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Title:

Unibank: 	Consultancy Report on Staff Retention and Motivation at Unicall (Call Centre of Unibank)





Executive Summary

Unibank has recently established a call centre, named Unicall, in order to enter the growing telephone banking sector. Although the move can enhance the shareholder value upto now, there seem complicated human resource problems in Unicall, which may hinder its future performance.

After review of the situation, a variety of problems are identified for Unicall and the root issues are motivation and staff retention. Several measures including set up of regular monitoring system, appraisal system, customer compliment system, career advancement etc, are recommended to deal with the situation.
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1) Introduction

Unibank, a retail bank founded in the United Arab Emirates during the late nineteenth century, has recently established a call centre, named Unicall, in order to enter the growing telephone banking sector. A significant proportion of the bank’s general account management and enquiry activity has then been shifted to Unicall, along with the closure of many smaller, unprofitable branches. Although the move can enhance the shareholder value upto now, there seem complicated human resource problems in Unicall, which may hinder its future performance.

This project is to review the situation to identify the major problems with Unicall and recommend possible solutions for the issues concerned.

2) Identification of Problems

After careful investigation of the situation, a number of major issues have been identified in Unicall:

i) Discontent on higher working pressure: There is an increasing number of staff members in the call centre to complain about aspects of the work. In fact, Unibank carried out a staff survey 6 months after the start of Unicall operation and again after a further 3 months. In comparison of the two surveys, the findings of the second survey reflect the increased pressures by revealing a higher degree of discontent than that noted in the first survey. This phenomenon is not uncommon as Deery and Kinnie (2004), and Huws (2009) argue that the call centre employees feel pressure as a result of the need to handle customers as quickly as possible given others waiting in the queue. There are also complaints about the lack of breaks or their length.

ii) Feel isolated and inhuman: Call centre workers feel very isolated from their colleagues, which leads to a certain unhealthy rivalry both within and between shifts. In addition, many even have the feeling of ‘inhuman’ and ‘machine-like’ as revealed by their comments such as “like ‘battery hens’ working in an intensive manner”, “with little control over the number and types of calls which they receive” and “limited opportunity to recover from one call before receiving the next”. These will definitely de-motivate the workers and drag down the work efficiency.

iii) Resentment at being under surveillance: All the call centre employees are under constant surveillance, with calls being monitored to determine the productivity of the operators and to check the accuracy of the information given and general quality of their work. This causes some resentment and it appears that operators often find informal ways to control the number of calls they receive and the time between calls. Such phenomenon confirms to the study of D’Cruz and Noronha (2006) who indicate that some of the call centre employees have the feeling of always being “watched”.

iv) Bullying: Some groups of call centre employees have worked out a method by which calls can be redirected to one of their number, thus allowing them all to appear busy while only one is actively taking calls. Occasionally, this has been used to ‘soak’ new or unpopular members of staff who find themselves the victims of such redirection, not realising that they are the only person in their team who is actually busy and appears to have a backlog. This kind of activity will develop an unfriendly working environment which is harmful to the operation of the call centre.

v) Inadequate training or mis-training: There are problems associated with the use of the computer system. Surprisingly, some call centre staff are unable to extract accurate information about relatively simple enquiries while some take too long for the process. These may be attributed to lack of training, or training not targeting at the necessary job skills.

vi) Lack of staff involvement in system development: The apparent inability of some staff to extract accurate information about relatively simple enquiries, or the length of time that such interrogations take, as mentioned in v), may also be due to lack of staff involvement in system development so that the computer system is totally not user-friendly.

vii) No performance management system or appraisal scheme: There is no performance management system or appraisal scheme in place. Pay scales are standardised and employees, irrespective of their performance, proceed up the pay scale by annual increments until they reach the top point, after which further increases are dependent on promotion to supervisory or managerial work. As a result, quality performance cannot be encouraged to a large extent. In fact, some of the new recruits, especially in the younger age groups, believe that they work better and more effectively than other staff, and are beginning to feel that the standardised pay structure does not recognise or reward their individual skills and efficiency. This situation will lead to de-motivation of staff performance or even boost the staff turnover in the long run.

viii) Unclear career advancement: In the absence of an appraisal scheme, there is no clear promotion policy. As such, call centre employees do not have a clear idea on how to get promotion, thus posing uncertainties on their career paths. The situation may lead to high turnover.

ix) No feedback system: Without a performance management system or appraisal scheme, the staff members have no way to get feedback on their performance. As a result, it is hard for them to make improvement or correct mistakes.

x) Poor adaptation of redeployed staff: Some of the redeployed staff remain unhappy about the type of service they are being asked to give and find it too impersonal. This is probably due to the lack of proper guidance or adequate training in their new positions given the different nature of their previous jobs.

xi) Lack of communication channel: There seems no communication channel between the management and worker level. This may easily cause misunderstanding among various levels within the company. For example, with the management’s recent decision to launch the online banking system, Uniline, there have been rumours about the possibility of further job losses at Unicall.

xii) Problems on recruitment: The existing number of Unicall staff is now clearly inadequate for the growing demand for the telephone banking service. Recruitment is under way but this is likely to place existing induction and training programmes under strain. In addition, there is relatively high employment rate in the UAE and the demand for the same skill sets is growing. In other words, there are more people competing for the same talent pool and the pool is not getting larger. Worst of all, call centres are widely seen by jobseekers as high-stress, no-advancement work environments. As such, it is not easy for Unicall to recruit talented staff.

xiii) Increasing complaints from customers: Given the discontent of call centre staff and the inadequate training on them as mentioned earlier, there are growing customer complaints about rudeness, staff’s apparent inflexibility when dealing with complex account problems and the fact that different operators seem to give different answers to the same questions. The problems become increasingly severe during rush hours.

Although there are a variety of problems identified above, the root issues for these are mainly motivation and staff retention. If these two factors are not properly addressed, there is high possibility that Unicall will lose most of its staff. The situation will become worse given the difficulty in recruitment - as the competition for people tightens up across different sectors as evidenced by the relatively high employment rates in the UAE. 

3) Theoretical Background

The theoretical background of the two major issues, i.e. motivation and staff retention, will be examined before making recommendations.

3.1)	Call Centre

A call centre can be defined as a work environment mediated by telephones and computers to conduct work (Taylor, Mulvey, Hyman, & Bain, 2002; Sprigg & Jackson, 2006). Generally speaking, many call centres offer little change from day to day. Rose and Wright (2005) raised doubt on the satisfaction of employees in low skill environments. In this type of environment, employees have little to nothing of their own to say to the callers. Much of the response they use is scripted, from the salutation to the termination of the call. Rose and Wright (2005) found that the less control the employee has over the job they are performing, the less satisfaction they have with the position. In addition, call centres are highly monitored, which can also add to the negative impact on the workers. Very often, the call centre employees are tired of scripting and being monitored so that they leave the positions (Rose & Wright, 2005).

3.2)	Motivation

Study of motivation started with Abraham Maslow who came out with his hierarchy of needs in 1954. The five basic needs identified are physiological, safety, belonging, esteem needs, and self-actualization, ranked from the lowest to highest (Herbst, 2006). The lower needs require to be fulfilled before one goes to the next need. Once fulfilled, the higher needs replace those older needs (Burns, 1978). These needs should be considered for call centre staff.

Several models of motivation theories other than Maslow’s exist, although Maslow’s may be the one most widely known and understood. Ramlall (2004) made an overview on these theories. McClelland’s Need Theory concentrates on three needs: achievement, power and affiliation. Achievement is the drive to succeed, power is defined as having the skill to change the way people behave, and affiliation is defined as having close relationships with others, not just working with them. Equity Theory is defined as the amount of pay for work done, and the relationship to what others receive for the same amount of work. 

According to Vroom’s Expectancy Theory, employee behavior results from conscious choices to increase pleasure and minimize pain (Vroom, 1964; Nyberg, 2010). Vroom posited that employees base their job performance on personality, knowledge, and experiences. Porter and Lawler, in their Extension of Vroom’s work, claimed that workers will show more effort when they believe they will receive some kind of reward for completing a task (Ramlall, 2004). 

The Motivator-Hygiene Theory basically states that motivators (like recognition and responsibility) in a job give positive satisfaction while hygiene factors (such as work conditions and vacations), though not leading to positive satisfaction, absence of which will cause dissatisfaction.

In the context of employee compensation, it can take several forms. Hansen (2003) argued that if employers pay employees too little, this will give rise to dissatisfaction, causing performance issues such as slowdown in work. On the contrary, if employers pay the staff too much, this may be a waste of huge money and just keep those people less desirable in the current organizational culture. Hall (2006) asserted that giving out monthly awards to the people who exemplify customer service can also motivate employees. 

In view of the above, rewards and psychological factors (like sense of achievement, recognition) are all vital to motivation of employees. Hence, these elements should be taken into consideration when handling the problematic issues of the company.

3.3)	Retention/Turnover

According to Frank, Finnergan, and Taylor (2004), employee retention is defined as the effort of leadership to keep the good workers and meet business objectives. They also describe turnover as unplanned loss of employees who voluntarily quit the job and who leadership would prefer to keep. 

Maertz and Griffeth (2004) identified a framework of eight forces (i.e. affective forces, calculative forces, contractual forces, behavioral forces, alternative forces, normative forces, moral forces and constituent forces) for voluntary turnover in an attempt to understand the underlying decision process. However, this model is bit too complicated. At the same time, Bordoloi (2004) discovered that the main reasons for voluntary turnover are low earnings, lack of career path and burnout. In particular, the research subjects viewed call centre work as a job and not a career. Bordoloi’s research further revealed that the better-trained employees are more comfortable on the job, thus more likely to stay.

Lauer (2006) realized that, by the time leadership is informed about a person leaving, nothing can be done. In essence, action has to be proactive before an employee makes the decision regarding leaving a post. 

As revealed by the researches conducted by Adidam (2006), and Nicholis, Viviers, and Visser (2009), if an organization’s turnover is greater than 20%, it is excessive and inefficient. Companies cannot control all turnover out of personal reasons but they can take steps to keep people from leaving. Ray (2006) stated that excess turnover incurs too high costs, including customer service disruption, emotional cost, loss of morale and experience etc. Adidam (2006) also stressed the need to make sure that the employees have all the tools required to succeed at the job. Management should communicate what the organization expects from the employees and what the company vision and values are. Most importantly, the workers need to be trained in resolving conflict so that their encounter with problems will not lead to another turnover (Adidam, 2006).

According to Kim (2002), and Hwang and Kuo (2006), if management can raise the job satisfaction for an employee, it should reduce absenteeism and turnover in the private sector.

The above models reveal that compensation, career paths, training, communication, availability of suitable tools and job satisfaction are critical factors for staff retention and reduction of turnover. More importantly, these aspects should be considered in a proactive way in order for the measures to be effective, as indicated in the above theoretical background.

4) Recommendation

The aim of our proposal is to establish an employer-of-choice branding for Unicall. This employer-of-choice branding has the central theme building on key elements for motivation and staff retention as detailed in previous sections. 

In addition, it is important to note that in order to give their customer the best service they can have, Unicall has to put their employees first. The call centre staff are the voice of their customers. Unicall has to make their staff feeling good about what they do.

The proposed actions are detailed as follows:

a) Set-up of Regular Monitoring System

To ease the staff’s hard feeling with the surveillance, it would be proposed to randomly pick just one call per employee per week instead of monitoring all calls. Each employee is asked to listen to the playback of the selected call first and identify any criteria that he or she has missed. If the employee has a perfect performance, he or she will receive a bonus in their pay. This offers benefits in several aspects:

i) Since the employees get involved in the review of their performance and identification of their own inadequacies, they will have a deeper memory and higher chance of acknowledgement of what they have done wrong. This is an effective and efficient means for improving the staff’s performance.

ii) Through this regular review, the management can track the performance of individual employee. This can facilitate the identification of each employee’s specific areas for improvement and training needs. In addition, each employee can have a sense of his or her performance trend and an understanding of his or her weaknesses.

iii) The random pick of one call per employee per week for review can ease the employees’ anxiety of being monitored for all calls.

iv) The bonus for perfect performance in the call checked can serve as an incentive to employees to strive for quality performance. On one hand, it is a kind of staff motivation to reward those with good performance. On the other hand, this can project an image that the checking system is reward-based (positive attitude) rather than punishment-based (negative attitude). As a result, the employees will have a wider acceptance of the checking system so that their anxiety and pressure associated with being monitored can be alleviated.

v) The staff-involved review arrangement can aid the process of setting realistic goals for staff appraisal system. With the employees taking part regularly in identifying their own deficiencies, it is easier for the management to come up with mutually accepted performance goals with each staff member. It reduces the chance for the employees to feel that the goals set are too harsh or unrealistic.

vi) Through collecting data of different employees’ performance under the staff-involved review system continuously, trends can be recognized and comparisons can be made. In doing so, the management can identify whether there are common trends in performance deficiencies among different employees. Accordingly, further analysis can be done to investigate why some criteria are routinely met while difficulties are encountered in fulfilling other requirements. For example, previously unanticipated inter-dependencies among various parties, inherent system defects, equipment reliability issues, resource constraints or lack of training in specific areas may be revealed.

vii) As mentioned earlier, the system can identify the specific training needs for an individual employee or a group of employees. Hence, training resources can be better utilized by focusing on the definite areas and skills in need. This can surely help to alleviate the strain in training programmes.

viii) With the regular data collected, the performance inadequacies can be categorized by severity. For example, by using the Pareto chart (a type of chart which shows individual values by bars in descending order and the cumulative total by a line), the management can distinguish the most important item among a set of factors, i.e. the type of problem with the highest frequency of occurrence, for an individual employee or a group of employees. The most severe performance issue, either for an individual employee or a group of employees, can attract immediate attention so that investigation can be done at once to discover the root causes and suitable remedial measures can then be applied. This can help management to prioritize the issues, especially with resource constraints. 

ix) Besides helping to identify the performance inadequacies, the proposed system can provide a means to track the effectiveness of the subsequent corrective actions. It can serve as part of the review process to study whether the implemented remedial measures (e.g. training in specific areas) can contribute to improvement. If the applied solutions fail to deliver the desired results, the management can seek alternatives for the problems or issues in question. In fact, the system can facilitate the continuous review process - an improvement made today may only be the starting point for another improvement required in the future.

b) Set-up of Appraisal System

On top of the regular monitoring system in a), it is proposed to set up an annual appraisal system. Most annual goals are to be set based on the regular monitoring system. This annual appraisal meeting can be viewed as a yearly sum-up of the regular monitoring system.

c) Measures to Ease Discontent of Staff

One approach to ease the discontent of staff is to let employees have a sense of ownership of Unicall. This can be achieved through various employee involvement programs such as town hall meetings, committee involvement (management meetings, financial meetings etc) and suggestion schemes (Budhwar, Malhotra, & Singh, 2009). The regular involvement of employees can show respect to the staff members and let them know what the corporate goals are as well as how and why the company comes up with such goals. More importantly, the employees will not have the feeling of being left behind and directed by a black box. Besides, the employee-involved meetings can provide efficient communication channels between management and worker level, thus reducing the chance of rumour spreading.

The discontent towards the job nature can also be reduced by offering some diversity in work. In this aspect, it is suggested to change the standard scripts of call centre staff periodically to make the jobs less boring. In addition, the call centre employees may be from time to time assigned with some special projects such as reviewing the workflow. These measures are workable as revealed by Pierre and Tremblay (2011).

d) System for Compliments from Customers

One motivation strategy is to encourage customers to give compliments to staff members offering good services. A variety of channels (e.g. web page, social media, letters) are employed for this purpose. In each month, all employees who receive compliments are named stars of the month. Their names and photographs will be placed on a notice board in the office and on the company’s website in the following month. This is a kind of motivation which reinforces self-esteem and enables construction of self-identities.


e) Career Advancement

One major retention challenge in the call centre industry is to market career prospects that come with a call centre job. It is worth noticing that, according to Bozionelos (2008), recruiting call centre supervisors and managers from the outside normally did not produce promising results since they merely could not adapt as quickly to the call centre environment, nor could they have the same level of loyalty as their internally promoted counterparts. As a result, many call centres gradually shifted to the strategy of promoting from within instead of recruiting from the outside. In view of this, Unicall should establish clearly a policy that promotion is mainly from within the company. The opportunity for career advancement should be emphasized and any talented staff member can be promoted to the rank of supervisor or even upto manager. This can provide career growth opportunities to valued employees and to reduce turnover. 

On the other hand, Unicall can also enhance the career prospect for employees by allowing opportunities across functional boundaries within the company. This means that talented staff members can be promoted to departments outside the call centre, especially when there is no suitable vacancy in the call centre. Consequently, the company can at least retain those valuable employees.

To facilitate the career advancement process, it is proposed that the management should conduct career planning for each employee and make review during the annual appraisal process.

f) Involvement of User in System Design

Regarding proper tools, the system and the screen/interface should be carefully designed and configured so that the call centre staff know where to look up each type of information and how to handle a question-and-answer. Most importantly, the users should be involved in developing or improving the system as they are the ones who work with the system and understand how the system can offer best assistance to their duties.

g) Regular Short Break

To deal with staff stress issue, it is proposed to allow a 5-minute break for every hour. These short breaks allow time for the staff to refresh their mind and recover from intense work.

h) Maintenance of Existing “Hygiene” Factors

The call centre’s existing“Hygiene “ factors are fairly good - Unicall is located in pleasant, airy open-plan offices which are nicely decorated and have good basic facilities including a snack and sandwich service, a rest room, and a kitchenette for the preparation of hot drinks and snacks. Hence, these should be kept and maintained.

5) Conclusion

Although a variety of problems are identified for Unicall, the root issues are motivation and staff retention. Upon implementation of the recommended measures including set up of regular monitoring system, appraisal system, customer compliment system, career advancement etc, the problems of Unicall should probably be alleviated.
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