the workforce, which involves
collective bargaining procedures which have an impact on their service and the entire
statewide workforce under the same union. This can have implications for staffing at
the centre,
A nurse unit manager is able to work a nine day fortnight, however in a health
contact centre service that is open 24/7 and is very small in comparison to a
large hospital, it is a nightmare trying to manage a nurse manager to work a
nine day fortnight.

That means that out of a team of four or five individuals employed at that level, they
have an entire week where there are two less unit managers. The HCC employs three
Nurse Unit Managers, two Nurse Educators and a Nursing Director and they are all
entitled to work a nine day fortnight. This means, out of that team of five or six people,
every second week they are down by a team, and they have to manage with the
available staff. Compared to the private sector the GM points out,
I don’t know any contact centres that would set up an arrangement where an
essential part of your management workforce is guaranteed a rostered day off
every fortnight plus being able to work time in lieu – what hours they work over
their time are accrued and can be taken off at a later date.
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While the GM talks about this distinctive feature in her call centre with certain pride,
she accepts this constraint and does not enter into the discussion to try and change the
conditions stipulated by the award. The following comment reflects the fact the she
takes cognisance of the established norms in the nursing profession, acknowledges it as
a given constraint, and tries to find solutions around it rather than imposing an
unfamiliar system on the workforce, which would be met with stiff resistance.
It’s not even worth contemplating it, it’s not even worth trying to spend time to
even think about it because it would just never be acceptable. There’s just no
point wasting time and energy trying to do that part, you are much better off in
spending your time and energy in trying to make the existing conditions work
within this environment.

The conciliatory approach taken by the GM appears to be a conscious strategy in line
with the observation made by Smith, Ring and Perry (1985) that “strategy in the public
sector tends towards the emergent rather than the deliberate.” (p. 283). The GM does
not have to deal with the union directly or sit at the negotiation table, only if there is an
issue that she has to be involved indirectly, or provide information or advise on, but
never directly.

The GM elaborated on the process of managing contracts that are within and external to
the contact centre. With the external contracts, much depends upon the nature of the
type of goods and services that are provided. She explained that she divides them into
two buckets: firstly, those that are with external private sector companies that are
contracted for provision of services or goods and are tightly written contracts with clear
deliverables and costing. Secondly, there is another bucket which consists of intra-
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government or internal state health agreements. These are generally not contracts as
such and consequently are managed slightly differently. The contract management
process as described by the GM is as follows:
I generally like to manage contracts pretty tightly, I have high expectations – the
government pays good money for services and I expect them to deliver on time,
on budget, to the standards the KPI’s that are articulated. So some vendors are
pushed very hard, I demand to have tele-conferences particularly if they are not
within the state, potentially fortnightly for an hour to work through issues.
Others, it’s probably more on a quarterly basis, and for the internal, depends on
the nature of what it is.

From this, she acknowledges that most contracts related to the centre are signed off by
her. Some will be signed by someone higher than her, but management of that contract
stays with her.

The role of the GM in project management is mainly about co-ordinating, enabling and
monitoring to ensure that the project progresses as per plan and is being delivered on
time. She also provides some of the direction and problem solving in relation to the
project and is the person that things can be escalated to if need be, in order to achieve
resolution. The following quote clarifies her level of engagement with projects:
I am no longer at the point where I am actually doing the project management
and developing the implementation plans, but I am certainly the one that reviews
it and oversees it. It’s probably more at the ‘pointy’ end of implementation when
I would start to get more actively involved and that would be because I really
want to make sure everything is delivered on time.
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The GM does not have a major role in managing day-to-day Information Technology
(IT) issues, but she does have responsibility for sourcing funds or investigating types of
IT requirements needed for new services. For example the HCC was having a major
upgrade of all of the servers and although the GM is not directly involved in
implementation, she keeps abreast with all the information required. She is briefed by
the IT people on risks. It is important for her to know if any of the critical applications
would be affected because that would be a major issue and she would be on call.

As there is no other call centre of this type within the state health system, the GM does
not have peers or contacts to discuss IT issues with. This can be frustrating for her as the
particular needs of the centre may be very different from all other areas of state
government departments. She explained that the HCC is physically co-located with the
larger general purpose state government call centre so she has to utilise services of some
of their experts who know how to administrate a database, and know the telephony. She
feels that the technicians might be very skilled and very knowledgeable of their craft,
but they do not necessarily have an understanding of the call centre business. She found
that unless she probed enough and got involved in what they are planning to do it could
go “horribly pear shaped”, so she prefers to be more hands-on in this area,
I do find that’s probably an area where I get a little bit down in the mud on ICT
issues, I do have a tendency to want to get down into the mud and that’s an area
where some people might think it’s inappropriate but at the end of the day, this
type of service doesn’t function without ICT.

She added the two things critical to the service are: the ICT (information
communication technology) to get the calls through, and the people who answer the
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calls. Understanding the ICT, the architecture, the applications, and processes are high
on her priority scale. She insists on keeping updated and abreast with this since the
proper utilisation of technology can have huge impact on streamlining and improving
the service:
I need to believe in my heart to actually go and make the arguments and to
source the funds to be able to do it. I have a tendency to really know the content
before making the decision, because it’s high cost. The cost of ICT is
astronomical, so if you are committed to bringing something new in you have to
be committed to maintaining it and supporting it, upgrading and enhancing it.
It’s a commitment for life and I don’t make those decisions lightly.

Overall the GM does not have large component of routine work every day. She has
regular discussions and meetings with people on certain days of the week and regular
monthly tasks such as looking at financial reports. She looks at performance reports
most mornings as they come through, but not as a regular, routine task. The typical
routine job required of her is signing off on paper work and she schedules this for either
last thing at night or first thing in the morning. Generating the paperwork is not part of
her role, it is done by others and comes to her for approval. This could include
recruitment and selection reports, invoices or expenses. There might be a request from
another part of the organisation to particularly look at something and provide advice or
it might be in terms of the HCC’s own contract management issues:
It’s not that I have to renew a contract every week, I don’t even have to do it
every year, but when it comes up I have to in accordance with that cycle. They
are routine and in terms of their regularity it’s a requirement, but not
necessarily a routine one.
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In a typical day, the GM describes the proportion of routine to non-routine tasks, as
20/80, indicating that a large portion of her day is involved in non-routine tasks as a
considerable amount of her time is following up, and responding to requests from the
Minister or Director General Office which can be quite unpredictable but will have high
urgency.

This is where her role differs from the private sector due to the need for immediate
response to some of those issues. As an example she may need to provide a costing
model for a new service, prior to putting a bid in to the Treasury Department. The
request may come on a Friday afternoon and be needed by the following Tuesday. As
she elaborated on this point it clearly reflected the nature of public service where even a
senior manager is bound by bureaucratic processes which are the norm of the larger
organisational framework and political agendas that influence the public service. The
following quote also sheds light on the issue of autonomy and discretion of the manager
supporting the perception of constrains in a public service:
This is where I suppose it is different being a manager within the public sector,
the immediacy and high demand of requests from other areas within the
organisation, and particularly within the areas of the organisation that have to
do with policy, ministerial and director-general correspondence and things like
that. We don’t necessarily get the option of saying- that’s not really the line of
business we want to be in, that’s not where our focus is etc – that’s not an option
– it’s called and we have to do the work, we have to respond to the request and
it has to be met within the deadline. Nothing may eventuate from that at all but
we could have spent a considerable amount of time putting that together but
there’s that aspect.
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It is quite possible for the Chief Health Officer to make a public health announcement
and within an hour the centre will need to be ready to take calls and respond, which
takes a great load off other parts of the health system. If resources or time is limited and
the centre is unable to produce the requested service in the designated time frame it is
possible for the GM to push back an initiative.
We are successfully able to push back because we have a reputation as an area
that generally moves mountains to make it happen for them, so when we turn
around and say we can’t do this, they recognise we must have very genuine
reasons why we can’t.

Despite the large percentage of non-routine tasks in her day, she still finds it fairly easy
to plan her days ahead of time. What she does find difficult is other people filling up her
diary, which means she has to make a conscious effort to allocate time for urgent jobs or
projects that she needs to spend time on.

Part of her daily routine involves checking the daily performance reports, which reflect
the previous day’s activities and predict future events. She spends about five or ten
minutes at the beginning of each day looking at these reports and decides if anything
needs particular attention at that time. If the grade of service was low then she may
follow this up with other staff to try and identify the possible cause. This process is
done, not necessarily with the intention of fixing the problem, but more with regard to
highlighting to others that there is a problem so someone can be delegated to correct it.
She does not remedy the problem but prompts those in her team that are responsible to
correct the situation.
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There are key parts of the performance report that the GM looks at each morning.
Firstly, the grade of service, secondly the abandonment rate, third the average handling
time. This information allows her to have an overview of performance. The GM does
not have a ‘real time’ screen showing her calls coming in and out that is not part of her
role. The team leaders do have real time monitoring and are responsible for actions
relating to procedures and protocols in the call centre. The end of month report is used
to partly show that the HCC is meeting the performance measures set for it by the
broader organisation of the state health system. The GM is responsible for signing off
on performance reports and will give the approval to have the reports published over the
internet. She takes ultimate responsibility for how the figures look. If performance is
low for any particular reason, it still needs to be reported and the GM will take
accountability for this and investigate the possible reasons behind the results. Part of
working within the public sector is a commitment to transparency and this must be
present in the centre’s reporting mechanisms as mirrored in the following comment:
Being in the public sector, we don’t have the opportunity of only telling a good
story – there are fundamental principles about openness and transparency and
certainly that’s part of what motivates me to ensure we don’t put in a bad
performance, but in the same breath it is reality, (and it’s not that anyone
deliberately did anything) it’s my attitude that it’s one of the parts that you learn
from.

The GM added that from time to time there are bad performance figures, but she
believes in providing explanations for this, and putting it into the right context. She
postulated that when there is a mistake one must always state what is being done to
improve, with openness and honesty.
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Factors that would contribute to a ‘bad’ month would include a particularly high
abandonment rate, public callers waiting on hold for more than 20 seconds to speak to a
nurse, or a much higher level of referral to a higher community service (such as the
ambulance service). Any of those issues would result in investigation into the nature of
the calls and any scope of practice issues with the nursing workforce. These metrics are
used as key performance indicators (KPIs), as well as a guide to look at continuous
improvement areas, trend analysis and to assist with training and development programs
for staff. The KPI reports are looked at monthly in the safety and quality meetings as
part of the overall governance of the service, along with management reviews, clinical
audits and any areas needing improvement.

Before the service commenced there was a considerable amount of time and resources
spent on taking patient calls at hospital Emergency Departments. When the service
started, there was a far greater take up than expected of emergency departments across
the state redirecting calls onto the HCC, particularly by the rural and remote areas,
which created positive feedback. The initial rapid influx of calls was unanticipated and
the centre did struggle to meet their benchmarks, but this was recognised as teething
problems so that despite initial criticism, there was no punitive approach taken at the
service. The HCC strives to maintain the performance standard of answering 80% of
calls within 20 seconds by the nurses.

One of the constraints faced by the GM is the sheer size of the state health department–
keeping up with various areas, their responsibilities, their purpose, their intent and their
own key agenda items. Another constraint is the budget that the GM has to work within.
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To counter this she believes in taking on high priority, high profile projects as they
come with more money:
I jokingly made the comment that I would only take on election commitments
and it’s not really a joke, because it comes with capital money and it comes with
recurrent money and recurrent is way more important than capital – It’s very
easy to get capital money, but to actually have the ongoing funding is much
harder to get, but how you do get that is by doing very high profile projects as
they come with their own source of funding you don’t have to go and do the
battle but what you do have to do is mange the associated risks and deliver on
time, to budget.

This comes with a responsibility and expectation for a certain level of service, which the
GM said she worked on the theory of ‘under commit and over deliver’. This attitude
seems to be positively reflected in the fact that she has never had to ask for more
money, and has never had her budget frozen. From the beginning of her role, she has
taken on high commitment profile projects with high levels of funding and a well
resourced component. She declared that she had never been in a position where she had
to ask for additional money, but there have been times when she had to ask for
additional time.

The GM emphasised the expectation of transparency in public sector service delivery
and its implications. There is an obligation to have open and transparent reporting and it
places a different kind of pressure on her team, being accountable in the eyes of the
public. She illustrated this significant point of difference from the private sector as
follows:
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Because we are in the public sector we have a requirement to be open and
transparent and be accountable for where government funding is spent. We
would probably be one of the only contact centre services that produce such a
performance report every single month and put it out there to the public to be
able to see. So in the private sector, I would personally love it if they would
actually produce such a report and put it out because then we could actually do
some independent benchmarking, we would know as to how we were performing
overall, but they don’t.

Nutt (2005) aptly confirms the scenario shared by the GM that the prospect of scrutiny
increases as decision making moves from private to public organisations. Nutt quotes
Blumenthal’s (1983) ‘‘fish bowl management’’ (p. 294), to describe the way in which
public organisations must function to make strategic decisions and the demand it
imposes on the manager in terms of accountability and transparency.

Historically, in many areas of health there is a line of thinking that only specialised
health professionals can offer advice in certain areas, however as the GM explains,
Within health, as an industry and a sector that provides health care, it has been
driven by this notion that everyone needs to specialise and there is an
expectation of the public that they will see a specialist. In my view, this has
driven them into a position where they are unable to cope. So now they have to
rethink some of their models. They need to ask questions as to why do we always
need specialists for something that is common.
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In this argument, while the GM indicates a lateral thinking approach to solve a
workforce related problem, she is positioning it as a significant selling point for the
HCC. But a concern that emerges here is whether the GM is suggesting a move toward
a less professional, more work intensified setting akin to a conventional call centre. It
appears that as the services expand, there is a likelihood of a shift towards exploring the
possibility of deploying non-specialty nurses or even non-nurses on the phone lines.
This will shift the nature of work toward the more conventional call centre model where
there is less reliance on the expert tacit knowledge and more dependence on the
technology (i.e. algorithms) and could also lead to some amount of scripting and
greater controls and formalisation. This particular point has been presented by the GM
as a creative solution to address the shortage of nurses in the labour market but it echoes
the concern raised by van den Borek (2003). In a study of public sector call centres she
draws attention to the problem of deskilling that is almost unavoidable when the
emphasis is diluted on specialised skill requirements and more reliance on scripts which
is the characteristic of the traditional mass production model. If organisations like HCC
were to eventually go down the path of possible 'proletarianisation' then one needs to
question the sustainability and viability of a professionalised service delivery through
the call centre mechanism.

The GM brought out a critical point in the discussion that highlighted the uniqueness of
her position and her organisation. She said the health call centre is not just transaction
based; it is also managing clinical risk as performance of individuals is assessed not just
for communication skills but also for clinical decision making skills.
She observed,
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We are taking a health care industry into a contact centre and the two do not
naturally meet. It does not come naturally to the nurses and advisors, principles
of call control, the principles behind rostering, adhering to schedule, it is an
alien concept.

This observation is the crux of the whole discussion in terms of the demands,
constraints, and choices in the managerial role. The manager has had to embrace the
dichotomy of the two disparate work settings and unify them in a seamless manner
and the study of this entire endeavour makes this a fascinating case study. She explains
further,
We had to take slow, deliberate measured strategies over a period of time to get
our staff warmed up to these concepts. Particularly around the quality
monitoring system, we have related it back to the practices in the hospitalswhere they have two staff members to check off medications, random selection of
health files , collective group of clinicians assessable for what is done and how
it is done. We have had to make those comparisons to put it in the context of
health work in this delivery mode.

The above comment can be seen in the light of enabling bureaucracy, a concept
discussed by Adler and Borys (1996), which refers to how the positive form of the
bureaucratic organisation can actually assist people in supporting them and “thereby
easing the role stress and helping individuals to be and feel more effective” (p. 61). So
in the HCC, rather than making the surveillance mechanism pose a threat to the workers
for coercing their compliance, it is effectively positioned as an enabler.
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Technically speaking, the GM is on call at all times, but her direct personal involvement
is required only for serious issues. If the Chief Health Officer, the Director General, the
Executive Director of State Wide and Clinical Services need any information on the
HCC, they phone the GM directly, to investigate or consult on major issues. There is a
clear pathway laid out as to how to resolve certain issues, such as if there is a recorded
death of a patient, or of a staff member, or if one of the critical applications breaks
down which would mean a decision whether to turn the service off. For such
emergencies the GM is available, on call. When asked about some of the tough
decisions that the GM has had to make, she recalled that some of the toughest decisions
were HR related and the decision making was not tough, but managing through the
circumstance was difficult.

The GM described the toughest situation that she had dealt with to date, was when a
parent called to advise their child had died, soon after being given advice from the call
centre. As she said, health advice is given out every day and unfortunately that can
happen, but supporting the staff and managing the reality of the situation was extremely
hard. She was informed that the parents were going to the press about the situation,
which required her to brief the staff on what was to be expected. This situation occurred
two or three days before Christmas which placed an extra strain on all those involved.
She was required to engage with the family as they wanted to understand the processes
within the centre, and wanted a copy of the call recording. She was also required to do
media interviews, liaise with other parts of the state health service, meet with the Chief
Health Officer, and undertake root-cause analysis and evaluation. She described this as
a crisis period. Reduced staff around the Christmas period from the legal, ethical
divisions and HR meant that she personally, was risking making a lot of decisions
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without the consultative support of experts in legal, legislative and HR management
matters. She was guided by the Freedom of Information Act but also had to make a
decision on how much to tell the staff to keep them informed. She stayed on site over
that period more than usual to try to keep everyone calm and reassure them that “their
practices were not in question”.

There were many stakeholders involved in this

situation so the GM realised she had to be “very clear on what delegations I had in
terms of HR, management and authority”. She was aware that the Chief Health Officer
holds more power in many of the authoritative issues. However in this particular
situation certain demands were made on her that may not be required again, for
example, she had to provide follow up evidence at the coroner’s inquest. This was a
very intense period.

The approach she took was to “remain calm”. She understood that there was no need to
reply immediately to the media, so she took her time and sought advice from public
affairs people about choice of words, which helped for on-the-spot radio interviews. She
also made herself accessible to her staff as it was “extremely traumatic!” The media
hype that occurred with this situation also had to be dealt with. The particular nurse
involved was traumatised from this even though the root-cause analysis showed the
advice and the process to be absolutely correct. No fault was found with the clinical
content of the advice, or the decision making process and providing that information did
not help the family as they had no one to blame. The GM sadly confessed, “I couldn’t
give them a sense of peace, a sense of closure, or anything like that. There wasn’t error
to blame.”
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The GM had to draw upon her compassion and not take the situation personally as the
family was very hostile toward the service. But she acknowledged that it was their grief
causing them to act that way. She believes she has gained knowledge on legalities and
ways of keeping the information flowing in a crisis situation as a result of this incident.
The root-cause analysis guides their process for emergency situations now; however
there were unique circumstances which didn’t necessarily fall within the documented
processes, for which she relied on discretion, authority, and legislation. There is clear
documentation on who to contact in emergency situations, but positions, not people as
such. For this particular situation, she had to brief the Minister and the Premier as well
as the Chief Health Officer, in a very short period of time.

The above incidence illustrates the point about high level of exposure that the manager
has in public service. When asked to rate the level of exposure in her role on a scale of 1
to 10 she said she would rate it at about eight, which indicates that her own perception
about the level of exposure is quite high and she had to act accordingly. She further
substantiated this with an example that if she and her team decided that for the best
safety of the callers, the algorithms were to suggest that patients with certain kinds of
issues see a doctor in one hour, they could make that decision, but it would have huge
implications not only on the emergency department and hospitals but also on the
General Practitioner sector which lies outside the state health department. She said she
would immediately get calls from the directors of emergency departments questioning
the decision and the advice given by her team. On the other hand if they got too risky by
being too reliant on the algorithms and heavily promoting self care and if any clinical
incidence were to occur then she could be held totally accountable. The decision either
way results in 'explain yourself”, provide a reason ‘why.’ What her department does and
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advises, the way her team directs the traffic of patients, has immediate implications on
other service areas.

On certain issues of high sensitivity she is aware that it is not up to her to make
decisions. She can provide all the information and options but finally someone higher
up in the state health system will make the decision. She said “I have a sense of my
boundaries”. And this boundary is, many times, self-determined. She has to decide how
much she wants to be solely accountable for. She informed that they were in the
process of investigating their organisational structure to respond to their growing needs.
A team was put together by the GM to come up with options and she presented those
options to her senior director. Once validated, then she wrote up a proposal with her
recommendations and rationales. She then put it to the Senior Director and Executive
Director of the State Health. They then came back to her with their comments,
suggestions, and changes. The GM, in her position, cannot sign off on her
organisational structure because it is government machinery, the same way the Director
General of the state cannot sign off on his organisational structure – he has to take a
sign off from the cabinet.

The GM clearly recognises the fact that fundamentally they are part of a bureaucratic
organisation and she holds authority to make decisions and set the tone for the centre. It
is a hierarchy with a “range of authority” when conflict arises and there are resolution
and consultative processes which she can make decisions on. She does encourage staff
to participate in their own decision making. While most people in the centre report
directly to her, they have a weekly or fortnightly employee meeting and a monthly
management meeting designed to be information sharing opportunities. If problems are
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brought up they will brainstorm and share ideas. They have a monthly safety and
quality meeting where performance data is presented and reviewed, trends analysed and
performance issues are looked at, for example; number of calls, sick leave, attendance
rates, recruitment and turnover.
Really the only thing that is not tabled at that meeting is financial data, but
pretty much everything else in terms of the operations is presented. So obviously
that is a top down approach as well as a bottom up representation, and we have
individuals that are on the phones that attend that provide a grass roots level
and management perspective as well.

In the HCC, there are suggestion avenues for the staff feedback via the suggestion box,
email or within the integrated system. There is a forum where individuals can come
together to look at particular topics, to discuss their ideas on innovations and issues.
Staff satisfaction surveys are done every second year but they have an interim in-house
survey also. They also have a daily performance report which looks at individual
performances and overall service activity. This can be used to help with rostering and
analysing how services are evolving. According to the GM it is quite a participative
culture which is in line with a collegial decision making process. Collegial freedom
exists when an administrator acts as a participant in organisational decision-making as
opposed to being the sole decision-maker. The organisation seeks to strike a balance
between hierarchical control and collegial freedom (Brewer, 1996).

On the subject of decision making and the process of delegation, the GM clarified that
there are no definite lines. There are financial delegations, HR delegations, contract
delegations and procurement delegations which are quite clear and defined. So those
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four elements are very rules-based, descriptive delegation. If the GM has to explore a
new initiative, a new service, then she would decide which way to delegate - is it in the
nursing scope of practice or is it within an early intervention, preventative service. If it
was an area in an implementation stage, then she delegates it to a project manager.
There are guidelines which one follows in public service. There are delegation
thresholds: i.e. financial, contract and HR, and the GM is required to operate within the
boundaries of the thresholds. The job description specifies that her role in the above
three areas is to provide information, advice and guidance to the appropriate authorities.
She has to follow an inclusive, consultative approach in terms of decision making and
the decisions are made usually by a number of stake holders. If she wanted to make a
policy change she would have to take all the stakeholders on board.

The GM describes one of her biggest challenges as finding a balance between how
much she can rely on the existing mechanisms of control, with how much she needs to
personally control. She reiterated that a delicate balance was required between her need
to control versus steering way from creating an empire and not duplicating efforts that
other arms of government machinery are fulfilling. In order to work through this she
believes in utilising solid, collaborative working relationships with all areas. Although
she sees this as an area of strength, she also believes it is also part of her personal style.

The GM was asked if she could identify what percentage of her job she felt she had
complete control over. She found this difficult to answer directly due to the “context by
which positions are structured within government”. Overall though, she believes she
would hold 90-95 percent decision making abilities in the day-to-day operational aspect
of her position. From a strategic, policy, and tactical level she believes that would be
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reduced to 50%. Many decisions are made in consultation with other parts of the larger
organisation. The level of autonomy in decision making is always bracketed by
government influence though the role is vested with a significant level of administrative
autonomy. In a public sector scenario all managerial actions are subjected to high
scrutiny by the public as well as the political and the bureaucratic machinery, hence the
manager is obliged to consider a consultative approach to decision making.
We are public servants of the government, we serve the government so what the
government decide, is what we do. Once the government decides though, the
implementation aspects,– that would be where my position would hold
accountability and responsibility for the actual decision making and would
probably be up around the 85-90 percent mark again.

As Feldman and Khademian (2002) discuss in their article, the view generally held is
that,
Policy making is to be the strict venue of politicians and their constituents; the
business of applying administrative expertise to achieve clearly defined public
goals was to be the domain of the public administrator or manager to preserve
democratic processes (p. 3).

This view seems to be still largely reflected in the GM’s account where the policy
related decision making is further up in the chain of command as political directives and
the operational issues are in the GM’s domain of oversight. When asked whether the
existing guidelines available in the system are enough to let someone know what that
person is required to do in terms of consultation with other parts of the organisation, she
said the guidelines exist but that is not enough. The GM’s opinion is that the guidelines
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are not in black and white, there is fair bit of grey, and it is not advisable to place
someone in her role that has not previously been part of the state health system.
According to her judgement, there is a definite preference for someone who understands
the state health system and, the mechanism of working with the professionals.

As an example she illustrated that the chances of success of someone from an equivalent
position from the state transport system being brought into the HCC Director’s role,
would be limited, even though they may be familiar with the workings of the public
sector. The new person might struggle because the content of health and the health care
industry is complex (as the transport industry has its own unique complexity). She said
that her personal belief is, one cannot be a ‘content free manager’. To add value, to
drive agendas, to really have a vision she said one needs to understand the content. She
said one could not just go through the mechanical processes. She was quite persuasive
on this point of the manager being familiar with the internal working knowledge of the
organisation. As she said,
A lot of what I do is giving directions. I have to give directions to my staff and
link them up to appropriate areas in the system. I need to know what it means to
have “a good contract”, what it is to give direction around design of the self
management of chronic disease for example, having knowledge of the hospital
referral of patients to rehabilitation programs.

The GM’s obvious confidence and efficacy in the role seems to stem from thoroughly
understanding the critical mix of three distinct scenarios that are at play in this work
setting: the public healthcare system, the call centre technology and the nature and
needs of the nursing workforce.

These three elements constitute the content
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knowledge of the role and a large part of this knowledge is tacit that one needs to learn
over a period of time by the process of socialization in the specific context:
To me if you are content free , and you simply drove the fact that we will have
adherence to the schedule, we will do quality monitoring and we are doing
quality monitoring to monitor the way you are performing, it would be greeted
with absolute resistance to the hilt.

The GM vouched for being equipped with the “content knowledge” required for
successful execution of the role. The knowledge makes her the “insider” and also alerts
her to the sensitivities which are a definite strength for driving important agendas. So in
regards to a succession plan for her role there is a certain degree of challenge as she
reflected:
We know – me and my manager - we are very much aware that it is difficult to
find somebody that is a) prepared to actually take on the role and to b) find
somebody who has the relevant knowledge and skills to be able to do it. To find
somebody with the necessary government knowledge and experience and also
the content knowledge (call centre), it’s not a particular combination that comes
naturally.

The GM utilises a performance and development framework to up-skill or upgrade her
own knowledge. She focuses her professional development on what activities are
happening within the contact centre at that particular time.

She emphasised her

commitment to the public service, and as a part of that she has decided to undertake
studying a Masters in Public Sector Management course, rather than business. She said:
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I have chosen it in my particular field, so as part of that I have submitted to get a
scholarship and was successful in that and have started my Masters Degree.
However there are other things that have come to me from above, higher up in
the organisation – the Director General was very keen to see services like the
health contact centre elsewhere, and so put in a submission request for me to go
to the UK for a stint, the submission was accepted for me to go to the UK for a
month exchange program in 2007. So some things are planned and some are
opportunistic so if they present themselves and it is within the strategic plan of
the contact centre or it is within my own personal growth and development plan
then I will look at that.

There are formal structures in place within the public sector, in terms of professional
development. If she wishes to take study leave, or attend a conference, then she would
need to justify the reasons why, seek approval, submit for it and then link it back to
either the plan for the area or link it to a professional development assessment
undertaken with a supervisor.

In terms of development processes, the GM believes in a mixture of drawing on
experiences as well as content knowledge. As she explains,
I’m not a believer that you can just be content free – you do have to have content
knowledge, but also of equal importance is to have some generic management or
leadership knowledge and abilities, there has to be a mix of both, so those
particular courses or those programs that around leadership or management
were of particular relevance, for different things .
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She referred back to the crisis discussed earlier, and said she had to draw upon
leadership concepts and characteristics and qualities, so the knowledge gained from the
courses she took helped her greatly to handle the crisis. She does not see any one area as
being of higher importance than another in terms of role effectiveness. She believes
financial acumen, HR awareness, ICT awareness, and asset management skills are all
vital components to the role. She acknowledges that fiscal responsibility is overall a
very important aspect within any position in government.

The GM admits she undertakes a heavy workload, and generally she finds she works
somewhere between a 10-11 hour day. How she chooses to schedule her day is
absolutely her choice though admits she does not take work home because she is
studying also. The nature of her involvement with her work never really finds her
switched off and in principle she is on call 24/7. As she says,
It is my personality and my nature and I do enjoy my work, I get a great sense of
satisfaction from it. I get engulfed in things and don’t necessarily realise the
time – when I first moved into this environment, because it never shuts down and
nobody is actually turning off the lights, I would not have a sense of what time of
day it was. I am one of those people that get engrossed and go full steam to get it
done.

At the end of the interviews the GM reflected on the interview process used by the
researcher for the data collection. She concluded by acknowledging that she found the
process quite engaging and the self awareness triggered by this kind of narration has
been meaningful for her. She observed that a manager is taken over by the day-to-day
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pressures, he/she get so immersed in the job and there is no time to reflect and realise
the soft aspects, of the role.

6.4 Conclusion
To sum up, the HCC can be described in some regards as a post-bureaucratic
organisation, operating in a bureaucratic environment. According to Hales (2002), what
sets the post-bureaucratic, internal network organisation apart from a typical
bureaucracy is the absence of a rigid division of labour, hierarchy, and rules. He
discusses this kind of an organisation as having five key distinctions, which can be
related to the HCC. Firstly, the division of labour is based on professional expertise and
technical competence. There is cross fertilisation of knowledge through the teams,
which is a prominent feature of the HCC rather than being characterised by the
specialised functional silos. Secondly, teams are collectively held responsible for
performance. In this case, though call handling is an individualised job, there is high
participation of the workers in decision making. Third, in terms of accountability, the
reporting structures are flat and there is collegial structuring. The hierarchy in the HCC
is characterised by the members of the same profession so there are supportive
relationships across the levels and the GM strikes a critical balance between hierarchical
control and collegial freedom. Fourth, internal organisational relationships are
networking in nature, rather than vertical and rule based. Though the caveat here is that
in the HCC, the call centre environment demands monitoring and compliance with
technology and work processes like rostering, these requirements have not been seen by
the workforce as constraining their professional autonomy and there has not been
significant evidence of resistance to the adaptation of a new paradigm of work by the

248

workers. Finally, dialogue and open communication in a positive work culture setting is
the hall mark of the HCC as against conditions of power and authority relations.

The key role senders who define the role expectations for the GM are higher
government officials like the Director General, Chief Health Officer, the publicly
elected representatives (political figures like the Premier and the ministers), and the end
consumers of the service. These include the public, members of other parts of the
organisation, providers of support services such as IT or HR and her own employees,
who are professionals. The role senders set the milieu for the GM’s role.

Some of the distinctive features of the managerial role in the HCC context are as
follows:
The manager's endeavour to operate a bureaucratic organisation in a 'postbureaucratic' fashion to make the work organisation conducive to the
functioning of the professionalised workforce.
It seems essential for the manager to be an ‘insider’, bestowed with the specific
content knowledge of working in a government framework, conversant with the
health care system and with the call centre technology.
Being able to cope with the added component of high exposure by virtue of
being in the health sector and in public service, responding to a high demand of
transparency and accountability.
Expressing autonomy and influence through the power of consultative decision
making, using indirect mechanisms of control and networking.
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Using personal credibility, and expertise for the growth of the organisation,
positioning the HCC and her team as problem solvers in the system, thus,
persuasively attracting additional services into the HCC fold.
Creating and sustaining an open culture where the cross-functional, multidisciplinary teams can thrive and participate in the decision making process,
rather than exercising top down managerial authority.
Being able to blend the conflicting goals of running a public utility service
which is non-bottom-line driven in philosophy, while at the same time run a
viable and sustainable business operation akin to private sector working, which
also means merging super-ordinate goals with sound business strategies.

Overall this case study illustrates a complex call centre environment which brings
together 'contemporary info-service work' provided by a 'professional workforce' in a
'public sector setting'. The demands and constraints on the manager's role are a product
of the constituent issues in each of the three factors. This case study blends the unique
issues presented by the professionalised info–service work in an Australian public
sector call centre and explores the challenges inherent in the managerial work.
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Chapter 7
The Case Studies Compared
7.1 Introduction
Despite the burgeoning literature on various organisational and labour aspects of the call
centre, there is a noticeable omission in the academic studies: a critical discussion of the
manager's role. A senior level manager, often designated the 'general manager', is
responsible for the management and running of the call centre operations. Typically,
this role is comprised of a high level of challenges with a diversity of demands. Whether
in terms of managing a multifunctional role, dealing with contradictory objectives or
overcoming constraints that are inbuilt in the very nature of call centre work, the general
manager is the heart of the call centre’s work ecology. A specifically contextualised
exploration and appreciation of the various dimensions of the manager's role not only
enables comprehension of the complexities of call centre work holistically but also
helps dispel certain assumptions (such as 'relentless pursuit of control') about the
managerial prerogatives and actions that are considered implicit in the role. The aim of
this thesis is to find answers for the following research questions:

1. What is the role of the manager who heads the call centre operation?
2. How does managerial work vary between the mass production, masscustomised and professionalised call centres?
3. How are the job content, relationships, and the autonomy of the manager
affected by the type of call centre?

Whitley (1989) contends that managerial tasks and problems are highly systematic and
context-dependent, and this restricts the possibility of making generalised claims about
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the nature of managerial work. The three work organisation models, namely, the mass
production, the mass-customised and the professionalised mode of service delivery,
offer a salient context to the enquiry into the managerial role in the call centre.

The three case studies in the preceding chapters are portrayals of three work
environments and the managerial role that is ensconced in the ecology of each work
organisation. As Hales and Tamangani (1996) identify, "one neglected aspect of the
context of the managerial work is the form of organisation within which the manager
operates" (p. 733). They further suggest that despite the frequent assertions of scholars
about the necessity of viewing managerial work in the relevant context, thus
establishing the relationship between the two, this aspect has scarcely been examined. In
the extant literature on call centres, the focus is mostly on the employee and labour
processes and the effect of management practices on them. The manager's voice is
surprisingly unrepresented and there is hardly any commentary on this crucial
perspective. Russell (2008) states that "managers are lent a rather passive role in
instituting a regime of managerial control" (p.202) and Houlihan (2001) highlights the
fact that "in the corpus of literature demonstrating the experience of call centre agents,
managers' own stories have become homogenised and silenced" (p.208). This open
space in the academic literature offers an opportunity to carry the call centre discussion
further.

This research study attempts to address the above mentioned gap in call centre literature
by providing a contextualised study of managerial roles and thereby contributing to the
understanding of the contemporary nature of call centres. The study recognises the
heterogeneity of call centre work organisation rather than looking at call centres as

252

predominantly emphasising Taylorism, which seems to be the prevalent image of call
centre work. This study also extends the discussion initiated by Houlihan (2001), who
commented on the "all encompassing nature of the call centre system"(p. 219) and the
sense of powerlessness experienced by the middle management. While the key
emphasis of her study was commenting on the constraints operating in the call centre
environment that limit the choices of the middle management, this study has
differentiated itself from Houlihan's study in three respects:

1. The focus of the study is on the managers identified as heads of their units,
vested with overall responsibility in the call centre.
2. Variance is observed in the call centres due to the variation in work organisation
and its influence on the managerial imperatives.
3. The analysis offers a framework that examines the job demands, relationship
demands, and levels of autonomy, explaining the nature of the manager’s role,
thus offering a template to reflect holistically on the manager's job embedded in
the specific context, rather than attributing a sense of homogeneity to the context
and to the subject of the study.

This chapter attempts to discern and describe the managerial role comparatively. Even
though the broad functions of the manager appear on the surface to be similar, there are
clear differences in the challenges and demands operating on each manager that
determine what they engage in within each scenario.

While it is understandable that managerial work in the three models has underlying
similarities, there are important differences that need to be highlighted in order to
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appreciate the implications of the manager's job design and the critical aspects of
attraction, retention, motivation and professional development. This study attempts to
unearth the subtle nuances required to develop the managerial competencies suited to a
certain kind of work organisation and provides a more realistic understanding of the
managerial job and performance. This study clearly endeavours to refrain from
discussing the style of the manager, which is a personal attribute and is beyond the
scope of this study.

A critical examination of the managerial role entails comprehending and spelling out the
underlying processes in performance of broad managerial functions like planning,
organising and controlling, specifying the diverse demands and clarifying the conditions
in which the manager is expected to perform. A detailed articulation of the managerial
role in the call centre is important, as there is a pressing need to understand the
emerging managerial paradigm in contemporary info-service work. The understanding
developed from this study will have major implications for how the manager's work is
viewed and shaped in call centres.

An enquiry into work organisation has to be prequalified by contextual factors such as
size, type of ownership and product/service mix of the organisation. As suggested by
Frenkel et al. (1998), the three central elements of work organisation are: work relations
that refer to attributes of work; employment relations; and control relations. It is
proposed that the work organisation can have significant implications for how the
managerial role can develop and this can be examined by verifying the three key
dimensions of the managerial role: job demands, relationship demands, and
autonomy. Based on the emergent understanding from the empirical data, the model of
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the determinants of the managerial role was conceived to operationalise the analysis
and discussing the subject of this chapter (see Figure.7.1). The following section will
discuss each of the key dimensions and its main components.
7.2.1 Job Demands:
7.2.1.1 Managing human and work environment
7.2.1.2 Decision making
7.2.1.3 Exposure
7.2.1.4 Routine / non- routine jobs and time commitment
7.2.1.5 Domain knowledge.
7.2.2 Relationship Demands
7.2.2.1 Supervisors
7.2.2.2 Subordinates
7.2.2.3 Peers
7.2.2.4 External contacts
7.2.3 Autonomy
7.2.3.1 Strategic
7.2.3.2 Administrative
7.2.3.3 Operational
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Figure 7.1: Determinants of the managerial role

Organisation Context:
Size, ownership, product/service mix

Work Organisation
Work relations, employee relations, control relations

Job Demands:
Managing work & human
environment, decision-making,
exposure, routine/non-routine
jobs & time commitment,
domain knowledge

Relationship Demands:
Supervisor
Subordinates
Peers
External contacts

Managerial Role
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Autonomy:
Strategic
Administrative
Operational

7.2 Discussion of the Dimensions of Variation in Managerial Role
7.2.1. Job demands
Job demands are things that a manager must do for the discharge of managerial
responsibility and to achieve the organisational objectives. The aspect of job demands
can be further investigated by detailing the following components:
a) Managing the human and work environment (nature of workforce,
performance management, human resource management [HRM], teams,
control mechanisms)
b) Decision-making (policy, allocative and coordinating)
c) Exposure
d) Routine/non-routine jobs, time commitment
e) Domain knowledge.

Understanding the job demands reveals the salient features of the challenges within the
manager's role and also throws light on the various constraints built into these demands
by the nature of the work environment. The demands and constraints go hand in hand,
laying the foundation for the managerial role description. Each component will be
discussed further, below.

7.2.1.1 Managing the human and work environment
Under this heading, the nature of the workforce, teams, performance management,
HRM and control issues are discussed. The three environments differ by the level of
skill set of the workers and so, the demand on each manager varies based on this
parameter. The manager in the Health Contact Centre (HCC) deals with professional
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employees (nurses and health practitioners) and has specific demands to ensure the
autonomy of her staff, as well as providing a mechanism to standardise and monitor the
quality of the work. The nursing profession has its established set of practices, with
defined hierarchies, and functions with collegial interdependence. Merging a call centre
and health-care work environment places some atypical demands on the manager, which
need to be carefully negotiated. On one hand, there is a need to safeguard professional
workers’ autonomy and confidence in their clinical judgment and on the other hand,
there is a need to standardise the service delivery process through the use of technology
(algorithms) and monitoring mechanisms that refer to standard call centre processes.

The management of the HCC essentially requires combining the elements of
professional and bureaucratic models. A precarious balance has to be maintained by the
manager, ensuring that the professionals do not feel de-skilled and dehumanised
because of the intervention of the technology, yet the model of call centre service
delivery could be construed as pushing towards 'proletarianisation' of the health care
staff. The job of managing perception becomes critical for the manager in a professional
workers’ environment. At this point, when one is concerned about the health care
professionals working in a bureaucratic environment, it is useful to refer to Meiksins
and Watson’s (1989) comment on the 'proletarianisation thesis' that "organisational
employment inexorably leads to rationalization, constraint, and ‘deskilling’ as
employers seek to reduce costs, increase profits, and/or enhance their control over the
labour process of some or all professional employees” (p. 562). Thus, the key challenge
of the manager is mediating professional and bureaucratic rationales that are intertwined
in a professionalised services call centre environment.
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The general manager (GM) of the HCC was responsible for the introduction of
technology that entailed long hours on the phone, handling computer systems and using
algorithms. These were all unfamiliar concepts to the nurses and required sensitive and
supportive coaching to facilitate their transition into a call centre environment, while
fully acknowledging their existing work paradigms. The HCC context and the resultant
demands on the GM need to be examined from the perspective of the definition of two
types of professionalism, as discussed by Evette (2006), namely: “organisational
professionalism and occupational professionalism” (p.140).

The HCC embodies the constant tension between these two kinds of professionalism.
While the former type relates to a discourse of control by the management and an
emphasis on standardisation of work procedures, the latter refers to a construct created
by the professionals, involving the autonomy and judgment of the practitioners based on
their specialised education and training. In their professional work, the control is largely
self-regulated by the professionals, based on the internal standards of their practice, so
there is more indirect external control. The role of the manager in the HCC centres on:

1. Blending the traditional face-to-face professional nursing work with the
technology-based contemporary form of service delivery in the call centre
2. Dealing with the challenge of transitioning bureaucratic controls based on public
sector work into a more post-bureaucratic, professionalised, organic kind of
organisation.

259

In contrast with the HCC, the telemarketing environment (FRC) is at the other end of
the spectrum, where the manager is the primary custodian of the delivery process. There
is absolutely no question of autonomy for the workers; following the script given by the
organisation is considered sacrosanct and direct control is applied to the workers by the
manager through the supervisors. It is a tightly regulated environment, with a very low
level of skill required by the staff, which requires the manager to be personally engaged
on the floor, helping the team leaders and the agents to meet their daily targets. The
repetitive, monotonous job needs to be bolstered with many ‘pep talks’ and close
supervision. The primary responsibility of the manager in telemarketing is to micromanage the workers to ensure the daily numbers are met, as opposed to the HCC
manager, who is quite removed from micro-management, because of the existing
competence of the professional workers. It is also important to note that the while the
HCC manager does not need to know the details of the algorithm or its content, the
telemarketing manager is often the author of the scripts used by the agents on the phone.

In the case of CCS, which is a customer service operation, the manager’s role within
human resources is largely motivated by the fact that the front-line workers are the
primary interface of the organisation with the end customers. Vital pieces of
information on customer expectations, complaints, feedback and suggestions are given
back to the organisation through these front-line workers. Mostly, the agents on the
telephone become the face of the organisation and the manager has to make sure that the
face looks appealing to the end customers, by creating systems and processes that help
employee alignment with the organisation and its products, processes and customerrelated policies.
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In the mass-customised environment, the GM’s role is more about being the hub of all
the key players in the organisation and managing all the relationships seamlessly. While
not engaged in the workers’ day-to-day performance issues, which are delegated to the
team leaders and the middle managers, the role of the GM in CCS is based on making
efficient use of the labour process in order to attain her primary objective of customer
retention. The control mechanism is quite pervasive, with a combination of technical,
behavioural and normative control. The manager keeps a close watch on the efficiency
aspects of the operation and ironically, even the GM is under close scrutiny by the top
management of the organisation.

The managerial effort in CCS is geared towards building organisation-specific human
capital, as “customer-contact employees manage the boundary between the firm and its
customers” (Batt, 2002, p. 588). The GM influences and shapes organisational policies
for attraction, retention and motivation of customer-oriented workers in a tight and
competitive labour market. Most of the immediate workforce management-related
issues are handled by the cadre of middle managers (such as the customer service
manager, planning and operations manager) and the HRM policy-related issues are in
the jurisdiction of the central HR function of the organisation. The retention and
motivation of the employees becomes an imperative for the GM, as the organisation
invests significant effort in training and skilling the agents to ensure customer
satisfaction.

All the managers in the three different models of production undertake performance
management of their respective organisations by keeping a close eye on the daily
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performance report. The reflection of differences in the key mandates of the three
managers emerges when examining the primary agenda that each of the managers seeks
to pursue with the help of the performance reports. While the telemarketing manager
has to meet day-to-day targets and deliver what is planned in terms of call volume and
the consequent revenue to the client for whom they are fundraising, the HCC manager is
not overly occupied with the day-to-day numbers. Her focus is more on the macro
perspective, which is delivering timely triage service to the public. In the third model,
the customer contact manager in CCS keeps a tight rein to continuously improve the
efficiency of the call centre on the one hand and service the customers on the other
hand.

The telemarketing manager looks at the daily performance reports in terms of individual
and team performances. This is a routine activity if things are going as planned;
however, he must become more involved if the performance seems to be diverting from
the plan or if there is an observed performance issue with a particular individual or
team. In this situation, the manager has to intervene by talking to the team leader and
finding a solution for the problem, in consultation with the team.

The HCC manager's job is to make the service available to the public through health
professionals and ensure that all the support systems are available for the professionals
to deliver the service. The manager's attention is focused on an acceptable grade of
service being offered by a team of health professionals and other experts who are
conversant with their jobs, and the service needs to be provided through the call centre
mechanism. The HCC director studies the performance reports not so much to fix
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problems as to identify them and make sure that someone is attending to them. She
needs to be up-to-date on the performance figures of the centre from the perspective of
being ultimately accountable and responsible for public information.

The manager in the mass-customised situation (CCS) is concerned with servicing the
external customers, which is the raison d’être for the operation of the centre. While
driving customer satisfaction is an important objective for the overall achievement of
organisational goals, the manager is under pressure to make the customer contact
service increasingly efficient by lowering the cost using various means. The manager in
a mass-customised organisation has to be highly focused on the numbers (far more than
the other two managers discussed previously), scrutinising daily performance reports as
well as the 'call reason report' that gives insight into the reasons for the incoming calls.
The environment is ‘real-time’ and making changes and attending to issues day-to-day
can make a significant difference to the numbers in terms of cost or customer retention.
The in-bound environment is also dependent on forecasting accuracy, which is another
pointer for making decisions. Thus, the criticality of performance management of the
customer contact situation at CCS arises from its real-time and in-bound nature, which
requires the manager to be constantly vigilant while nimbly using the huge statistical
database to assist in decision-making.

Attention may be called to the various aspects of HRM which determine employment
relations, and many examples support the proposition of variation in the manager's role.
Every manager who is responsible for the operation of a business unit has to oversee
HRM functions such as recruitment, training, advancement and retention of its
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employees. In the call centre context, the discussion of high commitment HRM
practices has found centre stage and some of the examples include the use of teams;
promoting social and cultural interaction with fun activities; selective recruitment; needbased training; security in employment; participation; and employee engagement
through various forums. Many researchers (Batt, 1999, 2000; Hutchinson et al., 2000;
Kinnie et al., 2000; Budhwar et al., 2006) have examined the relevance of high
commitment HRM practices in call centres, which is germane to the current discussion
in the context of the three models of work organisation.

Recruitment and separation is closely supervised by the telemarketing GM, since the
FRC employs contingent workers rather than permanent employees, and the capacity of
the business is often determined by the timely availability of labour. Recruitment is
direct, through advertisements authored by the GM. Although the CCS manager is not
personally involved in the process of recruitment and separation, strategically, she has
to ensure that the organisation is positioned as an attractive employer in the market.
She has to ensure that the compensation of the agents is benchmarked with comparable
organisations in the region and in the industry. She has to further convince the top
management on this point, in order to enhance attraction and retention of a quality
workforce. The shift from the earlier practice of outsourcing the initial screening of
agents to making it an in-house activity is a sign of wanting to bring recruitment under
closer supervision.

The HCC director is the final signatory to the recruitment process but is not directly
involved in it. Recruitment is overseen by the professional heads (the nursing director
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and the Quitline manager in their respective domains), as a specialised knowledge base
is required to recruit a professional to the job. It is important to note that nurses are in
high demand and they have many options in terms of where to pursue their
employment, given the number of private and public hospitals and community health
centres. Since tele-triage is a new concept, it has taken some time for the nursing
community to warm to the idea that it involves significant learning and upgrading of
skills, along with unfamiliar ways of working. Initially, the HCC Director had to
position the call centre work as attractively as possible without making dramatic
changes in the work norms. For example, she had to reconcile with a nine-day fortnight,
which meant that her workforce was guaranteed a rostered day off every fortnight, as
well as potentially working time in lieu, in which, hours of overtime work can be
accrued and taken off at a later date. The director said this is a distinctive feature of the
health call centre and is part of the stipulation of the award in nursing practice, and she
did not attempt to challenge it but worked around it as a given constraint.

Training and professional development is highly emphasised in the nursing sector
generally and at the HCC specifically as a part of nursing practice. The director has a
minor role to play in training but has to ensure that the infrastructure and the mechanism
are available to the staff. The nurses come from many specialised streams and they need
to be educated on tele-triage skills as well as familiarising themselves with knowledge
outside their specialty area to be able to give advice over the phone. This calls for an
ongoing emphasis on training.
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The GM in telemarketing is personally involved in creation of the training material,
based on his own experience, and the manager of CCS is supported by the central
employee development department of the organisation. However, she has to be actively
involved in identifying the changing needs of the customer contact employees based on
the changing products and processes, and in requisitioning specific kinds of training that
will support the agents in dealing with customers. The CCS manager often has to drive
the training agenda aggressively so that there is timely and adequate support given by
the centralised training department. Ongoing training becomes important in the case of
customer service, with the introduction of new products and policies, but finding ways
and means to deliver training becomes a key consideration for the GM in terms of cost,
as well as the agent’s time off the phone.

In advancing the discussion of the differences in the managerial roles of the three
environments, it is pertinent to examine the use of work teams as structural units that
can be used by the management either for imposing controls or for genuine
empowerment of the workforce. Teams are the double-edged swords that can be used as
an enriched management practice - HPWS17, likely to be seen in highly skilled or
professionalised work environments or as a tokenistic feature in the system that covertly
intensifies the work regime. Batt (2000) has advocated work teams, linking them to

17

High-performance work systems
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greater motivation and performance and better outcomes for the organisation in terms of
improved customer satisfaction.

Some of the post-modern theorists (Barker, 1993; Sewell, 1998) have looked at more
contemporary forms of work organisation and have suggested that these pseudo-teams
are an insidious mechanism for normative control and promoting work intensification.
They suggest that (in mostly mechanistic environments) teaming is being used as a tool
for coercion rather than empowerment. The customer service centre CCS underscores
teamwork, which also forms the backdrop of all the social and cultural activities within
the organisation. Although not really a 'team' in the interdependent sense, there is active
facilitation of team processes by the team leaders, using the unit for coaching,
occasionally for skill-sharing and for enhancing performance by inducing and
incentivising the teams to compete with the other teams.

The middle level managers and, more specifically, the team leaders in CCS become
accountable for the collective action of all the team members and it is more practical for
the GM to know what is going on in the teams and their performance through the
middle tier of hierarchy. The GM does not need to interact with the teams collectively,
as all the communication occurs through the buffering middle management. Although
there is not much opportunity for expression available to the individual agent, there are
forums through which the individuals can be heard by the GM. The 'bright ideas board'
is one such example in CCS. The GM personally reads the suggestions of the employees
and responds to them. It is important for the GM to be tuned in to the concerns of the
front line, as there is enough customer intelligence available and it is salient. This
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initiative of middle managers conducting workshops with the front-line employees to
hear their ideas can be seen as part of the enriched HRM policies.

According to Hall (1968), "The workers (professionals) import standards into the
organisation to which the organisation must adjust and the nature of the occupational
groups in an organisation affects the organisational structure" (p. 103). The crossfunctional team is a characteristic feature of an organic organisation and the manager of
the HCC uses these cross-functional teams to create platforms for knowledge and skillsharing, which is critical for the viability and efficient working of the tele-triage and
health advisory system. The director has also tried to narrow the gap between the young
'generation Y' and the mature nursing workforce through the use of cross-functional
teams.

The HCC can be characterised as "the heteronomous professional organisation in which
the professional employees are subordinated to an externally derived system" (Scott,
1965), yet the manager has been able to introduce elements of autonomous organisation
by which the professional could, to some extent, maintain collegiality and selfdeterminism in terms of work practices. According to Hinings (2005, p. 406), "the
heteronomous professional organisation is akin to Mintzberg's (1979) professional
bureaucracy" and the key characteristic is that the professionals are the operating core,
providing service directly to the client. There is very little existing commentary on the
work of the professional bureaucratic organisation and even more striking is the lack of
investigation into the role of the manager in this environment. The professional
bureaucracy that is leaning towards a post-bureaucratic or an organic type of
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environment and is a part of the public sector is unique, and the observations of it can
shed light on this kind of emerging organisational structure.

Conversely, in the telemarketing organisation, the teams are geared towards meeting
given targets. Teams are the units of control for a team leader, while the work of each
team member is independent of the other. It is a scenario best described as "work teams
without team work" (van den Broek, Callaghan & Thompson, 2004). The manager’s
role is to ascertain the day-to-day performance of the agents, personally handle issues
related to employee performance and support the team leaders. The contrasting
difference remains between the two environments of the HCC and the FRC fundraising.
Adler and Borys (1996) describe how a bureaucratic setting can be differentiated based
on two styles of formalisation: formalisation which is designed to enable employees to
master their task, which, to some extent, is true in the case of the HCC; and
formalisation designed to coerce effort and compliance from employees, which seems to
be the characteristic of the telemarketing environment. In the case of the FRC, it is
worth noting the personal management philosophy of the manager, who attempts to
substitute coercion with eliciting ‘consent’ from the employees by persuasion and
coaching that dilutes the severity of control, although the ‘velvet-gloved hands’ that
control the employees are still recognisable.

Another notable facet of the call centre milieu is the use of 'info-normative' systems of
control. While technology provides details of performance and output, workplace norms
ensure adherence to explicit values and rules. Depending upon the work organisation,
the control mechanism could be characterised by Taylorism, with an emphasis on
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technical and behavioural controls and high surveillance, or greater discretion and
autonomy for the workers that is engendered through normative socialising in the
organisation.

While the algorithms in the HCC are created by members of the medical profession and
the manager has no influence over them, the scripts in the telemarketing organisation
are largely prepared by the manager and he ensures that the employees are convinced
through their training and coaching to use the script in an appropriate manner. A greater
degree of behavioural control can be seen in the telemarketing and customer contact
environment, which would be met with great resistance by professionals if attempted in
their workplace. This fact was acknowledged by the manager of the HCC when she
indicated that she had to be sensitive to the existing work practices of the nurses when
she introduced the call centre technology and monitoring systems. She had to highlight
the fact that the monitoring provided indemnity to the nurses, rather than exposing them
to any adverse consequences and this reasoning was favourably received by the HCC
workforce.

Control in the HCC stems from the self-regulating standards of the profession rather
than external control. The control is embedded in the internalised values and
standardisation of skills referred to by Ouchi (1979) as 'clan control'. Professional
bureaucracy, as Mintzberg (1979) comments, is powered by expertise in a certain field,
while machine bureaucracy is run by hierarchical authority, which can be seen in many
layers of management in CCS, with the General Manager situated right in the middle.
The agenda of culture-building is more explicit for the manager in CCS because of the
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sheer pressure of orchestrating an aligned workforce that works towards customer
satisfaction.

Thus, it can be argued that while all the managers have the responsibility of managing
the work and human resources of their organisation in the broad categories of planning,
organising, coordinating and controlling, and this may superficially give an impression
of similarity across the spectrum, on closer examination, we find significant differences
in the key mandates of the managers. The job demands pertaining to the work
environment, namely, the nature and skill set of the workforce, the team configuration
and the performance management, are clearly differentiated in the three contexts.
Managerial strategies as well as the tactics pertaining to employment relations and
control mechanisms in the telemarketing centre, in mass-customised work and in
professionalised HCC work differ substantially, providing a compelling argument to
support the proposition that there is evident variation in the manager's role.

7.2.1.2 Decision-making
Decision-making is a key function of the managerial role and is almost synonymous
with managerial responsibility, because through the process of decision-making, the
manager seeks to attain the organisational goals. Parsons (1960) gives a straightforward
classification of decision-making that can be used as a basis to analyse the decisionmaking leverage conferred upon the managers in the three contexts and can assist in
grasping the subtleties of each of the contexts in which they operate.
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According to Parsons (1960), there are policy decisions, allocative decisions, and
coordinating decisions. Policy decisions are those decisions that directly commit the
organisation to its primary function or goal. As an example, these are decisions that
relate to matters of the product or services of the organisation, how the work is
structured, the scale of operation, the market segment, and all those areas that affect the
attainment of the primary objective. The second category of decision-making,
allocative, concerns two main concepts: allocation of responsibilities to the individuals
and the allocation of fluid resources: monetary and physical facilities. This can be also
seen as "delegation of authority", as described by Parsons (1960, p. 32). The third kind
of decision-making relates to the coordination decisions, which are referred to by
Parsons as the operative decisions for "the integration of organisation as a system" (p.
33). The measures used to deal with the integrative problem in the organisation are
associated with the organisation's personnel, who have to attain the organisational goal,
which is sought either through coercion or inducement, or a combination of the two.
These three categories of decision-making can be used to examine the dissimilarities in
the three managerial roles.

In the case of the HCC, the apex-level policy decisions are made by the high level
government officials, such as the Director General of Health, the Chief Medical Officer,
the Premier and and/or the ministerial office. As the GM said, there is no scope for
declining a certain responsibility. If, for example, an announcement is made by the
Chief Medical Officer of the State, the HCC has to be ready to take calls and respond to
the public need. She talked about the presence of the hierarchy for decision-making and
she is always conscious of her boundaries. The GM is not in a position to make policy272

level decisions on her own; all decisions in a public sector setting are highly
consultative. Her key role is being the provider of information to the relevant decisionmakers, possibly influencing them as an expert in her own area but really not having
much say in the ultimate policies.

In the case of CCS, the GM seems to have greater input into the policy matters of the
organisation and the organisation values her advice, since she represents the two
important forces that affect the business: the customers and the large base of call centre
employees. It is the top management (the CEO and his team of directors) that have the
final authority, yet the GM has been able to influence considerable policy directions,
working closely with her director, as a result of being responsible for the customer
contact centre. The GM of telemarketing can influence policy decisions and be a party
to the decisions along with the owner of the business, although the final word is the
owner’s.

In terms of allocative decisions, the HCC manager has considerable authority, which
means she can sign off on some contracts, make decisions on ICT issues and various
projects within the HCC and on what kind of professional expertise can be engaged to
deliver the various lines of service. The GM is particularly involved in ICT
implementation decisions, educating herself in this area, as she does not have peers with
whom she can consult on the call centre technology applicable to the HCC. However,
she has to follow a clear line of authority and in the public sector system; the
delegations which the GM has to follow in the areas of finance, HR, contracts and
procurement are clearly spelt out. While the HCC director has the overall responsibility
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of running the centre, decisions are mostly bracketed by government rules and
procedures.

In the case of CCS, the manager had a neat matrix of delegation in her mind. If the
matter was 'high risk, high cost', or had a potentially high impact on a large base of
customers or employees, then she would not delegate such decisions. Rather, she would
make sure that she involved her supervisor. Sometimes, the GM would involve heads of
other departments and sometimes, actions such as national decoder setting operations,
which would affect the entire customer base, would involve personally calling the CEO
to seek his counsel. If something was of medium risk, she could make a decision with
her counterparts in other departments but would definitely keep her supervisor in the
loop. It is only the low impact, minor decisions that are delegated to her team of middle
managers, yet she is always involved, even when the team makes the decision. The team
leaders are overseen by customer service managers in middle management and the GM
keeps herself informed through the performance reports. In the telemarketing centre
FRC, all major impact decisions are escalated up to the owner. The decisions that are
typically delegated to the team leader level are the day-to-day performance-related
issues pertaining to the agents and their performance.

Each of the managers is responsible for the financial viability of their centre; yet, one
sees variations in terms of the pressures on these managers, based on the individual
nature of the organisations. The HCC manager is very clear on the strategic positioning
of the organisation and the funding for the organisation is ensured, as the provision of
the service is one of the priorities on the government agenda. The manager is certain
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that she will only pursue those services that are high on the government priority list so
that she finds adequate funding for them in the state system. This strategy makes sense.
The manager of the HCC uses the unique service positioning of her organisation to
ensure that the bureaucrats and the politicians find enough rationale for keeping her
organisation resourced.

Contrary to this, the manager in CCS has to be highly cost-conscious, think laterally and
drive continuous improvements. Even shaving a few seconds off the call-handling time,
for example, means a significant saving, so driving the numbers down becomes the
focus. She is always looking out for ways to improve the process; for example, by
becoming personally involved in billing statement re-design and attempting to push
self-service features onto the customers. Once the budgets are locked in for the year,
any additional requirements need a strong justification to the top management or else
the money has to be found within the existing budget through further cost reduction. It
is a paradoxical environment, with the overt pursuit of customer satisfaction juxtaposed
against the organisational expectation and top managerial directives to make the
customer contact centre increasingly cost-efficient, which sometimes means
compromising the core objectives of providing good service to the customer. The
manager is constantly under pressure to meet the top management demand of costcutting, while also meeting the goals of customer and employee retention. It is a
tightrope walk for the manager of the mass-customised environment, who is constantly
trying to catch up with a 'mixed bag of management tools' (some are Tayloristic, while
others follow HPWS principles) that aid the quest for contrary objectives.
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In the telemarketing environment, the owner is at the helm of all the financial decisions
and the role of the manager is to be a sound information-provider to the owner, upon
whose information the owner can base good decisions. There are usually no pre-defined
budgets but the expenditure is on an as-needed basis. Any capital expenditure-related
decisions are referred to the owner, where personal judgment and, at times, the owner's
idiosyncrasies come into play.

The third type of decision-making, coordination through gaining cooperation, differs
quite clearly within the three environments. A spectrum can be seen here, from coercion
to gaining consent to building cooperation for a concerted effort and outcome in the
organisation. At FRC telemarketing, the team leaders ensure that the given target for the
day is met and the standard processes are followed. Those who cannot fit into the
regimental design or cannot deliver in the given format are not welcome and it is a
simple and clear message from the GM. There is no complicated exercise of culturebuilding, as observed in the other two formalised organisations. Yet, the enabling kind
of paternalistic practices that elicit consent and do not overtly coerce compliance from
the agents create an environment that helps in the long-term retention of the workforce,
even though there is only contingent labour employed in the organisation. It is quite
common to find non-permanent workers staying with the organisation for as long as
seven years and the 'wall of fame' is a telling artefact of the working conditions that the
manager has created for the workers. The GM's philosophy of "If people feel good, they
will do good" seems to be the signpost and a roadmap for the managerial action in the
absence of a high degree of formalisation. The telemarketing manager has a rather
straightforward plan of action, which is to be the custodian of the delivery process. As
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far as the workers are concerned, the GM is the management, so being accessible and
having an open door policy for all employees has effectively served his purpose. The
GM assumes the job of developing his team leaders with earnestness, which, in turn, is
a key expectation of the GM's role, as expressed by the team leaders.

In the case of the HCC, it is apparent that it deviates from the traditional bureaucratic
public sector setting in its form and leans towards a post-bureaucratic model. The
manager has consciously and actively facilitated the building of an open and
participative culture, and the cross-functional teams, discussed earlier, are the hallmark
of the professionalised culture. The manager's quest to develop capabilities that meet the
needs of the public has led the HCC to move away from using traditional bureaucratic
coordination mechanisms. Alvesson and Thompson (2005) have observed that some
public sector organisations have felt the need to dispense with structured hierarchies, the
mission of the organisation being the guiding principle, rather than adherence to rules
and procedures, and the HCC can be seen to bear this out.

As Van Maanen and Kunda (1989) comment, “in organisations where the formal
organisation is less important ‘culture replaces structure’ as an organising principle to
explain and guide action” (p. 72). In cases in which normative control or clan control is
manifested, there are still visible elements of bureaucratic control. In the HCC, the
manager’s explicit effort to create a participative, open and collegial culture softens the
presence of the bureaucratic measures and can thus be seen as a case of "selective
bureaucratisation", as described by Alvesson and Thompson (2005, p. 499). This is one
of the characteristics of a post-bureaucratic organisation, towards which the HCC tends
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to lean. Work at CCS is fairly regimented but there are interim levels of hierarchy that
deal with the front-line agent. Russell (2009) draws attention to the importance of
‘culture’ in the info-service work of the call centre. It seems more relevant in the case of
the customer contact centre where, according to the author,
Workers are expected to assume an ambassadorial role for the organisations
they represent. In this capacity, workers not only carry an organisational
culture forward to the public but also play an essential role in reproducing it.
(p. 164).

The management has to ensure that the workers reflect the image of the organisation,
which is why micro-management of the employees or ‘managerialism’ is exhibited in
the organisation. Thus, as Russell (2009) concludes, "culture assumes larger
significance in the absence of physical flows" (p. 165) and managerialism is useful for
creating checks and balances.

The CCS environment is a characteristic example of the distinct effort made by the
managers to create a certain kind of culture, with explicit values elucidated in the form
of the ‘CCS way’ and the need for all employees to demonstrate how they have aligned
themselves with these values and to manifest this in their interaction with the customer.
The managers and team leaders have to ensure that these values are overtly seen and
they also become a part of the performance discussion with the employees. They
operate like a vehicle of shared understanding and this is definitely normative. There are
many organisation-sponsored cultural activities, designed to either create a sense of
community or boost morale with a sense of fun and competition between the teams.
278

Yet, the hegemony of managerialism is quite evident at all levels, with the CEO micromanaging the GM and the GM demanding failsafe implementation of her agenda from
her middle managers, who use info-normative control and direct supervision of the
agents.

A significant step taken by the manager of CCS in creating a momentum of successful
culture- and morale-building was participating in ATA (Australian Teleservices
Association) competitions. Her upfront announcement and use of rhetoric that their
centre could pride itself as one of the finest customer contact centres was a way to
garner employee support, spell out a grand vision for the employees, work towards
improvement, and create a sense of alignment and greater purpose that is more inspiring
than the mundane day-to-day achievement of the organisational objectives. This is a
good example of ‘agenda setting’ (a phrase coined by Kotter, 1982) for herself and the
organisation. The GM's goal of stepping up the organisation's profile in the ATA contest
needed foresight and meticulous planning. Her success in achieving the award did
create a stir within professional circles and won her high visibility and greater
credibility with the top management. This provided her with greater influence and the
ability to create the image of a winner within the organisation, which further
strengthened her authority and legitimised it unquestionably amongst her juniors.
Taking on this kind of challenge can be viewed as a choice the manager exercised, a
decision to place the organisation in a situation to receive public accolades and to create
a ‘historical narrative’ for the organisation. These actions involved a high pressure and
high risk endeavour on the part of the manager.
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7.2.1.3 Exposure
The discussion of exposure on the job reveals the extent of the burden of responsibility
or the severity of the demand shouldered by the manager. According to Stewart (1976),
"an exposed job is one where the holder can make and must run the risk of making
mistakes or perform poorly, either of which, the manager has to take responsibility for"
(p. 78). There are three criteria that determine an exposed job, according to Stewart's
study of the managerial role:
A mistake directly attributable to an individual that is difficult to rectify
immediately
The degree of impact of the mistake
The degree of risk behind the decision-making, the speed with which decisions
need to be made and whether there is opportunity available to consult with
others.

A statement to the press, inept handling of the union or some decision that has a large
and immediate impact on the public (consumers) could be examples of high exposure.
Based on the personal narratives of the managers, one can conclude that the HCC and
the CCS managers’ roles could be rated on the higher side of exposure. The HCC
manager's decisions, with the inclusion of stakeholders and a high level of consultation,
could build in a safety net, yet managing the HCC demands accountability to the public,
with a high level of transparency in terms of performance. The cost of even one
negative incident would have seriously adverse implications. The incident of the death
of a child, as narrated by the director, is an example of how difficult the situation can
become. Although the death could not be attributed to the advice given by the triage
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staff, there was a huge uproar in the media and the manager had to handle the situation
at many levels. This included safeguarding the interests of her staff and protecting the
morale of her employees, while at the same time, explaining to the public the facts of
the case and managing the political pressure around the issue by keeping all
stakeholders correctly informed. When one is dealing with life-and-death-related issues
in servicing the public, a high level of exposure is inescapable in the general manager’s
position. Any unilateral decisions taken by the manager could have the potential to
significantly change the volume of traffic to the state emergency health system,
hospitals and other health service providers, so the manager has to tread cautiously and
work with a thorough knowledge of the implications of any decision she makes.

The role of the manager in CCS can be described as possessing a medium level of
exposure. Decisions have to be taken in real time and a lapse or error could have
financial implications. Since it is a customer contact centre, the decision may also
impact on the retention of the customer or affect customer satisfaction. Although this
role is highly supported by the COO (chief operating officer: the manager's supervisor)
working very closely with the manager, at a micro level, the manager is immediately
accountable for the performance of the centre. The fact that the CEO of the organisation
has the flash board in his room and an undesirable situation with the customers can be
immediately picked up at the highest level in the organisation keeps the GM's job
significantly exposed. Having a direct interface with the customer can also contribute to
a job’s level of exposure, as it has implications for making or breaking the brand image
or the market share of the company. However, such issues of extreme consequence
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seem to be unlikely, as there are internal safety nets built in by the manager to mitigate
such risks.

In comparison with the former two, the telemarketing environment is fairly insulated
and the availability of the owner for ongoing consultation makes the GM's job in the
FRC low in exposure. The out-bound system renders predictability to the environment
and the job appears quite staid from the point of view of exposure.

The above discussion demonstrates the clear distinction between the managerial roles in
the three scenarios: in the routine, low end call centre, the managerial stakes are limited
and as a result, it is a low exposure job, whereas a mass-customised customer service
situation is more exposed. The manager of the professionalised setting also runs greater
risk of exposure. A hypothesis stemming from could be that managers of most
professional services would experience a higher level of exposure, as the impact of
knowledge-based advice would have greater implications for the receivers of the
service. Since the provider of a professional service is deemed to have expertise in the
area, the repercussions of a mistake will always be costlier.

7.2.1.4 Routine/non–routine jobs
Proceeding further into analysing the differences between the three focal roles regarding
job demands, it is necessary to investigate the level of complexity by investigating the
ratio of routine to non-routine jobs in the managerial roles. Routine jobs entail those
predictable, recurrent tasks within the manager's sphere of control which do not involve
much variation, whereas non-routine jobs involve new or ‘one-off’ kinds of jobs
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requiring effort in terms of new knowledge or application of resources, and may be
associated with pressing urgency or priority.

The telemarketing manager reported that most of his job was routine and even if certain
unexpected situations arose, they were part of the job and were not treated as nonroutine. There is recurrent activity in terms of managing the daily performance of the
staff and ensuring that targets are met. Even if there were incidents that were out of the
ordinary, they would not be dramatically challenging and the manager would be able to
take them in his stride.

The HCC manager's role is almost the opposite of the telemarketing manager's job in
this respect. Engagement with the day-to-day operational issues constitutes a small
proportion of the manager's time. Large amounts of her time are spent on more strategic
issues, such as policy discussion and liaison with ministerial offices. The director is in
possession of a hierarchy of professionals who oversee the daily performance of the
centre. One of the key areas for the HCC manager was expanding the scope of the telehealth service by bringing into line those telephone services in the state health system
that were under-performing. While doing this, the manager had to be very conscious
that such activity was not perceived as 'empire-building'. The HCC team and the
director of the HCC are positioned as providers of expert advice on how to offer health
services through call centre technology and they possess capabilities and knowledge in
this specialised area of service delivery. Traditional telephone-based health services that
were struggling to survive in the system could choose to learn from the HCC or merge
with the HCC to become better-managed services. The HCC manager had to come
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across as open, responsive and strategic enough to facilitate the expansion of the
repertoire of the HCC operations not just on the basis of capability but on the ability to
network effectively and provide solutions.

In the CCS situation, the manager reported about a 3:2 ratio of routine to non-routine
jobs. The defining feature of the CCS manager's job is handling the paradox of the
trade-off between customer satisfaction and the continual focus on efficiency. This
pressure is unique to managers in customer contact centres. The challenge of managing
in an in-bound call environment is distinctly more demanding than managing a mostly
predictable out-bound centre. A sudden change in environmental factors, like a power
outage due to storms, could trigger a crisis situation, or a ’flu epidemic could create
dramatically high absenteeism. These are situations beyond the manager's control, yet
being a customer contact centre the services have to be provided without disruption.
Since an in-bound centre relies on the accuracy of forecast, it is sometimes difficult to
correctly estimate the call influx when there is a new variable introduced into the
system, such as the launch of a new product or changes in the ICT environment that
affect the customer.

Alternatively, problems in other departments, such as field operation's installation issues
or unavailability of technicians, could create a crisis for the call centre manager. These
scenarios of surprises or unforeseen events to be handled as urgent heighten the
complexity of the decision-making. This element of high uncertainty is not seen in the
other two roles. In telemarketing, the low end out-bound operation mitigates high levels
of uncertainty, while in the case of the HCC, with defined processes and services, the
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call volumes are mostly predictable and an unexpected spike in in-bound calls would be
rare, though cannot be completely ruled out.

Complexity in the CCS manager's role is also derived from the responsibility of
expanding the business and being responsible for customer retention. The other two
managers involved in the study do not have this yoke around their necks. Business
development is not a predominant concern for the managers in either the FRC or the
HCC. The GM of the FRC is required to manage the floor, while the owner and the
office manager are responsible for increasing the clientele. In the HCC, the director is
not required to actively expand her business but is required to position her organisation's
unique capabilities and expertise to create new opportunities for growth in the system.
The HCC manager has to be conscious of the fact that in the public sector's egalitarian
milieu, actions that imply some kind of domination, as a result of aggressive promotion
of the HCC services, would not be welcome, so she has to take a soft approach in
augmenting the range of services offered by the HCC.

The manager of CCS has this ongoing dilemma: while signing off on the aggressive
sales and marketing campaigns, she has to be aware of their implications for increased
running costs, with increases in call volumes, handling time, and managing customer
churn, which is inevitable when aggressively pushing products in the market. The
launch of new products in the market means an increase in training costs and that equals
additional expense for the call centre. Given that these two challenges of managing an
in-bound customer service centre and being strategically involved in business growth
are inherently contradictory objectives, the CCS manager's effectiveness in performance
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is all about balancing this precarious situation and is therefore unmistakably different
from the other two roles.

The demand on the time commitment and on the manager's work/life balance can be
seen as a corollary to the above discussion on routine/non-routine jobs. The
uncertainties in the environment make the manager's job more demanding, as there is a
need for the physical availability of the manager to deal with any contingencies. This
means that the manager has to be ‘on call’ for extended periods of time or be accessible
during odd hours of the day. The CCS is a customer contact centre and there are many
external factors that can have negative impact, ranging from technical faults like a
telephone line disruption to natural factors like storms causing a signal outage. There
are exigencies that are unforeseen and require immediate action from the manager. A
large base of customers can be adversely affected if the problems are not urgently fixed
and, in turn, this may cause a predicament for the organisation; thus, it becomes
necessary for the customer contact centre head to be available around the clock,
sometimes 24/7.

Demand on personal time becomes more visible and explicable in the customer contact
centre situation. This was clearly demonstrated when a comparison was made with the
time commitments of the manager of the sales call centre (in the same organisation),
who did not face the pressure of being available around the clock, as sales is an outbound activity. Similarly, the manager of the telemarketing FRC is shielded from
unpredictable events, so is able to structure his time such that he is not required beyond
business hours. In the case of the HCC manager, she is not called upon for operational
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troubleshooting but it is important for her to be informed, should there be an adverse
incident. In principle, she is not physically required to be available 24/7, yet she bears
total accountability for the service. Thus, the work organisation and workflow of the
call centre seems to have a bearing on the work/life balance, which becomes an
important consideration in managerial lives.

7.2.1.5 Domain knowledge
Given all of the above differences in demands, there is one area which saw agreement
between all three general managers. All three placed a significant emphasis on domain
knowledge and building competence in their respective areas of business in order to be
successful in their roles. There was a common thread in all three accounts: the head of
the operation of the business needs demonstrated knowledge and expertise to function
in that particular form of production model (telemarketing, customer contact service or
tele-health service). This also means that in a more complex organisational structure, the
manager should be able to navigate his/her own way through the maze of various
stakeholders and authority figures. The managers need to come across as 'experts', not
technically, but in terms of processes and knowledge of internal and external
environments.

Both the managers of CCS and the HCC talked about the importance of being the
‘insider’ in the system. The CCS manager asserted that it would be very hard for a
manager from a non-call centre environment to succeed in customer contact centres.
Reflecting on her previous experience with executives from non-call centre
environments who failed to make a mark in CCS, the manager observed that it is not
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easy to adapt quickly to the real-time, numbers-driven work setting and it might require
a longer learning curve for a new incumbent. The HCC manager saw a need for an
informed person who understood the nature of the professionals' work, supported
professional autonomy and yet was able to organise the production of service with a
viable infrastructure. Someone in this position had to get the balance right between the
bureaucratic requirements of the organisation and the established norms of the
profession. The manager would have faced resistance from the nurses if she had pushed
her agenda and enforced unfamiliar demands. This is illustrated in the GM's statement
that mentions that if she was "content free” (meaning not aware of the professional
practice norms) and had driven the quality monitoring process or use of algorithms, she
would have been "greeted with resistance to the hilt". She had to facilitate a transition
of nurses to new technology and ways of working by persuading and drawing parallels
to their established practice norms. The HCC manager needed to show sensitivity to the
requirements of the professional group and balance these with the operational demands
of heading a call centre that employed professionals. The telemarketing manager has
long-standing experience in the call centre industry and had successfully set up a
banking call centre in his previous job. Expert advice in his professional network is
easily available and he said if he faced a difficult situation and needed consultation, he
could just pick up the phone and obtain informed advice.

Thus, a reputation of expertise seems crucial in order to be successful in the role of the
head of a call centre operation. All three managers actively work towards keeping
themselves updated and making sure that there is organisational commitment to their
professional development. This is more evident in the cases of CCS and the HCC, since
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they are more formalised organisations. The CCS manager is an example of someone
taking charge of their own destiny and actively shaping their career progression. The
GM proactively applied for the current position and convinced her top management to
give her the job. CCS's top management could see returns on the investment they made
by sponsoring her to complete the Foundations in General Management Course: a high
profile training program to groom senior management leadership. The GM is being
actively mentored, not only by her supervisor but by the heads of other departments, as
well. The HCC manager was sponsored to go to the UK for an exchange program,
recommended by the director general, to learn about tele-health before she formally
took over the role. She has been given a scholarship to pursue a Masters degree in
public administration in order to further her professional development. In the case of the
telemarketing manager, there are no formal mechanisms, but the manager spoke about
his many years in the industry and said that he is still learning and updating, mostly
through self-directed reading.

All three managers demonstrated a penchant for learning on the job by being involved
in their professional circuit. This appeared as a common theme in the three narratives.
The managers consciously make time for their own development despite their
preoccupation with their respective organisations and dealing with work pressures. They
came across as passionate about their work, each one making specific mention that it
would be very hard to keep doing what they were doing without being passionate about
and loving their work. For all three managers, the willingness to participate in this
research study was fuelled by their desire to gain insights into their own role and
reflectively learn from discussions with the researcher. Considering the emphasis on
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domain knowledge, a question worth examining is whether the expertise or
specialisation gained in one specific context would restrict the mobility of the manager.
For example, if a manager is specialised in the customer contact area, will he/she prove
equally competent in telemarketing or vice versa, as the service delivery in both cases is
through a call centre mode? The answer to this question will require more investigation
and will have vital links to the practical implications of managerial recruitment,
development, and succession planning.

7.2.2 Relationship demands
A manager has to accomplish tasks through other people, so it is imperative to examine
the demands on the manager to build a cooperative network of relationships with his/her
supervisor, subordinates, peers, other significant stakeholders in the organisation and
sometimes, with the end customers. Kotter (1982) makes an observation on the dilemma
the general managers face, which is, "getting things done through a large and diverse
set of people despite having little direct control over most of them" (p. 76). The manager
has to spend a significant amount of his/her time and effort to build and foster
relationships in the organisation, using many tactics and manoeuvres to elicit
cooperation and consent. In the large network of relationships, there is variation in the
degree of interdependence and influence. Some relationships are more tightly coupled
than others, based on the degree of dependence, and the manager has to gain leverage
from the established network of contacts to get things done and implement their agenda.
Sometimes, the GM is also required to influence those who are outside their own
network in order to achieve their goals; thus, they have to engage in direct and indirect
methods of building their contacts.
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While networking is an essential part of all managerial jobs, it can be observed that in
the three different contexts of the call centre, the GMs have varying contact patterns. To
understand and explore the contact patterns of the managers, a 'role-distance map' was
used, as outlined by Pareek (1993). The strength of relationships can be indicated by the
distance of the focal role from another role mentioned in the role-set. For example, the
GM's role is the focal role and the role of his/her personal assistant is one of the roles in
the role-set which is in close proximity to that of the GM. The manager draws
concentric circles around his/her role and the focal role is the core, identified as the
'self'. The managers were encouraged to place every relationship in their role-set on the
concentric circles, indicating the strength of interdependency with the role. Close
proximity implied tighter relationships and appeared in the inner concentric circles,
while the more distant ones appeared in the outer periphery.

The direction of influence works both ways in a dynamic process: the expectations are
sent by a role in the role-set and received by the focal role (GM's). The focal role is also
able to actively enact its role by influencing the role sender's expectations. For example,
the team leaders (role senders) are in the role-set of the GM. While the GM has
expectations of the team leaders, the team leaders also have expectations of the GM's
role. The GM can also enact his/her role in such a way that he/she can shape the
expectations of the team leader. This examination of relationship demand is done
through identifying the key relationships with which the general manager engages
regularly. The key relationships of the GM in the three organisations that were
examined are: supervisor, subordinates, peers and some external contacts.
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7.2.2.1 Supervisors
The relationship with the supervisor is assessed using the following parameters:
dependence for scope of the job, authority and autonomy. While some of the points are
discussed more clearly in the 'Autonomy' section below, the way in which the
relationship with the supervisor is configured is examined here. The COO (chief
operating officer) is the supervisor of the CCS general manager and they work very
closely together. There is a high frequency of regular interaction between them although
they are based in different locations. It is an implied expectation of the organisation that
the manager and her supervisor work in agreement with each other and there are no
surprises between them. Another point to note here is that the manager has been very
closely mentored by her supervisor and the alliance has been quite successful so far.

The manager of telemarketing reports to the owner of the FRC. The GM and the owner
have offices adjacent to each other and there are many informal opportunities for
consultation with each other. Stewart (1976) makes the observation that the more
formalised the structure of the organisation, the more rules and procedures are in place
and, as a result, there is less dependence on any particular individual. A supervisor can
influence and alter the nature of the job in a smaller or less structured organisation, as in
the case of the telemarketing set-up, where the owner is the ultimate authority, as
opposed to the HCC, which is part of a large public sector organisation and the set
procedures and rules are more sacrosanct than the ‘boss’.

The constraints operating on the HCC manager are derived from the public sector
constitution of the organisation, whereby there are policies and procedures, rules and
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regulations of the system which must be followed by any individual and there is more
than one authority or stakeholder. The HCC manager is more regulated by the state
system, and although she carries the burden of much higher accountability and
transparency compared with the other two managers in the study, she is bestowed with a
much higher level of authority in the system, giving her a free hand to operate within
the parameters of the public sector system. Consequently, she is less dependent on her
immediate supervisor.

Interestingly, the telemarketing manager has only one ‘boss’, the owner, and the ‘boss’
defines the scope of authority for the GM. The constraints faced by the FRC manager
are usually because of the owner not subscribing to the GM's point of view or the owner
pursuing some of his own ideas or idiosyncrasies. While the chain of command is quite
simple in this case, it does get quite subjective. Although the GM has limited formal
authority, he has a free hand to run the day-to-day operation and the owner does not
interfere in routine matters. The manager needs to consult the owner if he has to take
any major decision that is outside of the routine.

7.2.2.2 Subordinates
All managerial roles have some element of coordination, direction, allocation,
motivation and monitoring concerning their relationship with subordinates. According
to Stewart (1976) in her study, the assessment of the demands of subordinate
relationships can be ascertained by answering some of the following questions: how
actively does the manager engage in supervision of the subordinates and aspects of the
subordinates' jobs and how closely does he/she interact with them? A manager will not
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be required to closely instruct the subordinates if they are well-trained and qualified. In
the case of FRC telemarketing, the agents do not have a high-level educational
background, the training is limited, and the job is low-skilled. A large amount of the
manager's time goes into personally supervising on the floor, helping the team leaders
and coaching them to help the agents, personally talking to the agents and trying to
coach and motivate them. The agents report to the team leaders, although it is the
manager's responsibility to ensure that the team leaders are capable of getting the job
done. His role involves closely overseeing the team leaders, who, in turn, raise issues
with the manager if they cannot resolve them at their own level. The span of control of
the GM is limited to the few support staff and the team leaders, yet the manager is
frequently involved in interacting directly with the agents.

Contrary to this, the manager of the HCC has professional staff, including nurses and
health advisors, and she is engaged in very little day-to-day supervision. The managers
who report to her are professionally qualified and experienced in their field and they
need to escalate issues to the director level only if they are not resolved at their level, or
if they are matters of urgency. She does not have to meet her direct reports daily and she
can keep herself informed through meetings and reports. There is a fair amount of
delegation to the various project teams, which are headed by project managers who keep
her informed, and only exceptions are escalated.

The CCS manager has a team of middle level managers reporting to her, overseeing
different functional areas and the job of the general manager is said to be the 'hub',
unifying and steering them towards achievement of organisational goals. Although the
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GM is not required to deal with the customer service agents directly, she closely
supervises her managers, even though the managers are well-trained and experienced in
their respective fields. This is because of the intense focus on the efficiency and the
nature of the job that interfaces with the customer. The manager finds herself under
scrutiny by the top management and, in turn, she is required to keep a tight rein on her
middle managers so as not to permit any slack. She has to ensure that her managers
respond to situations quickly, setting a fast pace, as there is little tolerance for failure.

There is evidence of a stressed middle management in CCS, because of the mixed
messages received by them and the need to keep switching from a facilitative to a
regulative style. The dichotomy of quality versus quantity remains unresolved and the
organisation's charter remains ambiguous, demanding the two conflicting outcomes
simultaneously. The middle managers feel quite handicapped in terms of the choices
they can exercise and the GM 's role becomes quite critical here, not only to relay the
expectations of top management to the middle management but vice versa. The GM's
key job is to act as an advocate of the middle management to the top management, to
coach and facilitate middle managers' professional development and to be a sounding
board for them, helping them to cope with the contradictions. These expectations of the
GM were clearly spelt out by the middle management team and while the GM's
autonomy will be discussed at length in the next section, the autonomy of the middle
level managers is certainly eroded because of the high expectation of conformity from
them. The GM's role is to ease the tensions arising out of the conflicting objectives of
her team members; for example, the employee development manager will have
conflicting objectives to those of the operations manager. The GM demands continuous
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improvement and challenging of the status quo from her team; in her rhetoric, she
encourages dissent but practically, the middle managers may not be able to express
dissent or question the organisation's directives.

When the middle managers feel frustrated, constrained, and sometimes alienated in the
system, it is a responsibility of the GM at CCS to build their confidence, coach them
and clarify things for them. The GM at CCS also has to ensure that she voices the
concerns of the middle management to the top management; she has to be the middle
manager's advocate and be a representative in the top management forums. In
comparison with the other two roles in the FRC and HCC, the general manager's role at
CCS seems to involve more demands with added dimensions to managing subordinate
relationships as the cadre of middle management is also a closely 'managed' category.

7.2.2.3 Peers
Obtaining cooperation from the people who are the manager’s counterparts in other
functional areas or departments, on whom the manager can exercise no formal authority,
becomes a difficult task. If the call centre is a customer contact centre, then the issue is
heightened in terms of resolving some conflicting priorities with other departments like
sales and marketing. In the case of CCS, the call centre's dependence on the central IT
function or the training function is seen by the GM as impeding the pace of change, as
these functions follow their own schedules and priorities. There are times when the
support functions are not very responsive to the needs of the call centre. The GM not
only has to build cordial relationships with her counterparts in these different functions,
but she reported that she actively builds relationships with the heads of the support
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functions to gain extra leverage, which is, in a way, quite strategic. Pugh and Hickson
(1989) point out that “every organisation is a scene of 'political' activity in which the
individuals and the departments compete and cooperate for power” (p. 55). On a
continuum of political activity, the least political is the telemarketing manager, as he
deals with a linear structure. Fairly high in the political dimension is the CCS
organisation, as it is characterised by give-and-take relationships with other
departments.

A large amount of the HCC manager’s time is spent in managing the political coalitions
and configurations, as the state health system is a large network of varied functions. The
HCC manager talked about building her extensive network in the state health system,
extending beyond her immediate circle of contacts, such as the Department of
Population Health, and having to work towards being a part of various committees, like
the Human Services Cluster Steering Committee. Being a visible part of various
committees gives her the required influence in the system and a certain amount of
political clout to make the system work in her favour. Thus, the political dimension of
managing relationships in the organisation adds a layer of complexity to the managing
of contacts at a peer level. The observation made by Kanter (1989) clarifies the HCC
manager's orientation:
In the emerging organisation, managers add value by deal making, by brokering
at interfaces, rather than presiding over their individual empires. The search for
internal synergies, the development of strategic alliances, and the push for new
ventures emphasize the political side of a leader’s work. Executives must be able
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to juggle a set of constituencies rather than control a set of subordinates. (pp.
89–90)

It can be argued that the director of the HCC exemplifies the new managerial work as
promulgated by Kanter (1989), based on the detailed account of how she has been able
to attract new services into her fold without pushing to build an empire and how she has
to constantly negotiate and build networks within and outside the state system in order
to achieve her mandate. Interestingly, the HCC is a public sector organisation and it
may be expected to be quite bureaucratic in the negative sense. Yet, the HCC seems to
show the signs of a post-bureaucratic organisation because of the way in which the
professionals are engaged and the conscious effort of the manager to build an
environment in which the professionals’ autonomy is preserved.

7.2.2.4 External contacts
The CCS manager is required to be visible to external public forums in order to
represent her organisation and also to promote the image of her organisation. She is
active in the professional network and the recognition that she received at the national
level added to her professional visibility and credibility. In contrast, the telemarketing
manager almost never interacts with the external public; his domain is restricted to his
staff within the call centre. The telemarketing manager does not have to deal with the
clients or the vendors of support services; mostly, it is the office manager's job to liaise
with them and the GM becomes involved only as needed. The owner represents the
FRC at all external public forums. Opposite to this is the role of the manager in the
HCC, which is to be the face of the HCC and to interact with all the important external
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agencies, such as by drawing up contract agreements with external service vendors. She
has to interact with ministers, the Premier, and their offices. She is also the
spokesperson of the service when any interaction with the media occurs.

The CCS manager is the link between the organisation and the end customers by virtue
of her role, although this link is established through the front-line agents. It is critical for
her to represent the customer in the decision-making process of the organisation.
Demands made by external contacts, as observed by Stewart (1976), are quite different
from those made by internal contacts. If a manager is mostly restricted to the internal
environment, then the pressures are commensurately less intense than those involved in
engaging and interacting with external contacts, as they come from diverse backgrounds
with incongruent goals and intentions. Regarding this factor of external contacts, the
telemarketing manager's job appears to be less complicated than that of the HCC
manager or the CCS manager.

The above discussion of relationship demands points out how the components of the
manager’s role in the three environments distinctly vary. This strengthens the argument
that there is variation in the manager's role in the dimension of meeting relationship
demands, as each manager is observed to have a different configuration of contacts.
Each kind of environment requires and also induces the manager to interact with their
network to specifically help further the achievement of their objectives or agenda.
Although it is commonly understood that the manager's job relates to the other roles
both vertically and laterally, there are evident differences. It is important to identify
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which contacts within the manager's role-set have greater influence and thereby are of
more salience to the manager.

From the above discussion, it can be noted that the CCS manager is in the grip of the
top management, which is relevant in understanding the manager’s choices and
decisions. In the case of the telemarketing manager in the FRC, it is the team leaders
who are more tightly bound to the manager's circle of influence. In the case of the HCC
manager, her reliance on the two managers (nursing director and Quitline manager),
who represent the two professional streams of work, is evident and she needs to provide
them with the support and infrastructure to achieve the goals of the HCC. The HCC is a
classic example of a bureaucracy with an overlay of the professionalised networked
structure, and the synthesis of the two in terms of managing the relationship demands
becomes the HCC manager's key challenge.

7.2.3 Autonomy
‘Autonomy’ is defined by Spenner (1983) as "the ability to initiate and conclude action,
to control the content, manner and speed with which a task is done". More
simplistically, Davis (1977) describes autonomy as "the job characteristic that gives
employees some control over their own affairs" (p. 239). A common understanding is
that organisational employment necessarily involves a degree of conflict between the
employee's desire for autonomy and the organisation's need to constrain it even at the
highest levels of hierarchy. At the general manager's level, autonomy can be restricted
due to the nature of the organisation.
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Raelin (1989) analysed autonomy into three components, which can be used for
analysing the variation in the nature and the level of autonomy in the general managers’
roles in the FRC, CCS and HCC. The three components are:
1. Strategic or institutional autonomy, which entails that the agent bestowed with
this autonomy can have a say in the choice and direction of the goals and policies
guiding the organisation.

2. Administrative autonomy, which involves the responsibility for managing the
activities of a unit within the organisation and coordinating the tasks of that unit with
the other units in the organisation. This would also refer to how much autonomy there is
to direct the work of people within the unit. Apart from the internal function, the agents
responsible have an external function of mediating between their units and users of their
products or services, which could mean the end customers in the call centre context.
Also a component of this is the ability to react and respond to the strategic policies
made by the organisation by virtue of their involvement with the end customers.

3. The third type of autonomy is operational autonomy, which means having the
freedom to accomplish tasks in accordance with one's own discretion, which is also
referred to as personal autonomy. The manager's freedom to carry out their own work
without the influence of or dependence on their supervisor or organisational constraints
is the defining feature of personal autonomy.
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When compared visually, managerial autonomy in the three case studies can be
represented as shown in Figure. 7.2. This also indicates that the overall autonomy of the
HCC manager is the highest as compared to the other two managers.

Figure 7.2: A heuristic presentation of the managerial autonomy
in the call centre case study sites

Strategic
Administrative
Operational

FRC

CCS

HCC

In the case of the telemarketing (FRC) environment, it is evident from the study that the
manager has little strategic autonomy, as all the decisions about directions of the
organisation are taken by the owner. The GM can give relevant input to the owner but
the final strategic decision-making is not in his arena, due to the ownership -driven
structure of the organisation. The GM in the FRC is vested with administrative
accountability, which can be rated as medium. While he is responsible for managing the
unit, there have been certain occasions on which his decisions have been overruled by
the owner.
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Examples of this occurred when the GM wanted to provide a TV in the lounge area to
break the monotony for the workers, or wanted to invite an external trainer to coach the
team leaders, or when the finalised layout of a recruitment advertisement in the
newspaper was changed. It appears that the owner overturned the GM's decisions. In
addition, when the GM's authority to participate in this study was undermined by the
owner, it highlighted the limitations the GM faced in terms of administrative autonomy.
The operational autonomy of the GM can be rated from medium to high. On routine
matters, the GM has a free hand but on matters of importance, he is constrained. The
GM confessed that he had to change his managing style to suit the owner's wishes.

The CCS manager appears to have considerable influence over strategic matters because
of her personal credibility with the top management and her presence on all of the
steering committees working on issues of strategic importance. Yet, she still has to
follow the top management's directives, so this indicates a medium level of strategic
autonomy. She has a high level of administrative autonomy in terms of overseeing and
being responsible for the performance of the customer service centre. She is responsible
for building liaisons and negotiating with other functions in the organisation. She is also
entrusted with the responsibility for the customers, capturing their voice, feeding it back
to the organisation, and managing the boundaries. Her operational/personal autonomy
appeared to be at a medium level; while she can deploy the resources of CCS and has
the authority to make decisions on the processes of the centre or performances of her
workers, she always has to take those decisions in close consultation with her supervisor
(the COO) and in many instances, the CEO was also kept informed. The fact that

303

someone at GM level is also under close scrutiny by the top management can be seen as
a characteristic call centre feature.

In the case of the HCC, the director indicated that she has a high level of strategic
autonomy, and engagement in strategic matters forms the larger portion of her work life.
Although embedded in the bureaucratic public sector environment, where all decisions
are bracketed by government rules and regulations, and although her policy decisions
were an outcome of the political agenda of those in political power, the GM vouched
that she has a significant influence on the directions of the HCC. The GM is responsible
for shaping the place in terms of culture and structure. She also has high administrative
autonomy, networking in the state system and ensuring her goals are achieved. While
she takes the input from her project teams and her professional staff and empowers them
by facilitating their participation and knowledge-sharing, it is the GM who is the final
signatory for all matters of the HCC. Her operational authority is also high, as long she
operates within the government framework of rules and regulations. She is thoroughly
informed about how things work in the public sector and knows how to leverage her
'inside knowledge' of the state health system to preserve her personal autonomy.

As Engel (1970) comments, professionals in moderate bureaucracies perceive
themselves as having more autonomy, as they experience fewer limitations upon their
professional autonomy. The author's notable observation is that "bureaucratic
organisation is not necessarily detrimental to professional autonomy" (p. 19). The way
the GM has structured the HCC's professional bureaucratic environment is a good
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example of how professional autonomy can coexist with the structured and standardised
system of the call centre.

7.3 Conclusion
The comparative analysis of the three case studies indicates variance in the managerial
roles between the mechanistic, mass-customised and professionalised bureaucracies.
This study argues that work organisation is one of the key defining parameters of the
managerial role. To unambiguously comprehend the specific components of the role of
the manager and to dispel some of the assumptions and myths around the management's
motivation and intent in the call centre, it was imperative to capture the manager's
voice, contextualise it, and then subject it to critical scrutiny.

Work organisation can be studied under the themes of work, employment and control
relations. The three key dimensions of work organisation that explain the variation in
the managerial role are:
Job demands
Relationship demands
Autonomy.
A detailed examination of the work organisation of each type of call centre and the
resultant nature of the manager's work has been reported in each of the individual case
studies. This chapter presents a comparative picture of how the managerial roles vary in
each of the contexts. The three dimensions mentioned above are the basis on which the
differences in the managerial role are explored in this study to answer the research
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question: Is there any difference in the managerial role in the three work organisation
contexts of the call centre? Further, each of the dimensions has certain components that
explain the variations in the managerial role. The key components of the dimension of
job demands are as follows:
a. Managing the human and work environment (Nature of workforce,
performance management, human resource management [HRM], teams,
control mechanisms)
b. Decision-making (policy, allocative and coordinating)
c. Exposure
d. Routine–non-routine jobs; time commitment
e. Domain knowledge.

The comparative analysis shows that each component offers a different set of demands
and constraints to the managers in the mechanistic, mass-customised and
professionalised call centres. The job demands spell out the various challenges each
manager faces by virtue of the role, while the intricacies of handling each component of
this dimension are clearly differentiated in the case of the three managers, thus
bolstering this study’s argument.

Relationship demands is the second dimension in which differences in the managerial
role can be investigated. Although the immediate networks of all three managers studied
include superiors, subordinates, peers and external contacts, the pattern of interaction
with them is different in each situation. The effect of interdependencies and the resultant
influence of the relationship with the manager vary in each case. If the contact pattern is
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linear and simple, confined to the internal environment, then there is relatively less
pressure on the manager. The exigencies appear more when the manager deals with
many diverse external constituencies.

Autonomy is the third dimension of difference in managerial roles and it can be
classified as strategic, administrative or operational/personal autonomy. Every manager
is vested with some autonomy to discharge his/her role as the head of the business unit.
Yet, the manager is an employee of the organisation and there is a caveat on the degree
of autonomy he/she enjoys. This comparative study reveals that the manager in each
environment

has

a

different

configuration

of

strategic,

administrative

and

operational/personal autonomy. This difference can be explained partly as a
consequence of the nature of the work organisation and partly due to the ownership of
the organisation.

The aspect of ownership is discussed in further detail in the concluding chapter. This
study offers the opportunity to listen to and capture the manager's voice through detailed
narratives, and the analysis gives us a framework in which to understand the underlying
fabric of the managerial role. The findings can be usefully harnessed in the practical
world; a vivid understanding devoid of generalisations can anchor the managerial work
in its specific context and contribute to the job design aspects and competency
development of the managers. A summary chart on the comparative case analysis is
enclosed in Appendix 1. The implications of this study are discussed in the next
chapter, which provides a clear picture of the relevance and significance of this
research.
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Chapter 8
Conclusion
8.1 Introduction
"The manager is the 'folk hero' of contemporary American society. Yet we know so little
about what he does" (Mintzberg (1973, p.2)

The purpose of this study has been to gain knowledge of the role of the manager in the
call centre. In call centre employment, which has emerged as a contemporary form of
service delivery, the managerial labour process has been inadequately dealt with. One
gets the impression of an entity embodying the control regime and controversially, the
management has been blamed for putting the employees' sense of well-being into
jeopardy. The image of the manager in call centre work seems to be enveloped with
perceptions that call out for clarifications. Having considered the discussions in the
literature on call centre and the frequent references to management, very little could be
ascertained about the exact role of the manager who heads the call centre. Middle
managers, which include the team leaders, supervisors and the middle tier with
functional responsibilities, have been previously studied by Houlihan (2001, 2006); the
current study pertains to the role of "the Manager" who is vested with the overall
authority of the call centre.

This level of the manager, often referred to as GM, is a key position in the call centre
and is usually in charge of the call centre operations. This position is also seen as the
'hub' of relationships, connecting with other departments of the organisation, aligning
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the diverse functions of the call centre organisation towards achieving organisational
objectives and discharging the ultimate accountability towards the business unit, the
employees and to the end customer. The salience of this role lies in the fact that the
incumbent has to meet a variety of complex demands, deal with a diverse contact
pattern and have the autonomy to influence the strategic directions and administrative
decisions within the call centre. While there are some organisational constraints
operating on the manager, there is room for proactively shaping the expectations of the
key role-set members. These attributes make the manager's role unique and different
from the middle managers' role. The in-depth analysis of the three case studies gives us
an insight into ‘what these managers do’.

8.2 Summary of the findings
The analysis has been conducted at two levels: 'intra-case' and 'inter-case'. The intracase analysis focuses on the structural details of the mechanistic, mass customised, and
professionalised service delivery model respectively and explores the managerial work
content and characteristics in each of the milieu. The model of service delivery in terms
of work relations, employee relations, and control relations in each of the case studies
has been identified and the concomitant nature of managerial work has been analysed,
thus answering the research question of ‘what is the role of the manager in the call
centre and how does the work organisation influence it?’

The focal managers have provided meaningful narratives and insights that highlight the
many facets of their jobs. While the limitation of generalising based on one case study
has been taken into account, it can be argued that each organisation is representative of
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the model of service delivery in question and the role of the manager as it emerges may
be of a similar nature in comparable organisations.

The nature of demands faced by a manager in a customer contact centre can be expected
to be similar, with its typical characteristics of trying to extend customer satisfaction on
one hand while driving down the cost on the other. In the same vein, the role of a telemarketing manager may not be very different from what has been described and so
would be the challenges faced by the manager in a professionalised services model who
faces the dichotomy of managing professional staff that seeks job autonomy, with the
constraining requirement of standardisation of call centre work. In the role of each
manager, the rationale of the work organisation is clearly reflected. The mechanistic,
low skilled and predictable nature of the mass production environment, the dual pursuit
of quality and quantity in the MCB and the effective utilisation of knowledge workers
in a facilitative work ecology of professionalised service centres, call attention to the
what and how features of the manager's role.

The inter-case comparative analysis addresses the next part of the research question by
bringing out the variance in the managerial work content and characteristics and the key
findings can be summarised as follows.

There is substantial evidence provided which supports the proposition that variance in
the managerial role is present as a consequence of variance in the call centre service
delivery model and consequently in the work organisation that is adopted. The
managerial role, when examined in the three scenarios indicates that a 'one size fits all'
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approach can be problematic as we observe differences in the managerial mandates
because of the varying dimensions of each context. Previous studies into the managerial
job can be explained under two categories; namely “de facto” description and “de jure”
description (Hales and Nightingale, 1986, p. 4). The de facto features are the empirical
findings from studies into manager's work; capturing the dynamic nature of the role and
the way it is practiced in real life. The examples of research conducted by Stewart
(1976) and Kotter (1982) on the manager’s job can be categorised as 'de-facto'
explanations of the job. Conversely, the 'de jure' way of understanding the manager's
role lies in collecting and documenting the formal job descriptions, and according to
Hales and Nightingale (1986) this approach has the limitation of being heavily
prescriptive as it is usually a list of activities, giving us a static picture.

This current research study can be classified into the former category, as the study was
conducted in the work settings of the managers with the intent to grasp their lived
experiences on the job. It was considered that the study of the managerial role is
inadequate and incomplete in the absence of an explanation of the context in which it is
embedded and hence attention has been drawn to the significance of the work
organisation in defining the managerial role. As a result of the analysis of the case
studies, the three dimensions identified to describe the managerial role are: Job
Demands, Relationship Demands and Autonomy.

Job demands is the first dimension and the various aspects of job demands that reflect
variations in the manager's job can be explained as follows. Firstly, managing the work
and human environment, which includes all issues related to HRM practices,
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performance management, use of teams, and the control system wielded by the
management, emerging not necessarily as a choice but as an imperative derived from
the context of the organisation. Secondly, the decision-making complexity varies in the
three work organisation types and the manager's role varies with reference to the 'policy
making', 'allocative' and 'coordinating' decisions. Thirdly, the degree of exposure in
each case needs to be highlighted, as to how this factor positions the role in terms of the
risks associated with it. Fourthly, the manager's engagement with 'non- routine' kinds of
jobs and the consequent requirement of availability - being ‘on call’ outside business
hours is a reflection of the complexity of the role and the demand on personal time. All
these factors illustrate the challenges involved in each of the work organisations and
demonstrate the variation on a continuum from mechanistic to professional call centres.

The relationship demands, the second dimension, are seen as varying in the three
scenarios; this entails relationships with superiors, subordinates, peers and the external
network. Different types of relationships, such as with the supervisor of the manager or
the subordinates of the manager, make different kinds of demands. The network of the
manager can be seen as a configuration of interdependencies. Each relationship
influences the manager differently and some demands are easier than others. The
objective is not to focus on the strength of the relationship but this gives us an
opportunity to appreciate the challenges faced by the managers in dealing with their
contacts/network and how this can influence their role.

The managers seek autonomy in their role, however there are constraints on how much
autonomy is vested at the managerial level since the manager is employed by an
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organisation and there are decision makers at the top of the organisational hierarchy
who set boundaries around the managerial role. The issue of managerial autonomy has
been raised by Houlihan (2001) and she comments on the lack of autonomy amongst
middle managers. This study identifies autonomy as the third dimension used to explain
the manager's role as it reflects the level of independence and discretion the manager
has in the organisation. The degree of autonomy vested in the manager also goes handin- hand with the demands arising from the organisational context, the total ecology in
which the organisation is embedded.

Based on Raelin's (1989) work, three types of autonomy and variation in the autonomy
mix has been discussed to underscore the point that the work organisation has influence
not only on the level of autonomy but on the nature of the autonomy that the manager
enjoys. The three categories of autonomy - namely strategic, administrative and
operational - have been observed to manifest differently in relation to the three
managers with the overall autonomy of the professionalised services manager being the
highest as compared to the other two. Thus, a theory on the role of the manager in the
context of the work organisation becomes more cogent when linkages with the three
dimensions of job demands, relationship demands and autonomy are explained.

A key conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that the three models of work
organisation have very specific structural characteristics, which have been described in
each of the case studies and although we are focused on the managerial role independent
of the role holder and his/her attributes, it is evident that domain knowledge is very
important to succeed in each of these roles. It can be established that although set in the
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call centre business, a general manager who has proven successful in the mechanistic or
customer service environment may not necessarily succeed in a professionalised call
centre and vice versa. This is an eye opener for organisations seeking to recruit
effectively, or managers in senior positions who intend to move from one workflow
environment to another. This is an important inference from this study and is of
relevance to the practitioners. In addition, the study of the health contact centre
manager's role is significant from the perspective that, to date, very little research has
been conducted on the professional call centre and a narrative on the manager's role in
such a context is virtually non-existent.

The reporting of the case studies has been done in the realist genre (Van Maanen, 1988)
of research presentation to portray the 'reality ' of the participants in their context. The
‘rich quotes’ and the 'thick descriptions' (Geertz, 1973) contribute in establishing the
legitimacy of the research account. Crucial to defending the knowledge generated is the
use of the checks and balances that comes through prolonged engagement with the focal
manager and the many hours and days spent at the study sites. Attention has been paid
to the lived experiences of the managers and pragmatic validity was achieved through
asking follow-up questions and examples to elucidate the managers' responses during
interviews. The interviews were conducted in the form of a dialogue that involved
questions and answers, sharing of ideas and at times a joint reflection on some difficult
situation experienced by the managers, which enhanced the communicative validity of
the research. My professional background (made known to the managers through my
CV at the introduction and gaining access stage) greatly facilitated rapport building with
the managers which helped in creating a climate of mutual respect that contributed to a
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form of competent insider validation (Neuman, 1994). The managers could share
without reservation, as I could offer empathy and appreciation at every stage of the
discussion to make them feel assured.

The rapport with the managers and the mutual respect was critical in gaining access to
the information, time and cooperation from the managers and their team. The practical
value emerging as a result of this study tries to fulfil the ethical validation while
discussing the unexpected findings support substantive validation. Through the case
studies, the focus has been on telling a trustworthy story of a lived experience, offering
convincing explanations of findings that are grounded in the data, thus attempting to
conscientiously meet the requirements of meaningful and authentic research.

8.3 Limitations of the Study
The unit of the study was the job and not the job holder; hence the implication of the
personality of the manager has not been included in the scope of this study. Yet, it is
difficult to completely keep ‘the person’ out of the job as in some instances, such as in
decision making processes where it would be very difficult to omit the personality
factor. It could be possible that someone with a different personality would handle some
of the situations differently, and examples like the GM's initiative in defining a certain
kind of culture, handling a crisis or the GM's personal belief about eliciting compliance
from workers using persuasion or coercion, could make a difference in the way the
content of managerial work is finally portrayed.
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To gain a better perspective of the manager's role, interviews with the supervisor of the
GM were part of the original design. This would have given us an opportunity to
further validate the GMs own version of the role. Unfortunately, interviews with the
supervisors of the GMs were not possible. The adverse experience in the case of FRC
telemarketing, resulting in the objections from the owner of the business, proved to be a
setback, causing embarrassment for the GM who had agreed to participate voluntarily as
well as causing some serious difficulties for the researcher. In the subsequent two
organisations, the supervisors were not contacted because of the political sensitivity
involved in such an exercise. It was not in the interest of the participating manager or
the researcher to further pursue this as a part of the study.

As there is reliance on the self reports of the manager as primary sources of data,
subjectivity could be one of the limitations of this study. The interviews were incisive,
spread over two months in each case, with at least 10 one-hour sessions with the
manager in the manager's office and have been corroborated with interviews with the
manager's team members, personal observations and study of relevant documents,
however there may still be an element of subjectivity. The (conscious or unconscious)
desire to portray a certain image on the part of the manager while narrating their stories
can only be natural but could somewhat colour the findings. As a researcher with
empathy I needed to extend implicit trust in the managerial narratives, when they shared
their highs and lows, their own interpretation and experience of the work they do. The
managers were probed, asked counter-questions and were requested to clarify with
examples, if some part of their story needed more elucidation. It did not seem
appropriate to contend their positions on certain issues or directly challenge their view
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point which would have hampered the process of their free flowing narration and could
have made them defensive. When using interviews as the main mode of data collection
it is difficult to completely filter out the personal interpretations and individual
perceptions of the interviewees as well as the prior theoretical knowledge of the
researcher, which are both strength and a weakness.

In defence of the subjectivity in interpretive studies, Yanow (2003) argues that “[the
data] is seen as co-produced in the interaction rather than objectified, free standing
entities that can be removed (“collected") from the field setting" (p. 16). In the
interpretive view of data it is acknowledged that researchers set out with the assumption
that the researcher's presence or knowledge can affect the interaction. Alvesson (2003)
has also provided clarification on this point that the interview accounts do get mediated
by factors like impression management, social codes, political action, moral storytelling
and cultural scripts (Sandberg, 2005).

As a researcher, maintaining ‘interpretive

awareness’, that is, explicitly acknowledging and dealing with the subjectivity
throughout the research process rather than overlooking it, as a means for reliability, is
another way of approaching subjectivity in interpretive research (Sandberg, 2005).
Ultimately, it is the subjectivity of the manager in his/her work role that I, as the
researcher, am trying to understand in this thesis.

An objective understanding of

subjectivity has also been attempted through ongoing consultation with my supervisors
who are well informed and knowledgeable in call centre research; personal notes on
observations and assumptions have been discussed with them to seek verification and
validation.
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It can be contended that this study is based on a single case study of each type of
production model in call centres and there might be difficulties in generalising across
the board. There are arguments offered in favour of single case studies and one
important aspect is that the study needs to be carefully chosen (Flyvbjerg, 1998). The
three case study sites chosen are the best possible available representatives of each of
the models and adequately reflect the overall structural attributes of the three work
organisations. However, it would be worth noting that since every organisation is
different it would not be possible to generalise on every aspect of the organisational
structure.

To justify the utility of single case studies in the creation of meaningful knowledge,
Flyvbjerg (2006) quotes W.I.B. Beveridge, (1951) as "[More] discoveries have arisen
from intense observation than statistics applied to large groups" (p. 424) - though it is
not implied that large samples are of less value but rather it depends on the research
question. As Hutchinson et al. (2000) argue, the limitation of survey data is that " it is
difficult to capture the essential processes that occur in the micro-politics of the
organisation to explain why things happen, the order in which they occur and the
complex inter- play of action and reaction" (p. 64).

The aim of this study has been from the outset to study the subtle nuances of managerial
work and the linkage to the context, hence the case study method seemed to be more
suitable to answer the 'what' and 'how' questions. The utility of using a comparative case
study in this study can be summed up as stated by Flyvbjerg (2006), " The advantage of
case study is that it can "close in" on real life situations and test views directly in
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relation to phenomena as they unfold in practice" (p 428). The aim in this study is not
to search for generalisability but to truthfully capture the essence of the particular
context.

It is suggested that to fulfil the requirement of some kind of generalisation based on this
study - although generalisation is considered as only one of the many ways of gaining
knowledge - a broad based survey could be designed using the job, relationship and
autonomy dimensions for validating and bolstering the breadth of the findings. A study
that involves a larger and diverse sample of managers could add to the findings of the
manager's role in call centres. This study could be further enriched with one more
example of a representative organisation in each of the categories for comparing and
contrasting within each type. Also, inclusion of a professional service call centre
organisation from the private sector would be relevant to draw conclusions about the
professionalised model of call centres. Angen, (2000) states, "A good piece of research
needs to have generative promise, it should be fertile and raise new possibilities, open
up new questions and stimulate dialogue "(p. 389). This thesis requests future
researchers to open up various lines of enquiry in the analysis of the managerial role.

8.4 Unexpected Findings and Future Research
While exploring the empirical data in this study, it was found that there were some
valuable insights that additionally attracted my attention; these were not foreseen or
expected at the outset of the study, yet are concomitant with the main findings. These
are discussed briefly as follows, to warrant direction for future research. The three key
points that emerged as unexpected findings were:
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1. Ownership as a determinant of the managerial role in the call centre.
2. The evident differences with respect to job demands on the manager in the
inbound and outbound workflow.
3. Communication processes and the manager's work.

8.4.1 Ownership
When the study was designed, based on the literature review, discussion on the
relationship between the ownership of the organisation and its influence on the
managerial role was not taken into consideration. The discussion on the comparison of
private and public sector call centres in Australia has been initiated by Burgess et al.,
(2005) and the authors conclude that the challenges faced by the managers, workers and
trade unions in public sector call centres are quite similar to those faced in the private
sector. While this is true with regards to the pursuit of enhancing efficiency and
reducing costs, some key job demands, contact patterns and the configuration of
autonomy that this study highlights, tend to shape out differently in the two contexts. As
in a study by Ring and Perry (1985) on strategic management, the authors distinguish
between the public sector and private sector environments and argue that application of
a strategic management model in one sector can be problematic in another sector
because of the many differences between the two.

There are also distinct differences in managerial behaviour because of the constraints
and choices that are played out differently in the two situations. Budhwar and Boyne
(2004) have reported that studies have been carried out to compare and differentiate
various organisational aspects in public and private sectors. Areas such as motivation,
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commitment and human resource management (HRM) systems have been compared in
the two kinds of ownership situations yet a commentary on the impact of ownership on
the call centre management needs to be focussed upon . Batt et al. (2006) reported on
the ownership status of the call centre in terms of whether it was internal to the
organisation or an outsourced provider. They found that the in-house USA centres used
less call monitoring than the outsourced providers. A study by Hannif, Burgess and
Connell (2008) on quality of work life in private and public sector call centres supports
the literature that suggests public sector call centres in Australia are very similar to
those in the private sector in terms of the labour issues. But overall, the relationship
between ownership and management characteristics in call centre work is an under researched area and needs to be empirically examined.

In this study, the relevance of ownership to the work organisation and its impact on the
shaping of the managerial role came to light and this was not anticipated. This
unexplored factor needs to be acknowledged and although not within the scope of this
study, it can be examined further with some interesting insights. In this study, the HCC
is a public sector organisation meant to offer a public utility service, which is the basic
motive of the business and not profit maximisation, as in case of CCS or FRC. The
primary motive of the business defines the course of action and the managerial role is
shaped and enacted accordingly. The decision making process is influenced by the
power structure which is pronounced in a public sector environment, and in the case of
HCC, the government machinery and the political offices have significant influence in
the strategic directions of the organisation and in turn affect the managerial role. The
deep seated rules and procedures and the immediacy of demands regarding information
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provision to senior government officials, defines the essential framework for the
operation and thus forms the underlying fabric, with the professionalised call centre
activity viewed as the superimposed tapestry.

In the case of CCS, which is a private sector enterprise whose primary objective is to
maximise profit for shareholders, the hegemony of the top management is all pervasive.
As a result, the consideration and the simultaneous dichotomy of pursuits in terms of
market share and customer loyalty on the one hand and cost minimisation on the other
hand, sets the tone for the managerial work. The FRC fundraising centre is also in the
business for profit for the owner and we have seen vivid examples through the case
study of how the autonomy of the manager is circumscribed. In the end, the process of
managing at FRC operations boils down to largely catering to the wishes of the owner
and sometimes humouring the owner's idiosyncrasies, which is typical of a family based
or one owner organisation. The lesson from these observations posits a need for further
research to examine the link between the ownership of the call centre and its impact on
the manager's role or management practices.

8.4.2 Inbound – outbound workflows
In call centre parlance the inbound-outbound workflow is one of the most frequently
used terms and yet there is no focus on how it can be a key determinant in work
organisation or of the labour process. It is almost taken for granted as the back drop of
call centre ecology and rendered as a homogenous entity, side stepping the fact that the
workflows could have an influence on the organisation and job design. While analysing
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managerial work in this study, the influence of this aspect on the managerial role
became quite evident and was an unintended finding.

The managers of the two environments - the inbound and outbound - are on two
different trajectories. This is apparent when we observe how the demands on the
manager vary. The outbound environment is more often than not, a predictable setup
where day-to-day targets are met and activities can be planned. As a result, the manager
heading the operation can also structure his/her time and availability. Conversely, the
manager of the inbound system is under much greater pressure because of the
unpredictability of the incoming call volumes that could be triggered by many
unanticipated factors and could be outside the sphere of control of the organisation. The
inbound environment is usually a feature of a customer contact organisation and often
operates for extended hours, if not around the clock. This dictates a demand of
commensurate availability and accessibility of the manager. Since the inbound world is
more exposed to the external environment, it is difficult to ascertain or estimate call
volumes accurately even though the best forecasting tools are used. This adds a
dimension of complexity to the managerial role and would be worthwhile to
comparatively examine in depth in further research.

An emerging concern in the outbound telemarketing scene is the issue of consumer
experience which has been overlooked. As a consequence of 'nuisance calls' because of
the predictive dialling system an increasing proportion of the population is turning to
the 'do not call register'. These challenges create more pressure on the manager in
outbound call centre operations. In the case of the customer contact services, there is an
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imminent transformation in the business processes because of moving up the technology
value chain. Internet based access to the organisation by the customer is dramatically
changing the nature of challenges.

The ability of the customer to further integrate with the organisation through web based
access and self service features requires a shift in the way business is traditionally done,
as the boundaries are increasingly blurred between the customer base and the
organisation. Additionally, to counteract the shortage of labour and to expand
organisational reach in the market place, call centres are trying newer business models
such as multi-location contact centres, home based tele-services, off-shoring and
engaging outsourced satellite partners. These changes are converting the erstwhile ‘call
centre' into a 'contact centre' and are creating an emergent paradigm where the centre
head has to take new learning leaps to cope with these new demands.

Dispersed locations rather than one centralised operation require innovative recruiting,
training and monitoring processes. Quality benchmarks and managing performance that
is congruent with the organisational goals needs to be seen in fresh perspective and the
manager has the responsibility of selling this new model of business, not only to the
employees but also to the top management. This is the terrain that the customer contact
service executives need to closely watch and prepare themselves with competencies to
launch themselves in this direction. The manner in which changes in technology and
multi-model operations impact the role of senior management could be another area of
future research.
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8.4.3 Managerial communication and impact of media
A large part of managerial work is associated with communication. In our study, we
have not delved into the depths of this area but it is considered implicit in the job
demands and the manager's engagement with his/her contacts. Mintzberg's (1973) study
on managerial roles significantly highlighted the manager’s 'informational role' with
three aspects, namely, 'the nerve centre', 'disseminator of information’ and as 'spokes
person' (pp 65-75). Based on his study, Mintzberg pointed out that managers have
preference for verbal media and face-to-face communication. Lengel and Daft (1989)
observed that the apparent preference for oral media is related to the non-routine nature
of managerial work. The authors state,
A rich, personal medium is filled with cues that capture subtlety, emotion, and
urgency. Executives spend much time dealing with difficult, ambiguous,
surprising issues and putting out organizational fires. These fires are hot spots,
developing because of surprise contingencies that disrupt normal operations."
(p. 227)

Face-to-face communication is seen as the richest medium. The authors also emphasise
the potential of electronic media to impact the speed and pace of decision making with
more data provided to executives in previously non-existent forms.

During the course of our study, it was noted that the telemarketing environment was still
dominated by simple face-to-face communication from the GM: he preferred talking
directly to the team leaders, interacting in small meetings with them, and also directly
communicating with the agents on the floor. In CCS and in HCC, the GMs were more
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removed from the frontline workers in terms of communication; the face-to-face
interaction was usually restricted to the direct subordinates. As the call centre
environment is advanced in integration with ICT technology, much of the general
communication with the organisation is through the internet or intranet. It is natural that
a multi-location environment with ICT rich features would have much more usage of
the electronic medium, as in the case of CCS that is moving up the media value chain
with opening up web based interaction with customers. The types of media used for
communicating with the various contacts of the managers are not within the realm of
this study, but there are a few noteworthy concerns that can be addressed separately.

One important concern to be addressed is that most of the managerial studies previously
were done in the twentieth century which was before the electronic media technology
explosion. In the twenty-first century managers have access to a whole range of
electronic media (e.g. SMS, Twitter, social networking), apart from the traditional ones
like meetings, memos, and newsletters. Because of the availability of so many channels
of communication the manager has to be prudent in the choice and use of the medium of
communication for the best expected outcome. In the present circumstances, new kinds
of communication means, such as 'SMS' and 'Twitter' are instantaneous and have the
capability of mass reach, thus the nature of managerial communication can be expected
to change dramatically. A manager also has access to intranets, billboards, blogs and
social networking methods for mass communication. Social networking has
revolutionised the way communication occurs in organisations today. It is observed that
instant messaging as a result of new technologies has dramatically altered the way in
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which managers handle contingencies or crises, with instantaneous alert mechanisms
available to them.

Thus, it would be presumptuous in today's context to conclude that the managers prefer
to communicate face-to-face and verbally, a scenario vastly different from the last
century. It would be interesting to study how current managers conduct the vital
function of communication and what factors impact their decisions. The info–service
environment of a call centre is rich with information and communication technology
and this kind of discussion seems relevant in this context.

It is recommended that the manager's communication patterns and media channels are
researched further because observations from the erstwhile studies may not be relevant
anymore. It is also worth noting Mintzberg’s (1973) proposition that “managerial
activity is characterized by variety, fragmentation, and brevity” (p.31) must find a new
meaning in the ubiquitous presence and interruptions caused by the communication
media. Because of the many intricacies associated with the topic of "managerial
communication," an independent probe is merited.

In summary some of the future research areas that emerge from this study are as
follows. Firstly, ownership, as one of the key determinants of managerial role needs to
be examined. Secondly, the inbound/outbound call centre scenario differences and the
consequent implications for the work of managing need to be investigated further.
Thirdly the impact of rapidly changing technology, in the ICT rich milieu of call centres
and its influence on managerial effectiveness would be worthy of future research. In
327

addition, this study can be advanced further by broadening its base and being validated
with more case study organisations in each of the categories of service work delivery
process to provide further comparisons and contrasts. The constituents of job demands,
relationship demands and issues of autonomy can be used to design a survey to obtain
responses from a large sample of managers for the purpose of generalisation.

8.5 Implications of the Study
This study specifically spells out the three key dimensions on which variance in
managerial work is observed in the context of the three different service models that
characterise the organisation of call centres i.e. in the mechanistic, mass-customised and
professionalised settings. Each of the dimensions of managerial work, namely: the job
demands, relationship demands and autonomy differ in each of the work organisation
environments. While attempting to understand the call centre phenomena in its totality,
it is crucial to understand the managerial labour process and recognise variance in it
according to the nature of the call centre. Based upon a typology of call centres, this
study facilitates a grasp of the essential essence of managerial work and allows the
reader to discriminate and distinguish between the ways in which it varies. The
contribution of this study can be viewed at both a theoretical level and practical level.

At a theoretical level, this study has responded to an important criticism in the
management literature that the study of managerial work has mostly overlooked the
aspect of contextualisation in a specific organisational setting and does not explain the
relationship of the manager's role with various organisational parameters. Stewart
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(1997, p. 195) validates this noting that

"little research has been done into the

contextual variables affecting managerial work". In this study, the call centres provide a
common platform for situating an investigation into the labour process of management.
As call centres proliferate a growing demand for educational and training resources for
the development of managers that is unambiguous, contextually relevant becomes more
obvious. This study not only furthers the understanding of the call centre context but
also is a step forward in explaining managerial work in contemporary info -service
organisations.

This study has examined various conceptualisations of managerial work and has
referred to the contributions made by the scholars such as Mintzberg, Stewart, Kotter,
Hales, and Graen. The different methodological approaches to study managerial work
proposed by these researchers have been synthesised to design the research framework
for this study. According to Stewart (1976), there are three approaches to theorisations
of managerial jobs. First, there are those that are concerned with the job as a whole.
Second there are studies that concentrate on certain aspects of the job. Finally, there are
those that identify different types of managerial jobs and describe the characteristics
associated with them. This study compares and contrasts the various approaches to the
study of the manager's job in the management literature and integrates its application to
examine the content and characteristics of the general manager's role in the call centre
setting. This research adopts the "work activity school" approach in line with
Mintzberg's seminal study of five chief executives and demonstrates its application in
this research by use of the three comparative case studies.
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The deterministic nature of call centre work, which is a routinised ICT based mode of
service delivery, gives us a feeling of uniformity amongst the call centres but
nevertheless, there are some important differences that become determinants of the
variation in the manager’s job. Specifying the specific elements of variation in the call
centre types and examining the impact which such differentiation has on the manager’s
job is a key contribution of this research. This thesis is also an endeavour to shed light
on some of the rationale behind the managerial actions in the call centres, thus
dispelling certain myths and misunderstandings around the manager's role.

Organisational challenges to retain trained and experienced senior managers have been
widely reported upon and this thesis has practical implications that pertain to this issue.
The retention of senior managers is crucial for organisational sustainability and growth.
Organisations require the anchors of corporate memory and organisational learning and
culture and this is often vested in the senior management team. Senior managers with
suitable competencies and commitment are needed who can invest long term in the life
cycle of a call centre while such managers are the key to sustenance and growth of an
organisation. The initial phase of a call centre is a busy phase when operational issues
are focused upon but as it stabilises it becomes necessary for the top manager to look at
the long term development of the organisation. This sentiment is expressed by the GMs
in this study; that they would like to free themselves from routine micro-management
and engage more strategically with the organisation's future directions. This shift in
priority is hard to achieve because of the ongoing day-to-day demands that have
immediate impact on outcomes and performance figures.
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As call centres are a relatively recent phenomenon, the senior management is also in its
growth and learning phase. The abundance of opportunities available in the market
makes retention of managerial talent a serious challenge for the organisation. On one
hand there is increasing demand for a competent managerial talent pool and on the other
there is scarcity of people adequately trained and capable of fitting into the job. It is a
dilemma as to how the growing numbers of call centres attract talent at senior
managerial positions and how the learning curve of the manager can be shortened for
quick transitions. It is a daunting question and considering the high costs involved, any
quick fix solution could prove quite detrimental to the business. The situation is
illustrated by Niels Kjellerup, a senior partner at Resource International Pty Ltd, in his
1997 article on The Call Centre Manager's Job.
Next to software developers, no other job experience is higher on the head
hunters list than the proven call centre manager anywhere in the world.
Currently business schools and Universities in the US are scrambling to put
together formal certificate programs for call centre education. Experience over
the past 15 years has taught me, that the failure of the call centre manager to
fully understand their role in the organisation, is the single most important
reason why call centres fail and are disbanded. (Kjellerup, para 1, 3)

It is an accepted norm to have a high attrition rate of agents and frontline employees and
call centres have managed to cope with this situation through broadening the net of
labour intake, in-house training, out-sourcing and off-shoring. Call centres have to
innovatively tap into the underutilised labour market of women returning to work. Some
organisations consciously adopt the ‘sacrificial strategy’ to circulate fresh resources for
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the upkeep of the quality level of the services. But it is difficult to afford high attrition
in the managerial level because of the longer experiential training and maturing process.
This scenario demands the development of specific talent with a sharp focus on a
concrete knowledge base which can in some way reduce the cycle time involved in the
selection process and training of the managers.

Through emphasising the need for managers adept in their organisational context, this
study has shown that within call centres, each work organisation model presents varying
kinds of job demands, relationship demands and levels of autonomy. This research has
also highlighted that there is a consensus amongst the participating managers on the
subject of domain knowledge and its high relevance in the success of the manager in a
given environment. It also raises the question whether a manager acclimatised in one
kind of setting can really be successful in another when some of the important yet subtle
aspects of the jobs in the three scenarios, are quite different. For motivation and
retention of the senior managers, the organisation needs to acknowledge and appreciate
the specific challenges involved in the general manager's job since he/she is accountable
for the performance of the call centre and is answerable to all the stake holders. The call
centre environment as shown in these studies is volatile, with inherent contradictions
and real time pressures that create a constant tightrope walk for the manager to walk,
some cases on a 24/7 basis. Studies that elucidate in detail the circumstances and
conditions in which the managers operate, the constraints, choices and complexities that
shape their work can meaningfully inform the top management to take a more pragmatic
view of the function rather than basing it on generalisations and assumptions. Context
based feedback, timely support, and development opportunities can be designed based
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on the insights gained from this thesis that aid in retaining and motivating mangers in
call centres.

The key implication of this study is a contribution to the understanding of call centre
management, addressing the void that was pointed out in the literature on the absence of
the manager's voice in call centre studies. As mentioned earlier, with call centres
appearing as a symbol of' the 'future workplace', there is an abundance of research
studies that have focused on the various dimensions of employee experience, but a
dearth of empirical research on the challenges involved in being 'in charge' of a call
centre, and the specific competencies required to do this job. In this study it was
interesting to note that all three managers wrote their own job descriptions as they were
non-existent when they began. This is a reflection of the lack of understanding of the
role and the work that it encapsulates. This study has attempted to capture the tacit
knowledge of the GMs to some extent and put it in an explicit form, which is the
building block for knowledge creation and which can be of both practical and
theoretical significance.

Interpretive research reflects the real life situation and is perhaps better equipped to
inform practice than other quantitative approaches (Sandelowski, 1996). Angen (2000)
suggests that ethical validation of the research requires that the researcher provides
practical answers to the questions posed and to ask if the research is helpful to the target
population, [such as the practitioners]. This study can be seen as useful to the following
three target populations:
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a. The call/contact centre management,
b. The management educators, and
c. The managers/ potential managers.

Call/contact centre management can benefit from understanding the link between work
organisation and the manager's role. This could possibly result in effectively designing
managerial work with robust job descriptions and definitive performance benchmarks.
Also this study can be useful in the job evaluation process as the three parameters of job
demands, relationship demands and autonomy constitute a level of complexity involved
in the job, which is an essential determinant for job evaluation. The job evaluation then
becomes the basis for compensation structuring. This study can help to form a basis for
competency based management processes such as recruitment, selection and training.
The narratives of the managers have captured 'what it takes 'to be a manager of a call
centre and all three managers unanimously agreed that the findings can provide a
template for succession planning in their respective organisations.

The urgent pace of managerial development demands that management education
designed for contact centre work steers clear of generalities and ‘ad-hoc’ estimations of
competencies required. Most of the current training programs are largely focused on
operational skills such as defining performance measures, operating technologies,
understanding tools and methods involved for forecasting, and mastering the numbers
and reporting systems. The people skills are more general and deal with overall
workforce management. It is important for management educators who operate in the
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call centre niche to target specific competencies and a study such as this could be a
valuable resource for designing certification programs for call centre managers.

Call centre managers can use the insights from this study to enhance awareness and
appreciation of their role. Mintzberg (1989) comments that, "the managers'
effectiveness is significantly influenced by their insight into their own work” (p.22),
supporting the idea that a combination of self awareness and clear understanding of
expectations of the role can facilitate a call centre manager's journey. It is vital for a
professional to understand upfront the challenges inherent in the job, evaluate the 'pros
and cons' for themselves and make informed decisions about their career. At times,
managers can be so immersed in their job that there is little opportunity for
introspection on the process of managing. Some pointed questions raised by the study
can direct their attention to how they can improve their own efficacy and effectiveness
in the job. In the call centre situation, the manager has to deal with an enormous amount
of data, and while being immersed in the details, there is often a possibility of losing
sight of the big picture. A well developed awareness of their job can help the manager
to occasionally step back and look at the overall perspective which can often facilitate
course correction and trigger innovation.

In conclusion, one can make an assertion that all three managers were completely
engaged in the research process and made a sincere effort to reflect and candidly narrate
their stories. As they spoke, they revealed their worries and fears, their trials and
dilemmas, yet all three managers voiced optimism; more significantly, they were vocal
about their passionate engagement with their role. They openly voiced support for the
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research study and appreciated its relevance. It seems appropriate to conclude with a
quote from the GM of the HCC on the value she saw in this study. She commented:
I actually found it [the research study] quite a good exercise; it’s quite a
reflective activity. You get caught up in some aspects, but through a process like
this you realise some of the more intangible aspects about your job, the soft
issues rather than the formal aspects, and realise that it is a fundamental part of
the role, so it is part of your activity in the day. I think it’s good to have a level
of self awareness about your strengths and weaknesses, so that type of
information will give me some further insight.

The above quote sums up the experience of the participants involved in this research.
The manager's job is a dynamic, challenging, and complex one and call centre work
amplifies the challenge. If this research evokes further interest, one can hope for followup studies which may uncover more layers related to the research questions stated in
this study.
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Appendix 1: Comparative Analysis of the Managerial Role

Job demand

Managerial Imperatives

Dimension

Mass –Production
Centre: FRC

Key Mandate

Mass- Customised Call Centre: CCS

Professionalised Call Centre: HCC

Fundraising for charities
through telemarketing.

Customer contact centre for a major subscription TV provider.

Tele-triage and health advise service for the public,
part of the state health system.

Primary
agenda of the
manager

Meeting required revenue
targets by making the
desired number of phone
calls by the agents.

Providing Customer service (technical troubleshooting and other
services like billing), customer retention with maximum cost
efficiency.

Managing a tele-triage service and health advice
service using call centre delivery mode.

Nature
workforce

Low
skilled
work,
contingent labour engaged in
repetitive job.

Semi- skilled, customer service agents, mostly permanent
employees.

Health professionals - nurses and health advisors,
health counsellors. Mostly permanent. Manager
ensuring the professional workforce is integrated in
call centre technology environment.

Manager needs to ensure the
targets are met through
required call volume.

Highly focussed on the performance numbers, tight controls
through the middle management. Engaged with improving
efficiency in ' real time'. Continuously improving the process to
make it more efficient and drive the cost down. Managing
through middle level managers.

Deliver acceptable grade of service to the public,
implement government health policy by providing
the health service through call centre mode. Striking
the balance between professional autonomy and
standardising processes.
Managing through
professional team managers.

Some enriched HRM practices offered for employee attraction,
motivation, and retention. Middle management closely supervises
recruitment. Active facilitation of ongoing training for agents and
middle management, benchmarked compensation, culture
building and encouraging employee participation. Aligning the
customer service agents with organisational policies and
procedures

Overseeing HRM at a macro level. Mostly handled
by the professionals in the middle levels of
hierarchy. Focus on building consultative culture,
key features of nursing practices integrated into the
system, providing conducive environment for the
health professionals.

of

Performance
Management

Call

Manager mostly on the floor
helping TLs,
micromanaging, and motivating
the agents
HRM process
delivery

Informal
processes.
Personally
Overseeing
recruitment and training.
Short induction training
provided for the new
entrants.
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Job demand
Dimension

Managerial Imperatives
Mass –Production Call Centre:
FRC

Mass- Customised Call Centre: CCS

Professionalised Call Centre: HCC

Control

Using direct paternalistic control,
close supervision, tight scripts.
Scripts authored by manager.
Allowing little/no discretion to the
agents.

Output, behaviour, and normative controls are
used. Close facilitative supervision by middle
managers. Attempt to soften the intensification
by organisationally designed "fun" for
employees.

Emphasis on using normative culture, clan control by using
professional standards set by the nursing practice. Algorithms
created by professionals, monitoring positioned as means of
indemnifying the nurses.

Employee
participation

Absence of participative forums but
non-coercive, open door management
philosophy

Employee participation actively encouraged to
listen to employee voice as well as the
customer voice through the frontline agents.

Maintaining nurses' professional autonomy is important. All
communication channels are open; conscious effort of the
manager to build a consultative, open, team based culture.

Exposure

Low degree of exposure, insulated
job

Medium level of exposure. Decisions impact
customer or employees and can be of high
impact. Constant consultation with top
management provides some safety net.

High level of exposure. High risk as managing a public health
service through health professionals with high accountability
and transparency. Mistakes/errors can have high and far
reaching impact.

Routine
vs
Non- routine
Work

Mostly routine and predictable.

Estimated ratio of 3:2 routine and non- routine
work.

Mostly non- routine activities.

Demand
on
personal time

None - restricted to business hours.

Round the clock personal time and availability
24/7 expected.

Accountability around the clock but physical availability
required in case of an emergency.

Domain
Knowledge

Telemarketing background helps
consult with the people in the
industry and seek advice.

Thorough knowledge of customer service call
centre environment considered crucial to
succeed. The grasping of all the numerical data
and translating into nimble and effective
managerial action is the key

"Content free" manager not desirable in this environment.
Understanding of the professional practices and the needs of
the professionals are key for the manager to succeed. Any
initiative driven without sensitivity to the professional
employees' orientation can backfire with resistance offered by
the employees.

Key
Challenges

Keeping the workforce engaged and
motivated in the mechanistic work
environment. Has been able to retain
workers for long duration despite
casual employment.

Pursuing contradictory goals: customer
satisfaction and cost efficiency. Representing
customer and employee needs as against
organisation's need for profit maximisation.
The ' real time" nature adds to the challenge.

Transitioning the nurses into new call centre technology,
facilitating their learning and familiarity with quality and
monitoring systems. Understanding and acknowledging the
professional practices in the face-to-face environment and
suitably adopting them in a standardised tele- triage context.
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Relationship
Dimension

Managerial Imperatives
Mass –Production Call Centre: FRC

Mass- Customised Call Centre: CCS

Professionalised Call Centre: HCC

Contact Pattern

Simple and Linear relationship with
the owner and the tele marketing
employees.

Seen as the "hub" of the organisation. Present on all
key committees/ senior project teams of the
organisation. Close working relationship with
supervisor, with frequent consulting. Receives
mentoring from members of top management.

In a complex network environment, contacts with
many external to the call centre.

Supervisor
relationship

Infrequent, informal consultation with
the owner. Owner has the real
authority that takes precedence over
the formal authority vested with the
manager

In close relationship with the supervisor (COO).
Manager under close scrutiny by the top management
Top management directives are more salient and
influence managerial action.

At a strategic senior position, working mostly
independent because of the uniqueness of the
manager's role. Being part of a public system, there
are bureaucratic influences and decisions bracketed
by government machinery but that are not perceived
as constraining.

Subordinate
relationship

Team leaders are the key subordinates
instrumental in meeting the objectives,
can directly interact with agents.

Immediate subordinates are the middle level managers
overseeing each function. Team leaders report into the
middle management who are closely managed.
Manager's important responsibility is to manage and
develop the middle level hierarchy.

Heads of each professional health service area and
the project teams leaders report into the manager who
is not directly involved in the daily operations of the
centre. The professional heads are vested with the
authority to manage the professional workers in their
respective areas.

Peer network

There are no peers, at the same level
of hierarchy

Cooperative relationship with the department heads in
the organisation overseeing different functions who
support the call centre like IT, HR and Training.
Reciprocal relationships with other departments like
sales, marketing.

Extensive peer network within the state system,
which provides support services or are part of the
health related portfolio. Important for expansion,
growth and political advantage.

External contacts

Limited external interaction as
responsibility confined to internal
operation of the centre.

The manager is the spokesperson of the organisation's
call centre, and deals with external public, customers,
other service providers and external agencies.

Significant external contacts involving interactions
with media, public and political entities, government
officials, members of the state health community like
the heads of hospitals, many service providers, and
project vendors, professional bodies.
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Autonomy
Dimension

Managerial Imperatives
Mass –Production Call Centre: FRC

Mass- Customised Call Centre: CCS

Professionalised Call Centre: HCC

Overall Autonomy

Low to Medium

Medium

High

Strategic Autonomy

Low

Medium

High

Administrative Autonomy

Medium

Medium to High

High

Operational Autonomy

Medium

Medium

High
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Appendix 2: Indicative Mind map on Call centre literature
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Appendix 3A: Introduction Letter
Dear Mr/Ms. ________
As you are well aware, call centres are going through challenging times. With increased
pressure to remain competitive and cut costs while providing premium customer
service, companies are expecting more from their call centre operations and the
pressures on the managerial role is ever mounting.
Our team of researchers from Griffith University have done significant work in the call
centre industry and in Australian as well as overseas .We have observed that there are
plethora of research work in the industry from the worker's perspective, on HR practices
and working conditions but there has been no attention given to the critical function of
the manager. This study is designed to uncover the nature and importance of managerial
role within the call centre.
I would therefore like to invite you to participate in this empirical study. I would like to
assure you that all your responses will be strictly confidential, and will not be shared
with anyone without your permission. No respondent or company will be identified by
name in the research report. Your responses will be combined with those of others
chosen for participation in this study.
Research Methodology
We are interested in gathering rich in-depth qualitative data about managerial role. As
such, I would require around 12 hours of interviewing time with the respondent chosen
for this study. These interviews will be spread over four months.
Interviews will also be required with the manager’s immediate team members, and
these would last around two hours each. Additional interviews with the Head of HR or
other key informant, lasting around two hours may also be required.
As you can see, while the commitment required from the manager is significant, this
project provides the participant with significant opportunities for self awareness and
development.
I would like to schedule a short meeting with you (around 30 minutes) to further
explain the objectives, goals, and methodology of this important research. I would
appreciate your letting me know of your convenience, specifying a couple of dates and
times suitable to you for our meeting will be helpful.
Thanks in advance for your participation. I am looking forward to hearing from you.
Sincerely yours,
Sangita De
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Appendix 3B: Consent Form

[Griffith University Letter head ]
Call Centres, Work organization and the managerial role: exploring the
confluence

CONSENT FORM
Name of the Researcher: Sangita De
School: Griffith Business School, Department of Management
Contact Phone : 07-55220467
Contact Email : sangitade@student.griffith.edu.au

Dear Participant
This research project is part of my Doctoral study at Dept of Management, Griffith
University. There are many studies on various aspect of call centre, but none on
managerial role. This project will have an in-depth insight into how different kinds of
work flow affect the organization structure and have impact on the manager’s role.
The research involves in-depth interviews with the manager. To understand how the
manager’s team and some of his peers view the role, you will be interviewed to voice
your observation on the manager’s role from your perspective. Kindly note that we are
looking at the ROLE and not the person holding the role and typically the time duration
is of 30 to 45 min.
The choice of participants for the interview will be based on, if you are part of the direct
team reporting to the manager or have close lateral relationship to the role in question
or the manager might nominate you for the interview as a key informant of the
organizational process.
The research will contribute to building relevant contextual knowledge for development
of managers in call centre industry which is an absolute and urgent necessity in today’s
highly competitive environment. This will also help the participating manager in
critically examining the role and help in his/her role efficacy. This will help the
organization by providing insight into the critical competencies and ways and means to
build and develop future managers in the organization.
The responses of the interview will be completely kept anonymous and confidential.
The final report presented to the manager will have no direct quotes or any references
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which can be attributed to any particular individual the report will be presented the form
of the researcher’s personal understanding and learning through the interviews.
I must reiterate that complete anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained during
the course of the study. While your cooperation is important to me, your participation is
voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the study at any time
If
you any further questions
you
can contact
me
by email
sangitade@student.griffith.edu.au or my supervisor , Prof. Bob Russell. email:
bob.russell@griffth.edu.au
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If you have any concerns or
complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the
Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au .
Thanks

Sangita De

Research Team
Name(s) Prof. Bob. Russell
School(s) / Centre(s) GBS, Dept of Management, Nathan Campus, Brisbane.
Contact Phone :07-37355202
Contact Email : bob.russell@griffith.edu.au
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By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package
and in particular have noted that:
I understand that my involvement in this research will include participating in a
semi structured interview.
I understand the risks involved;
I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in
this research ,
I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary
I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research
team;
I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or
penalty;
I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith
University Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or
mailto:research.ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical
conduct of the project; and
I agree to participate in the project.

Name
Signature

Date
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Appendix 4: Power point slide examples
Study on Managerial Role in Call Centres
•Invitation to your organization to participate in the research
project directed towards Doctoral programme at the Griffith
University.
•Many studies on call centre employee conditions,
organizational practices, but none on managerial role.
•Need for contextualized study that can be useful for
development of managers, enhancing role efficacy and
building critical competencies.
•High ethical standards and total anonymity of respondents
and participating organizations.

• Qualitative study with case study method using
observation , in-depth interviews ( with the manager and
key informants) and documents .
• The body of knowledge will contribute towards facilitating
call centre organizations in training and motivating
managers and a knowledge base for industry educators
and trainers.
• Symbiotic relationship between the manager and
researcher leading to creation of contextual data,
mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and crossfertilization of ideas.
“The individual manager does not have a clearly bounded job with neatly
defined authorities and responsibilities but rather placed in the system of
relationships out of which one must fashion an organization that will
accomplish the objectives”. Leonard Sayles (1964)
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Appendix 5: University Ethics Approval

Image removed
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Appendix 6A: Organisation Protocol

1. Background
1. Brief history of the call centre., Ownership, location :single site/ multiple site
2. Size
3. Organisation Chart
4. Number of CSRs employed
5. Managerial positions
6. Annual Turnover
7. Hours of Operation/ shifts
8. Attrition rate : CSR/ Supervisory
9. Value/mission /organizational philosophy
10. Chronologically what are the key things that have happened in the life of this
organization
2.

Primary Business of the call centre
1. Service: Transactional /Relational
2. Sales
3. Service and Sales

3.

Workflow
Inbound
Outbound
both

4.

Organisational relationships
a. Teams
1. Nature:
2. Number of teams
3. Number of team members in teams
b. Participative forums

5.

Work nature and allocation
1. Average talk time- length of call
2. Average wrap time
3. Periods between calls
4. and procedures used( standardized and written)
5. Rostering
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6.

Specialisation
1. Type of knowledge required to do the job: Simple / Complex
2. Skills and creativity required: routinised job / Non-routine, customized/Hybrid
3. Interdependence: independent jobs / multidisciplinary teams

7.

Decision making &Coordination
1. Centralised ( senior management) / Decentralised( teams)
2. Knowledge management

8.

Quality
1. Formal policy, Standards, Defined service
2. CRM system used

9.

HR practices
a)

Recruitment

b)

Training

c)

Job security

d)

Career progression opportunities

e)

Compensation & Reward system:

f)

Union(s)

g)

Communication in organization
1. Informal: fun
involvement

activities,

break

activities

(lunch),social/

community

2. Interactions: Technical/ problem-solving, or work conditions related
h) monitoring:
1. Types of monitoring practiced ( procedure)
2. Display of statistics for each CSR
3. run management report that detail all CSR’s activities during the shift
10. Future of the call centre
1. Status quo
2. Expansion
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Appendix 6B: Protocol II
Manager Role Questionnaire
Phase-I
1. What is the title of your job
2. Age:
3. Education
4. Experience
5. How long have you been in the present job
6. What was your previous job
7. Is there a written job description, If Yes, How precisely are your responsibilities
laid down –
Clearly/generally/ not at all
8. Relationships with other jobs?
9. Who are the members of your role-set?
Describe your role to me: Tape

Structured Part : Phase -II
1. What is the ratio of routine jobs to non-routine jobs routine jobs; phones, mails,
paperwork)
2. Unforeseen jobs ( what type of NR jobs: trouble shooting: customer, employees,
unions technical, other external agencies), training &coaching, counselling,
3. Are you personally working for time deadlines? What % of your total job is
deadline driven
4. Could you delegate them , why not
5. How much is your job rule bound? what kind of rules ? Are they explicitly
written down?
6. How much of your job has the Expert component in it: expertise: Technical/
Managerial
7. Who do you consult when in difficulty/ non-routine decisions
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8. Has the job remained same since you took over, changed it significantly after
you took over: in what areas? How much say do you have in any changes?
9. How do you acquire and allocate resources? Have you had significant budget
changes? How did that happen?
10. Will you describe your job as requiring to meet lot of new people ( if Yes what
kind of people)
11. How is your work balance with your personal life? (long hrs? weekends? How
frequently )
12. On what % of your job you have complete control on , What is the level of
discretion you can use on what kind of matters: routine /non- routine: eg
13. What kind of free play you have in your role, are you able to use your own
initiatives in this role some eg. How much do you think you have shaped the
role? How has the organization viewed it?
14. What are some of the tough decisions you have taken? With what outcomes?
What helped? What caused problems?
15. What are the enabling organisational factors that help / support in your role?
16. What kind of problems do you face because of the nature of organization
operations (products, nature of work, markets, kind of customers/employees?)
17. Are there any. If any what are the organisational factors that prevent you from
doing your job as effectively as you wish?
18. How central is your role in this organisation? What is your level of influence,
authority and control?
19. How do you get to understand the expectations of your team members
20. How much do you think you are fulfilling them?
21. What is the managerial style and philosophy adopted in this organisation? Is
your own philosophy in alignment? Would you change it, if so why?
22. How do you allocate resources? Have you had significant budget changes?
How did that happen?
23. Will you describe your job as requiring to meet lot of new people ( if Yes what
kind of people)
24. How is your work balance with your personal life? (long hrs? weekends? How
frequently )
25. On what % of your job you have complete control on , What is the level of
discretion you can use on what kind of matters: routine /non- routine: e.g.
26. What kind of free play you have in your role, are you able to use your own
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initiatives in this role some e.g. How much do you think you have shaped the
role? How has the organization viewed it?
27. What are some of the tough decisions you have taken? With what outcomes?
What helped? What caused problems?
28. What are the enabling organisational factors that help / support in your role?
29. What kind of problems do you face because of the nature of organisation
operations (products, nature of work, markets, kind of customers/employees?)
30. Are there any. If any What are the organizational factors that prevent you from
doing your job as effectively as you wish?
31. How central is your role in this organisation? What is your level of influence,
authority, and control?
32. How do you get to understand the expectations of your team members
33. How much do you think you are fulfilling them?
34. What is the managerial style and philosophy adopted in this organisation? Is
your own philosophy in alignment? Would you change it, if so why?
35. Any other comments, how did you feel about the interview process?
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Appendix 7:Form A

Can you list down all the functions: Direct and Supervisory Functions
Classify them as 1,2,3 in the order of priorities 1 being the most significant in terms of outcome
and 3 being the least. What are your have to, can do, want to do jobs

S.No

Functions

Priority #

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13
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H/C/W Do

