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A Business consultant’s report on human resources issues of the call centre Unicall 
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Executive Summary
This consultancy report is to solve the human resources management issues of the newly established call centre Unicall.  It is facing issues that stem from its business model and preliminary stage of operation. Its mechanistic type of structure, coupled with tight technology control can easily lead to employee problem. Added to the problems are underdeveloped work organisation, reward and training system.  These have finally resulted in operation inefficiency, adverse effect on morale and lowered service quality.  This to a certain extent mirrors the problems faced by classical scientific management theory.  In this report, we first of all briefly went through some human relations/ behaviourist theories we see what we need to pay attention to when we need to establish those underdeveloped systems.  Then we established our stance that we should alleviate the issues by treating the agents better, rather than adopting ‘sacrificial human resource' to neglect well-beings of the agents.  We then specified that our focuses should be on three aspects based on our stance: namely work organisation, reward and performance management, and training and teambuilding. We proposed streamlining the work organisation by providing an internal career path, increasing variety of agents' task, empowering agents and allowing flexible working hours and part-time agents.  We proposed measures to improve reward and performance management including bonus, incentive schemes, performance review and personal development plan. We also proposed alignment of the training programmes and teambuilding activities.  We then have eleven recommendations to practically implements the strategies. With strategies closer to a contingency approach, we believe that a balanced efficiency and employee-well-beings approach will result in customer satisfaction and finally successful business results.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc507931504]Introduction
This consultancy report is to analyse the complex business environment and provide recommendations base on the case of the call centre Unicall. We have selected several human resources (HR) management issues that Unicall is facing, and in accordance with the theories, principles, and guidelines covered in the course and literature, we would conduct a detailed evaluation and critical analysis of the case.  The aim is to make and justify our recommendations for the people management strategies, which solve the human resources problems and benefits the bank. 
After the introduction, this report commences with Session 2 a detailed analysis of the selected issues Unicall is facing and a review of relevant theories and concepts. Our findings and opinions are discussed.   Then in Session 3, we will present our recommendations and justification.  Finally, we will have Session 4 Conclusion session for the summary and actions. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc507931505]Analysis of the issues
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc507931506] Case Background
This is early 2018 and Unciall, the call centre subsidiary of a high street retail bank Unibank in the United Arab Emirates is facing a lot of problems.  First of all, six months ago, Unibank closed many small local branches and established the call centre to near Al Ain and Unicall is now still in its initial stage of operation handling mainly general account management and inbound call enquiry activities.  The staff morale is now still low because of the substantial change and employee resistance.  Moreover, when the business picks up now, Unicall faces unforeseen effects of the change, which are insufficient recruitment, training and induction which cause increasing complaints of the waiting customers.  Meanwhile, there are also complaints about incompetent frontline staff, or called agents, to answer enquiry slowly.  The agents also complain about the impersonal working environment, work content and control and monitoring systems. Added to this problem is that other call centres are booming and staff turnover has increased, especially with the absence of formal performance reward mechanism and career prospects in Unicall.  Last but not least, Unibank would like to expand services of providing mortgage and insurance at Unicall on one hand, but may consider transferring some of the businesses of Unicall to the newly developed online banking platform Uniline, or outsource Unicall's work aboard.  In this aspect, however, Unibank is facing the recruitment problem of staff at Uniline and social-cultural problems difference of new staff there.  

2.2 [bookmark: _Toc507931507] Selected Issues
We will focus our report on three areas: namely i) work organisation and career path, ii) the reward and performance management system, and iii) the training and teambuilding. We consider these the core internal HR challenges Unicall is facing. If agents there are legitimately organised, rewarded, trained and motivated, they will not be too immersed in the memory of branches closure some time ago. Also, essential service industry profit chain is from employee satisfaction to customer satisfaction (Morris, 1998). Lastly, customer satisfaction can be increased.  Last but not least, competent and motivated agents will be more ready for the possible expansion of service scope, or even reallocation to other banking operation with similar skillset requirement. All in all, if we put the new operation of Unicall into a system that balance efficiency, cost saving and employee satisfaction, the business is sustainable and current and upcoming issue will be tackled much easier.
 
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc507931508]Nature of Call Centre Business & Theoretical Background
According to Taylor and Bain (1999), a call centre is defined as: 
“a dedicated operation in which computer utilising 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.” 

There can be no doubt that call centres, or more recently also known as contact centres, are a prominent part of working life both inside and outside the financial services sector. They initially appeared in the financial services sector in motor insurance and retail banking services, but they are not exclusive to that industry. The research firms Datamonitor and Mitial reported in around 2000 that there is 2 to 3 percent of the working population working in near 7,000 call centres of different industries in the UK (Datamonitor, 1998; Mitial Research, 2002). Datamonitor further reported in 2007 that there was 55,800 call centres in North America: 50,200 in the US and 5,600 in Canada.

Call centres are a response to the competitive nature of the retail market in general where customers are demanding convenient delivery channels, and companies need to control costs. Generally, the benefits are specified as being improved customer service, improved productivity or reduced costs and increased sales. Clearly, there are technological relationships in that it is information technology and its links with telecommunications which have made this particular service delivery channel possible. 

First of all, such centres are a very good example of organisations reverting to the classical scientific management approach by Frederick Taylor which concentrated on specialisation, centralisation and tight managerial control. Generally, work and jobs are removed from branch networks and transferred to a central location. Economies of scale are achieved and jobs are broken down into simple, mono-skilled processes with highly standardized procedures. Staffs are trained quickly to proficiency in relatively simple skills with a view to providing one point of contact to the customer in terms of dealing with enquiries, sales and other needs. Branch networks, where these exist, as they still do in banking, are left to get on with other things, generally sales activities.

In many cases that is still the case with more regard given to productivity and efficiency than to the role and needs of the people in the call centres. Operators or agents are often employed in an environment where the working practices are not too different from a production line and while the operations are successful, success can disguise lack of motivation and job satisfaction due to monotony and considerable pressure. These factors can lead to significant levels of staff turnover. In particular, the ACD technology used in the centres not only holds the queue of inbound calls and assign calls to agents, but also facilitates the use of tight managerial controls by generating much detailed electronic management information and centre statistical data. The system can record even on a real time basis the engagement rate of agents (the time agents handling calls relative to time waiting for calls to arrive), the number of abandoned calls, the number of calls per agent, the average speed to answer calls, the time taken to abandon, the service level (ratio of calls responded within a specific time frame), the identification of the call waiting longest in a queue, the identification of the agent who has been sitting idle the longest, which agents are on calls, on breaks or completing post call follow up work and how long the follow up work is taking per call on average. The indications are that this mechanistic type of structure with these tight controls can have an adverse effect on morale and lower the quality of output. So the features are centralisation, specialisation and tight control with consequential difficulties in many cases. This is exactly what Unicall is facing and this is why we think it is the fundamental and crucial issue for Unicall to solve.

2.4 [bookmark: _Toc507931509]Motivation theories and behaviourist approach 
As evidenced in the development of organisational behaviour theories, if the classical approach lacked any consideration of human behaviour and how this could be influenced by and influence organisations, the human relations/ behaviourist approach took significant steps towards redressing the balance, particularly in the work of Maslow and Herzberg. We would have a quick review of the theories before we move on.

Abraham Maslow – the Hierarchy of Needs
Abraham Maslow identified a variety of needs and postulated that motivation comes from the individual’s desire to satisfy them. They are generally set out in the following format:
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If we try to relate this to work, we can infer the following:
Basic – hunger, thirst, sleep – pay
Security – shelter, warmth – pensions, insurance, no redundancy
Social – friendship, love – belonging to a group, good recreational facilities
Ego – esteem, self-respect – status, responsibility
Self-actualisation – self-fulfilment, creativity – ambitions achieved

The hierarchy is not without controversy, one point is that people are more complicated than that they just sort out one level and move on to the next one.  But it helped put motivation into perspective and it is a valid reference for the manager who wants to recognise and help to meet the needs of his staff in furtherance of the objectives of the organisation. In Unicall’s case, to fulfil their social, ego and self-actualisation needs, we need to provide incentive other than basic pay. We also need to promote the team spirits, provide necessary training for personal growth, and provide a career path for them to advance.

Herzberg – motivation-hygiene theory
Psychologist Frederick Herzberg investigated job satisfaction among a group of several hundred accountants and engineers, looking at what events at work increased or decreased their job satisfaction. The feedback was categorized into different topics to examine the type of factors that result in job satisfaction and job dissatisfaction. The main result of the research was that there is a mark difference between factors that result in satisfaction and factors that result in dissatisfaction.  The top four determining factors of job satisfaction are achievement, recognition, responsibility, and the attraction of the work itself. Meanwhile, the major determining factors of job dissatisfaction are salary, supervision, working conditions, interpersonal relations, and company policy and administration.  The mere absence of the job satisfaction factors would not lead to job dissatisfaction. Herzberg concluded that these stem from two different sorts of human needs which he referred to as ‘Adam and Abraham' natures. The set of job dissatisfaction factors originate from our prevailing need to shun physical and social deprivation. The job satisfaction factors stem from our need to realize our human perfection potential.    

Therefore there are two classes of determinants:
Hygiene factors – make the environment fit to work in and tend to maintain the employee in the job. These are things like pay, furnishing, space, lighting and other work conditions, pensions, perks. They have to be present and adequate and increasing them may not be a positive motivator but reducing them will be demotivating and reduce job satisfaction. In Unicall’s case, we are informed that the hygiene factors have no problems.

Motivators – motivate people to work harder and with more commitment. They are things like achievement, recognition, creativity responsibility, challenge. Without them, no matter how good the hygiene factors, there will be no improvement in job satisfaction, productivity or efficiency. Earning a living is one aspect of work, deriving satisfaction from the work itself is another. Managers must choose rewards from the motivators if they want to improve output and so Herzberg’s work identifies the areas for managers to concentrate on in their efforts to integrate the achievement of individual and organisational objectives. In Unicall’s case, this aspect should be our focus.

Similarly recently there is a concept called Ikigai in Japan.  Some Japanese live longer because they do something that they can be paid for, they are good at, what the world needs and what they love.  They find meaning in lives out of these.  We should modify our working environment towards this for Unicall.

2.5 [bookmark: _Toc507931510]Solving the challenges by treating agents better
All in all, the theories and concept emphasised that in the creation of an environment which encourages individuals to work towards organisational objectives, the most significant aspects are the perceived need to integrate the achievement of individual and organisational needs and objectives, to do this by identifying the needs of the individual and to use management behaviour to enable the individual's needs to be met in the best way possible, thereby ensuring the organisational objectives are also met in the best way possible. The goal is to reduce customer complaints Unicall is now facing and ultimately increase customer satisfaction and centre performance.  We can achieve this by treating the agents better.  Treating them better by pay per performance and building team spirits can raise their morale. Together with appropriate training, fair performance management system, job content adjustment and staff empowerment we can alleviate agents' discontent about the job monotony and reduce complaints about aspects of work, and finally to reduce the current staff turnover in Unicall. We will discuss concrete measures later one by one.  

In other words, in terms of organizational design, the solution lays on a practical use of contingency theory. Form, Burns and Stalker (1963) found that there are different circumstances, situations and contingencies, dictated by the impact of the environment in which the organisation finds itself, which set out which structure is best at which point in time and set of circumstances. There is no one right answer or one best way: it is all about flexibility and adaptability. In our case, we had an environment where competition was intensifying, costs had to be reduced if profit margins were to be maintained and customers were demanding an improved service. That was the situation in which the sector found itself and it had to use the management tools which were available to it to manage that situation. We had the knowledge and awareness of the classical approach to organisational design and we used that knowledge to develop the call centre model which enabled us to compete effectively and meet the needs of our situation at the time. In doing so, we then encountered some of the problems which were faced by people like Frederick Taylor and which came under the headings of workplace disharmony and production inefficiency, but if we handle these quickly and we can overcome them while still obtaining the benefits from the design model. We can achieve this by looking at ways of developing the structures within the centres to the benefit of their employees and to the benefit of the service provided to customers. We can remain relatively comfortable with the use of centralisation and specialisation as the principles behind the strategy to establish Unicall but have to adopt a more adaptable and flexible approach to the structure inside. Most people appreciate the need to be adaptable and deal with the dynamic working environment and the changes which regularly occur. However, it can still be an uncomfortable situation for managers and employees alike and the greatest skill of all is in coping with it. Inevitably this responsibility rests on the manager.

On another front, it is worth mentioning that this is not the only human resource strategy to manage call centres. There are call centres emphasising on monitoring and efficiency and deliberately tolerating high agent turnover, increased employee stress and weakened staff well-being to resolve the efficiency/service conflict.  This is because performance efficiency is more prominent and quantifiable over quality, and performance efficiency is more likely to be observable and linked to remuneration within the organization. This is called “sacrificial human resource strategy in call centres” (Wallace et al., 2000). The success of this strategy hinges on efficient monitoring system of staff performance, good recruitment process (to fill up vacancy resulting from high staff turnover), careful selection of inherently motivated staff, and skilful work task design (to minimize training/mentoring needs of the newly recruited). According to Wallace et al (2000), This strategy can simultaneously achieve high levels of efficiency and service if the above four factors have the backup of large potential labour pool. 

We consider the sacrificial human resource strategy not suitable for Unicall.  This strategy inevitably leads to soaring recruitment cost, training cost, indirect turnover cost and customer complaints without the strength in the above four factors, but these are just the current weakness of the new call centre operation.  Unicall’s existing induction and training programmes are under strain and work task design are facing complaints of agents.  That means Unicall has no precondition to adopt such kind of strategy in short to medium term.  More importantly, the increased staff turnover and competitive labour market further make such strategy unworkable. At the same time, this ignorance of staff welfare may not only rise staff absence, staff turnover, recruitment and training costs, it will also decrease customer service quality and increase errors (Schlesinger and Heskett, 1991), and can finally result in worse first-time call resolution and also more repeated phone calls. 

All in all, we consider a strategy striking a balance of monitoring/efficiency and agent well-being more appropriate to cope with the current issues of Unicall. 

2.6 [bookmark: _Toc507931511]Work organization, reward & performance management 
If we want to treat the agents better and improve their well-being, there can be many focuses.  Our focus can be their (I) work design,; (II) reward and performance management; and (III) training and teambuilding.  First of all, work organisation, can be improved in terms of 1) better work organisation and establishment of a career path, and 2) working time and flexibility.

2.6.1 [bookmark: _Toc507931512]Work organisation and career path 
First of all, a career path is important.  As discuss as motivators in Herzberg's motivation-hygiene theory, sometimes the recognition among colleagues that comes about from promoting agents to those roles counts more than marginal pay increases.  Put together the centre's own career path, such as creating more team leaders and even sub-team leaders insider call centres will help.  Unicall is adopting a standard structure based on ‘agent', ‘supervisors/ team leader' and ‘centre managers'.  Currently, there is 200 staff in Unicall but there are only three call centre managers and one deputy manager.  The number of supervisors is not given.  Subject to the complexity of services offered and other factors, normally around ten agents would be overseen by a team leader, with up to five team leaders reporting to a manager (Garrett, Jacques & Wynne, 2002). That means we have some room to increase the number of team leader/sub-team leader and centre manager/deputy manager to establish an internal career path.. 
 
Introducing different supervisory levels into the structure of a call centre can be used to motivate employees with the prospect of promotion.  It should be recognised, however, that many individuals working within this type of environment are not seeking additional responsibility.  There is also a danger that promoting agents who demonstrate effective customer relationship skill will be counter-productive if they are ill prepared for the requirement of a supervisor’s role.

In addition, we can increase variety of agents' tasks. Introducing variety into the tasks employees carries out means that they are able to develop new skills and can relieve the more monotonous elements of the job.  Additional responsibility need not mean that a supervisory element is introduced.  We can identify additional area of responsibility agents would like to be involved with to add to their work organization.  The possible areas involve recruitment, and training, which will be detailed in the Recommendation session.

Another way to make agent’s work personally rewarding is to empower agents to make decisions, to become self-respected and customer-respected person. We can empower agents to make some small work decisions. Supplying such responsibilities gives agents pride and makes their work much more interesting and attractive.  Our suggestion will be in Recommendation session.

2.6.2 [bookmark: _Toc507931513]Working time and flexibility
At present Unicall operates 24 hours a day, 7 days a week on a 4-shift system.  The majority of staff work on the daytime shifts.  In other words, it is working on an agreed hours traditional form of contract.  Alternatively, the working time can be changed to flexible hours.  That means this will also have a specific number of hours per week, but to be worked within agreed parameters, such as 0800 to 2000, Monday and Saturday.  This arrangement provides managers with greater flexibility to respond to the peaks and troughs of demand, but it is likely to be less popular with staff, particularly if there are dramatic fluctuations in the pattern required on a week-to-week basis.  Some companies also employ an annual hours systems which organise employees' working time the basis of a number of hours over a year rather than a week.  They often incorporate a ‘banking' element so that in periods of low activity ‘debit' time is accumulated as few hours are worked.  Conversely, ‘credit' time is built up when demand is high, and the principal idea behind annualisation is that debt and credit time will cancel out over the course of the year.  Such a system can carry advantages both for employer and employee, but it may be costly to establish and administer.  Some organisations even adopt a zero hours system.  Under this arrangement, there is no set number of hours agreed, and the required pattern is established weekly or monthly as appropriate.  This can potentially be a mutually convenient arrangement for both employer and employee.  It can provide managers with the opportunity to call upon experienced additional resources when the need arises but the notifying employee in case of immediate need may be an issue.  As the existing number of Unicall staff is now clearly inadequate for the growing demand for the telephone banking service, a moderate change in working hours is deemed necessary but a drastic change may be hard for agents to adopt and hard to administer.  Details will be provided in Recommendation session.  

2.7 [bookmark: _Toc507931514]Reward, bonus and performance management
2.7.1 [bookmark: _Toc507931515]Reward system	
Basic pay remains the key component of reward package but it is inflexible.  For example, the current pay scale of Unicall are standardized: employees proceed up the scale only by annual increments until they reach the top point, after which further increases are dependent on promotion to supervisory or managerial work. In the days of short labour supply, which Unicall is now facing, the basic pay may also be lifted to an upward spiral. The principle should be paying per performance instead of granting raises across the board.  Superior performance and additional effort, as stated by the motivation theories, need to be recognised.  We need to provide rewards in ways other than through basic pay in form of bonus.

There is the potential to base bonus payments on four major elements of performance:
· The performance (usually the profitability) of the bank as a whole;
· The performance of the call centre itself;
· The results of the various teams which constitute the centre;
· The individual performance.


Furthermore, various combinations of these options are possible. For example, team-based rewards supplemented by the incentive of a year-end bonus based on overall company performance.  What is important is that bonus as a motivational tool is most effective when an individual can perceive a clear relationship between their own performance and the level of bonus paid.  When the employee is involved in sales role, this logic can be applied easily. However, when the major part of the work is general account management and enquiry activity like what Unicall is now doing, the hard numbers are much less easy to define.  Despite attempts to base payment systems on the attainment of individual objectives, there is often a strong element of subjectivity, and so schemes based on the overall performance of the call centre or bank are popular, in effect as a compromise.  In spite of that, the use of technology to record, monitor and evaluate many of the activities that take place leads to the potential to measure clerical and administrative tasks as never before. Our final suggestion will be in the Recommendation session.

2.7.2 [bookmark: _Toc507931516]Incentive program
Motivated by the potentially monotonous nature of some elements of call centre activity, increased attention has been devoted to looking for alternative methods of rewarding staff, while maintaining a sense of fun and enjoyment within the workplace. Most of these programs revolve around goals linked to quality or productivity. These can vary greatly in their scope and cost, from lavish holidays to a modest gift presented at the desk. Non-financial incentives are often perceived as maintaining a sense of fun, while ensuring that recognition becomes memorable and positive.  The ability to respond to the areas that motivate a particular individual is a key consideration.  The detailed implementation will be in Recommendations session. 

2.7.3 [bookmark: _Toc507931517]Performance management
Bonus and incentive system hinges on assessment of agent performance. Effective performance management means that the agents have a clear understanding of what their job entails and the standards against which they are to be measured.  It also requires effective review and feedback mechanisms to ensure that they understand that progress is being made.  Finally, it requires the means by which training and coaching needs can be identified and put into action.  

The three main elements of the performance management process are the job description, the review/ appraisal and the personal development plan. We will discuss the three elements one by one. These should be linked to the delivery of the reward system we just discussed.

Job description: the type of work at the centre will influence the precise content of the job description.  The core should contain most of the following: 1) purpose of the role, 2) primary accountabilities, and 3) key results areas/ performance standards for the role, and 4) qualifications/ experience required for the role.  Especially the key results areas/ performance standard for the role identifies the standards against which effective job performance is evaluated.  It is likely that measures of customer service will feature significantly, but profits maximisation and cost reduction are also likely to be relevant.  In our Recommendations session we would discuss more the key results areas and performance standard.

Performance review: Call centres usually have an assessment form for manager to listen to record of customer calls and assess the performance.  Many articles, books and commentaries have raised a variety of suggestions and ideas in respect of form design, evaluation categories and scoring mechanism.  It can be argued that placing too great an emphasis on such matters can obscure the primary reason for the review.  This should offer the employee and the manager the opportunity to discuss, on a regular basis, the effectiveness of past work performance and what is required to maintain or improve this in the future.  

There is evidence to suggest that on numerous occasions, the pressurised nature of the call centre environment has meant that effective performance review has been absent.  It is, however, as important in the context of a call centre as any other and if difficulties surrounding the repetitious nature of many call centre activities are to be overcome, the review process and its relationship to the personal development plan is vital.

Personal development plan: the purpose of the plan is to identify areas of training and coaching, which will either improve or add to the skills, knowledge and experience of the job holder.  It will also identify the timescales in which these changes will take place and the measures against which they will be compared.  

2.8 [bookmark: _Toc507931518]Training and teambuilding
2.8.1 [bookmark: _Toc507931519]Training 
There are a number of internal problems of Unicall that are related to training.  First of all, there are problems associated with the use of the computer system itself: these centre on the apparent inability of some staff to extract accurate information about relatively simple enquiries, or the length of time that such interrogation take.  In addition, there have been 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.  Last but not least, we know that existing induction and training programmes are under strain.  To respond to these issues, we need to go back to some key management questions call centre managers have to address.  Key questions for a call centre managers are:

i)What do call centre agents need to be good at if they are to be effective at their job?
ii) How can this knowledge, skill, attitude and motivation be developed?

It is possible to start answering such question through a training need analysis, which we assume that it has not been systematically conducted in view of the current operation issues..

Any analysis of training needs should look at training requirement from two perspectives:

1. The needs of the organisation- what are the really important skills, knowledge and attitude required of the people doing a particular job? Knowing this can help to focus attention on the training need of a group of people. 

2. The needs of individual employees – what particular skills knowledge and attitude do each individual need to develop to bring him or her up to the standard required for the job? Being able to answer this enables the manager to identify individual training needs.

The first point is the essential starting point for any call centre manager who wants to ensure they have a clear understanding of what an agent needs to be good at if they are to be good at their job.  Without this understanding it is difficult 1) to identify the competencies required for effective performance, 2) to set standards of performance, 3) to set standards for recruitment, and 4) to develop plan for training. The specific elements of the training plan should be developed within the context of each call centre.  This is best done by conducting some simple research to identify the knowledge, skills and attitude most likely to contribute to an individual being a successful agent.  Another way to understand the relative performance of the call centre is through benchmarking.  Benchmarking the competencies for agents through data from trade organisations or outside consulting firms can help to shed light on what it is that agents need to be good at. We should select firms that are of similar size, function, industry and location.  

Once the information has been collected, whether through benchmarking or informally, it should be possible to develop a role profile identifying the personal attributes and behaviours most likely to contribute to success.  This profile can then be used as a basis for identifying competencies, setting standards of performance and developing plans for training.

The second step in the process is to measure existing or new agents against the defined competencies and standards.  This can be done for new agents by making sure that the recruitment process is professional and geared to identifying people who already have some of the attributes you have identified as contributing to success. For existing agents, the performance review process as mentioned should be required to identify what particular skills or behaviours each individual needs to develop if they are to improve performance.  

After the second step training courses can be developed and agents will be required to attend appropriate courses for technique enhancement and personal growth.  We have identified some important courses for Unicall in the Recommendations session.


2.8.2 [bookmark: _Toc507931520]Teambuilding: training and events
Being part of a team means that we can rely on our colleagues to work with the group’s interests at heart.  Each individual’s self-interests are in union with the interests of the team.  Members recognize that as part of the team they can be stronger and more effective. 

Getting to this stage needs to be planned and worked for.  More importantly, however, it has to be worked on the job and in the work environment, not during team-building events. 

3. [bookmark: _Toc507931521]Recommendations
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc507931522]Internal career path
1. As discussed in the Analysis session, we can group ten agents into one group and there may be around 20 groups of agents given we now have around 200 agents.  We can promote some agents to team leader/ supervisor.  Initially, those newly promoted can be given the title of sub-team leader or associate team leader to differentiate them from more experienced team leader. If normally five team leaders report to manager then we need four managers grade staff, and the existing four centre manager/ deputy managers are enough. But we may consider recruiting one more new manager grade staff to implement all the recommendation and new policy. There will be more level of pay increment and more costs of course. But the advantage is that it can to increase sense of achievement, recognition and responsibility of the agents. The newly recruited agents may have starting rate lower than the existing 72,000 AED to partly reduce the increased salary cost, but that would not be a problem if we have an incentive system (which we will discuss later) and there will be a promotion ladder. In fact, we may want to reduce standard basic pay of all staff across the board and performance-based incentive a larger portion of employee income, which will be mentioned later.

3.2 [bookmark: _Toc507931523]Agent task variety
2. Agents will be asked to take up additional areas of responsibility including:
· Participation in future recruitment activity
· Involvement with induction and/or product knowledge training
· Involvement with the design and development of incentive programmes
· Evaluating the effectiveness of existing work methods and procedures

To ensure the success of such a programme requires a commitment on the part of the employer that people will be entitled to spend some of their time away from direct contact with the customers.  And such an approach carries some additional costs, but these will be more than outweighed by the retention of experienced and knowledgeable people with a greater understanding of the needs of the business.  It will also contribute to the making of successful and better-informed decisions about the key areas of activities. 

3.3 [bookmark: _Toc507931524]Empowering agents
3. We should empower agents to make some small commercial decisions to make their work rewarding.  For example, agents can be empowered to decide whether to give some refunds to customers and determine the amount of the refunds.  Experience showed that agents in such cases are stinger than the companies had expected (Read, 2005). When given the responsibilities agents do not give away the store. 

3.4 [bookmark: _Toc507931525]Flexible working hours
4. We recommend that Unicall can adopt a system of flexible working hours.  Annual hours and zero hours system may be too drastic for Unicall agents to adapt.  They are also costly for Unicall to administer.  A flexible working hour allows overlapping of working hours of different shifts on peak hours, such as lunchtime and evening time right after office hours and at weekends). This can facilitate reallocation of agent workforce, so that the level of service can be improved.  

On peak hours with highest incoming call volume, we may even employ part-time staff to assist. The advantages of hiring part-time agent are that if the call centre work is, of necessity, repetitive or routine then shorter exposure time is likely to maintain service level.  Also staff turnover tends to be lower among part-time staff. Finally, if the organisation's policies are perceived as ‘family-friendly' this can have a positive impact on morale.  But the disadvantage is the higher training cost and administration cost.  An alternative is home working.  

Many people hate the commute that is growing on time and stress and takes away from their personal lives. Home working gives that time back, along with mone saving in commuting costs. Unicall will find that they can keep agents longer and get more out of them as well as attract new employees if they offer this option.  
But make sure we provide that to agents who have proven that they can work without direct supervision and we have the environment and call-routing technology that permit home working. This can be the solution in longer term.

Provided that Unicall is now facing insufficient workforce size and decreasing service level issue, these are considered appropriate solutions. The most important task is to ensure that well trained and motivated employees are available to respond to customer needs, at the appropriate time, and at a cost consistent with the overall business strategy.  

3.5 [bookmark: _Toc507931526]Bonus
5. As covered in the Discussion session, with the use of technology we can now measure the key performance indicators more easily.  Calling waiting times, abandonment rates, the duration of calls and a variety of other measures can be used.  A popular overall call centre performance measure used in Australia is ‘80% of call being responded within 30 seconds' (Robinson & Morley, 2006). However, it must be mentioned that we should not use the efficiency measures alone and ignore service quality and customer satisfaction.  Measures like the number of customer complaints and assessment results of supervisors monitoring conversations between agent and customers (which will be discussed later) should also be used.  We suggest that the bonus should be around 10% to 20% of agent's total salary, and at least half of the bonus should be determined by individual performance of agents to make it good motivational tools related to their efforts. 

3.6 [bookmark: _Toc507931527]Incentive programs
6. A number of specialist organisation now offer ‘experience' which range from daredevil to the indulgent. The opportunity to offer a successful employee the opportunity to participate in the ‘once in a lifetime' opportunity of white-water rafting or motor racing can be balanced with a night at the theatre or a restaurant meal for those of a more sedate frame of mind.  Such activities combine the memorable with the vital element of personal choice.  The principle is that make sure the agents will like the rewards, and so asking them beforehand in employee satisfaction survey or find ways to identify what rewards they want most may be a good idea.  In addition, external assistance is not always necessary for an effective incentive programme. Schemes that provide the opportunity for additional time off – from a modest addition to the lunch break to additional days annual leave – can prove very popular. Reward like an extra day of annual leave may be more appropriate for rewarding people doing just what is expected, like who come in and leave on time and take few sick days, because those who are not doing that may think that the only problem of not doing is just that they do not get a reward. Similarly, in some locations, the allocation of a prime car parking space to the ‘employee of the month' can be highly prized. For the common ‘employee of the month' program, however, make sure the same agent can only be chosen several times a year.  This is not to choose a new star agent every month so that everyone will eventually be chosen, and at the same time, no one will be chosen too many times.   

3.7 [bookmark: _Toc507931528]Performance management 
7. [bookmark: _Toc507931529]Unicall needs to have a formal job description, especially for the frontline agent.  The most important session in a job description is the key results areas/ performance standard. The degree of technical sophistication in the vast majority of call centres provides the opportunity for a variety of statistics and performance measures to be generated around response times, call duration times, overall numbers of customers spoken to, the number of queries resolved/ sales achieved, etc. This information should be used as key performance standard. However, such information should be used carefully, particularly to strike a balance between efficiency and service quality, and to avoid the measures becoming the goals in its own right.  To make the time to provide a ‘live' job description rather than an academic exercise takes time, and it is only worth if the centre makes it clear that ownership of the content of the form is the responsibility of the job holder.  In this way, they can be encouraged to ensure its content is always relevant and up to date, and this can then be the basis of the performance review or appraisal, which can be carried out with a very clear understanding of the requirement of the role.

8. In relation to performance review, Unicall should have a review form assessing out of customer record performance on eight areas: namely, opening of call, establishing the needs, solutions, use of the system, communication skills, telephone skills, closing the call and company awareness.  Also, in most organisations, a tradition has developed where the review or appraisal has taken place annually.  Development in call centres has tended to move away from this tradition to a series of interim review, frequently on a quarterly basis and in some cases more often.  A quarterly review cycle is considered better practice when Unicall has to implement measures based on the performance, especially for bonus and incentive system.

It should also be emphasized that team leaders often listen to the conversation between the agents and customers, either real-time or through the system record afterwards.  This type of monitoring is good to facilitate evaluation of the attitude, product knowledge, and efficiency of enquiry handling of the agents. This type of monitoring and checking, especially the real-time mode, can also identify malpractice of some agents of redirecting calls to others.      

9. An effective personal development plan should include: 
· Development area: This defines the subject of the development activity
· What outcome do we want? This describes the goal to be attained.
· What will we do? Will training away from the job be required, or in conjunction with work colleagues?
· What support do we need? This may be described in terms of resources or time away from the normal job role.
· How do we describe success? What measures will be applied to agents’ new skill?
· When will this happen? This defines the timescale to be worked towards.
This personal development plan should be included in the performance review form.

3.8 Training 
10. Unicall should conduct training needs analysis as discussed in the session 2.8.1 .Notwithstanding that, it is possible to identify some elements of training particularly for new operation of Unicall for the issues already emerged. We understand that they are lacking systematic telephone system proficiency and client handling soft skill issues and they have problems with the induction programmes.  We have produced below the objectives and a brief description of three programmes we consider to be essential for Unicall.  All of the programmes below are intended to be held away from the job but in the call centre location, with participants working in small groups or one to one.  All training should be followed by the trainer or team leader observing the agent in action. The final step is for the trainer or team leader to provide feedback and coaching to the agent as necessary to build on and improve skills already developed.  All training should emphasise the practical rather than the theoretical, if the training does not consist of a minimum of 50% practical hands-on learning it is less likely to be effective.

Course I: Induction training
Objectives:
Upon completion of the training participants will:
· Understand fully their role as a call centre agent
· Be aware of the objective which will be set for them as a newly appointed agent
· Have developed the technical skills required for using the telephony installed in the call centre
· Have developed skills in the standard way of using the telephone and practised this
· Have practised and received feedback on how they handle customers when dealing with a range of typical queries
· Have been introduced to the company or organisation and be able to describe the role of the call centre in achieving the overall objectives of the business
· Have been introduced to the practical issues of working in the call centre and be able to describe key elements of the health and safety policy as they impact on the work of an agent
· Have completed an assessment of their learning and understand that unless they achieve the required pass mark in all subjects they will have to undertake the training again
· Have developed a personal training plan with clearly stated objectives covering their first six months of employment
If the skills of new employees have not been assessed at recruitment they should be assessed at the start of the induction programme.  This way the emphasis of the programme can be adjusted to meet the needs of participants, although it should still cover all the objectives as stated.

Assessment at the end of the programme is also essential and this should lead to each participant writing a personal development plan, which we discussed in Session 2.7.3, for the first months of his or her employment.  Following the completion of the programme, this plan should be discussed with the team leader and activities agreed and scheduled to enable the skills identified to be developed.

Course 2: Building customer contact skills
The relationship the agent is able to create with the customer is a key element in the effectiveness of the agent.  If a relationship can be established the likelihood of the agent completing a successful call is greatly improved.  

Objectives
Upon completion of the training participants will:
· Be equipped to build relationships with customers quickly and easily
· Understand how to lead and control a conversation in a way that allows the customer to feel comfortable
· Be able to use their voice as a key tool in creating the right impression
· Have developed important skills in asking questions and listening 
· Understand how to quickly get to the point of what the customer needs
· Be able to use a cycle of conversation enabling them to achieve a balance between giving and gathering information
· Be equipped to bring conversation to satisfactory end
· Have practised and received feedback on each of the above skills

Every agent should attend such a programme shortly after they have completed induction training and have become familiar with the basic skills of using technology, product knowledge and dealing with customers over the telephone.  Further follow-up and refresher sessions should be attended as appropriate and can also introduce more developed skills and techniques.  As mentioned above the training should be supported by further coaching on the job, after observation and assessment.

Course 3 Getting the most out of the technology
It is true that the induction programme should introduce the agents to the technology and equip them with basic skills.  It is unlikely, however, that every agent can become fully proficient in all aspects of the technology at induction.  Many call centres use technology which provides a number of options for the agent to offer alternatives and improve service.  Some additional training may, therefore, be necessary.  No description is discussed here because content and relevance will depend entirely on the technology in use in a particular call centre.

3.9 [bookmark: _Toc507931530]Teambuilding
11. Team-building events have an important part to play.  They help to raise awareness and can provide a ‘safe’ environment for people to experiment with different behaviours.  They can also help people to see what teamworking could mean for themselves and their colleagues.  Team-building events may create an awareness of what it could be like to work in a team, but this then has to be followed up in the working environment if a team is to be built.  For example, some teams develop team contract, which is their own rule for the team members to follow and have to be signed by team members to show commitment and ownership.  The contract may have something like,’ I would like if my colleagues say or do something that I do not understand’, or ‘If I do not agree or conflict with a team member, I would use the specified steps to solve it.’  This type of contract allows higher level of buy-in for the agents and facilitates empowerment of the agents to solve issues among them.  More importantly, team spirits can be built for their group.  

Team building can help the resistance to the new agent or the unpopular agents, when agents of Unicall sometimes ‘soak' victim agents by redirecting calls to them. If we promote this type of team building culture by encouraging team contract establishment, putting in place bonus system that reflects teamwork success, organizing competition that agent teams race among themselves to enhance their performance instead of competing with others, and creating interesting activities that agents can work with new members on the first few days of their work, we can anticipate that this kind of conflict can be reduced.

All in all, all these eleven measures are to treat agents better, at the same enhance motivation and agent retention. In relation to culture, however, the manager should always emphasize the positive, openness for agents’ input and comment, and celebration of the success.  The agent satisfaction should lead to customer satisfaction and Unicall will be a successful call centre.

4. [bookmark: _Toc507931531]Conclusion
Summarizing the recommendations we have made in terms of internal career path, agent task variety, flexible working hours, bonus, incentive programmes, performance management, training and teambuilding, we need to have a priority as action plan.  To cope with insufficient agent workforce, recommendation regarding fine-tuning of work content regarding agent task variety, and flexible working hours should be implemented first.  To upgrade our customer service and alleviate the customer complaint issue, those compulsory courses of induction, contact skill and technology proficiency training should also be conducted as soon as possible.  Meanwhile, in the middle term, establishing internal career path, generating new positions and implementing performance management will be prerequisites for a stable and fair bonus system and incentive programmes to develop. Teambuilding events can be held at any time, but better when Unicall sees stable agent teams and team leader established.  All measures are toward improving motivation of the agents.

So, perhaps from all of that, we can conclude that the establishment of call centres has been a productive use of some traditional, classical approaches to organizational design. However, in terms of internal structuring and management techniques, while there are attractions in seeking to implement production line methods in an effort to operate effectively, control costs, improve service and compete successfully, there must still be an argument that the basic model is perhaps not the best way of achieving success. Where pay, career prospect, work variety, bonus, incentive and training are all improved, it can be argued that benefits should be achieved in morale, motivation, productivity and quality of customer service. We are confident that overall performance of Unicall can be enhanced.  Unicall’s case is also valuable in showing that facing a complex operating environment, you need to find the fundamental issues, and with theories, knowledge and practical experience of others, you can find highly targeted solutions.




[bookmark: _Toc507931532]
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