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1. Introduction

A large body of research on call centres has ifledtcommon trends of intensifying
performance management, narrowed worker discrediot declining job quality (e.g. Bain
and Taylor 2000; Callaghan and Thompson 2001; &iics Taylor 2006; Russell 2009;
Sewell et al. 2012). At the same time, comparatdsearch shows surprisingly large cross-
national differences in the extent of work intersifion and invasive monitoring practices
across similar call centre workplaces (Batt e2@09; Sorensen and Weinkopf 2009; Lloyd
et al. 2010; Doellgast 2012; Holman 2013). Thesdiss have generated (and sought to test)
a number of hypotheses concerning different insbins that shape management practices —
including participation rights, encompassing cdllexbargaining, employment protections,
and “employment regimes”. However, the mechanismmsugh which institutional resources
or constraints translate into alternative “emploptr&ystems” in these easily rationalized
service jobs are still poorly understood.

In this article, we compare differences in the esgpient systems that incumbent
telecommunications firms in Denmark, France, Geynand the UK adopted for their retalil
call centers in the late 2000s and early 20104 avfiocus on performance management
practices. Findings are based on 140 interviews ménagement, union, and works council
representatives at the four case study firms andtainal level, as well as site visits at call
centres at each company. In this article we suns®dinie main empirical results whose detail
can be found in an extended report available fioenatuthors (Doellgast et al 2015).

Case study findings show systematic differencdbartools and strategies unions and works
councils used to influence performance managenractipes at each firm. We identify two
distinct mechanisms or “modes of influence”. Thetfmode of influence was via rules that
closed off alternative management practices. Theeded strong legislated or negotiated
job security (very strong in France and Germanygienate in the UK) and negotiated rules
prohibiting individual performance based pay owsifi sales-based outcomes (France and
the UK) or remote monitoring of individuals (GernyanA second mode of influence was via
participation resources that labour could use talbdish procedures that improved the
transparency and perceived fairness of performaraesgement practices. These were most
evident in Germany and Denmark, where local reptasges established joint committees
providing regular oversight and appeals processesbnitoring procedures and use of
performance management data.

While both modes of influence helped to improve goiality to some extent by limiting
managerial unilateralism, we argue that worker autes were best where worker
representatives were able to draw on both setsstifutional ‘rules’ and ‘resources’. The
German case demonstrates the most favourable oescionthis regard due to the
combination of strong job security, legal parti¢gipa rights, and partnership structures at
multiple levels of the firm. As will be seen laténgse tools are particularly important for
developing negotiated solutions to intensifyingasrigational demands for performance
improvement, and cost cutting. The findings havplications for debates on the relationship
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between national institutions, human resource mamagt practices, and worker outcomes

in easily rationalized service sector jobs. Thipgydirst sets out a framework for considering
the influence of workplace institutions on performoa management. It then presents a
summary of the case study results, showing hovitirisinal resources affect performance
management. Then it considers a possible coungemant that skills rather than institutions
are responsible for the observed patterns of pedoce management, and provides evidence
against it from the case studies. The paper coesludth a reflection on institutions, the
employment relationship and work outcomes for erygxs.

2. Conceptual framework: workplace institutions and peformance management.

In much of the HR practitioner literature, the téparformance management’ has come to be
associated narrowly with a combination of perforoeappraisal, performance related pay,
and supporting HR policies. In fact, managing peni@nce is much more generic activity
embracing the supply of labour services withinehgloyment relationship: how employers
can use the flexibility that framework providesénms of job tasks and employee effort, and
how employees can ensure that the exchange refa@ifi®om their point of view. The
employment contract is based on an agreement betiweeparties, but is embedded within a
wider institutional framework that serves to endina its terms remain broadly within what
both parties have agreed, and would agree todbrdracting. Commons (1924) captured this
idea in relation to the US concept of employmemilitin the idea that the employment
contract is a ‘continuing implied renewal of comtsaat every minute and hour’, depending
on its continued benefit to both parties. Howegeiits and dismissals set only very broad
parameters for fair behaviour within the contradd are a relatively costly way of enforcing
one’s view of the bargain. This is because of fiffecdlty of finding alternative jobs and

hiring replacement workers, often related to thguésition of firm-specific skills. Depending
on the type of job, these costs can be quite ceralide. Thus what has come to be called
performance management, and the institutional frewnkes within which it operates come to
play a critical role in regulating this exchange.

More concretely, performance management is a dgrarbof employment systems, and
encompasses the set of practices and policiesgamiaation uses to motivate its employees,
including goal-setting, coaching and feedback jrast performance monitoring, and
rewards, such as variable pay and promotion. Tthgsaifactor in job quality. Broadly
speaking, firms can adopt models of performanceagament that focus on developing
employees, motivate them based on encouraginggsiofgalism and use of skills; or adopt
more narrowlydiscipline-base€dpractices. Previous research suggests the latéssociated
with employee burnout, dissatisfaction, negativaltheeffects- but also more job insecurity
(as an important component‘@ib quality) and income security. Higher job quality where
practices are more developmental is often assakcvaité limits on managemestability to
use performance information founish rather tharidevelop/ traihemployees. Where



variable pay is more predictable, it does not nesoély result in lower pay when targets are
not met. In the broader literature tmgh performanceor high involvement work practices,
we would expect developmental performance managepnaatices to work best where they
are complemented by investment in skills and wasigh relying oriinternal flexibility
(multi-skilled workers).

A useful way of thinking about approaches to perfance management is in the context of
Mintzberg's (1979) theory that the key task of ngaraent in organisations is to coordinate
activity. The value of the employment contracthe brganisation lies in its open-ended
nature which is an essential aid to efficient camation. Mintzberg argues that management
may coordinate along two axes: by standardisatesaus by mutual adjustment; and by
coordinating inputs, assuming direct responsibftityorganising work, or by determining
outputs, and leaving employees greater discredo aow they achieve them. These models
imply different approaches to performance managénien example, standardisation

implies detailed job descriptions and performartaadards, whereas mutual adjustment
requires flexible job boundaries and adaptablegoerdnce. Which of these prevails depends
in part on how they interact with workplace ingiibns, and the degree to which the latter act
as resources or as constraints.

Although a great asset for flexible coordinatidre bpen-ended nature of the employment
relationship means that its operation always depepon a degree of goodwill by both
parties. That goodwill, as Simon (1951), and l&dybons (2001) have remarked depends
upon use of that flexibility to promote the interesf both parties, and not of one at the
expense of the other. The parties can seek toqtribteir own position either by establishing
institutional rules that close off certain opticared constrain the other party in some way, but
this entails a loss of flexibility. On the othemiaka they can use institutional rules and
practices act as resources, for example, andtiteilmutual adjustment by providing voice
channels for communication and influence. The tvamles of operation can be
complementary, in that closing off certain optiosisch as the threat of termination, can
reinforce the efficacy of institutions as resources

Before moving on, it is worth reflecting that restive work and performance rules often
originate from a lack of power rather than its exss. They often originate from
management decisions and policies that becomeinidlteir operation because of pressures
from employees. For example, Crozier (1963) arghatlbureaucratic work rules originating
with management can become rigid because emplaygeethem as a protection against what
they see as arbitrary management action. Brown3)1€hilarly argued that much of the
workplace custom and practice he observed arose ftanagement decisions or omissions
that were then treated by employees as creatimgc@gent, which was then enforced on
equity grounds. Thus the weaker party may seekéahe rules created by the stronger one
in order to limit its scope for action. In the werdf both writers, the aim of the weaker party
was to limit uncertainty arising from the discretiat the disposal of the more powerful one.
Thus, within performance management there is atanhgension between management’s
need for flexible patterns of performance, and eyges’ fear that conceding too much
flexibility will undermine their ability to sustaithe deal they reached in the hiring process.
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As will be seen later, restrictions on the naturé sanctions of performance may be the
product of weakness and lack of institutional reses, whereas the availability of
institutional resources, particularly those suppgrivoice, can favour greater use of mutual
adjustment. There is therefore a link betweenype bf performance management, and
organisational structure on the one hand, andabaurces provided by workplace
institutions on the other.

We now examine more precisely what we mean bytuigins operating as resources and as
constraints in relation to how employers define aradivate performance.

a. One category focuses on institutions @'straints’: management adopts different
practices because others are ‘closed off’ or pitddb For example: strong job
security makes it impossible to use the threatshdsal in order to enforce certain
‘discipline-focused’ practices to motivate workefBhis can encourage high
involvement, developmental practices, but on thein constraints are blunt
instruments. For example, management can inten&ific and replace skills with
technology to try to ‘sweat’ out returns for therexcost. It also can lead to a search
for ‘loopholes’ in the rules: e.g. attempts to teémd punish workers for certain
things they can be dismissed for (attendance, ¢¢cg Marsden and Belfield 2010].

b. A second category is institutions @assources: this tends to focus more on how
labour cooperation provides a resource for empkydor example, helping them to
invest in skills and participation; giving them d#ack from ‘the front line’ on what
works or not, encouraging labor cooperation in iovprg processes. This is reflected
in the literature on ‘voice vs. exit’ — role of vkar voice in identifying problems and
best practices. However, here the focus on emplogeefits often
neglects/underplays the importance of labour poteployers are likely to realize
benefits from these ‘resources’ more in core, lsigled workplaces (see dualism
debates). Under what conditions will worker voiedphto both improve job quality
and help management implement ‘best practice’ p@dnce management practices?

c. We argue for a framework that incorporates bothfopemance management most
likely to approach ‘high involvement’, developmdnteodel where management is
both constrained from taking the low road and whalpeur is able to participate
substantively in shaping practices. This buildsStreeck’s notion of ‘beneficial
constraints’ — but gives more emphasis on impogaricountervailing labour power
in establishing procedures broadly viewed as legite (rather than just investment in
skills as ‘redundant resources’).

These factors are particularly important whereoa‘toad’ modd is easily available, as in
the case of call centres. We show how they opénatee more transactional, easily
rationalized setting of call centres. Previous aesle has shown that these workplaces are
subject to performance management based on peevasiitoring, Taylorization, narrow
performance incentives. We show that an alternatingd road’ can be pursued — and both



labor participation and constraints on unilaterahagement choice plays a central role in
getting to this.

3. An overview of the case study organisations

Call centres were selected for this comparativdyshecause they use a broadly similar
technology and set of employee skills, and beingjatively new sector of activity, they are
less likely to be affected by long historical orggational traditions. They are a ‘greenfield’
activity, and so compared with many other sectibis employers have had a relatively free
hand in determining organisational policies. Thgameonstraint is that being in the telecoms
sector, a number of their employees have beenthgtim since before the liberalisation of the
telecoms market and the privatisation of the firsiewever, the sample includes both in-
house centres and centres to which work was pyaadiwhere employees had a different
career history.

Call centres were chosen because the employeeslatigely easily recruited from the
labour market, and although they may acquire fipmesfic skills during their employment,
many of their skills are generic, based on geretatation. Thus the broad similarity of their
skills, and the shared experience of a radical ghamthe competitive environment means
that it is a good sector in which to compare thHeat$ of differences in workplace institutions
on the types performance management used in thiese f

The findings are based on case studies conductedumbent telecommunications firms
based in different European countries. These irdddC (Denmark) Deutsche Telekom
(Germany) France Telecom/ OrangdgFrance), an®8T (UK). In each of these cases, we
conducted 20-50 interviews with management and @yepl representatives, as well as site
visits involving interviews with local managemeeinployee representatives, and supervisors
at call centre workplaces. Interviews focused @rdtent evolution of work organization

and skills, performance management, and working timscheduling arrangements —
allowing us to analyse key differences in the oNeqgproach to organizing similar jobs and
motivating employees within these jobs.

In summary

Denmark TDC: 13 call centres; 27 total
France FT/Orange: 27 call centres; 40 total
Germany DT: 16 call centres; 26 total

UK BT: XX call centres; 25 total



Workplace institutionsin the four organisations

The British, BT, case is characterised by modandes and weak resources. It has strong
union involvement in and influence over the perfante management system. Collective
agreements built in some predictability into coaghifeedback, and ‘progressive discipline’
— ensuring that this was carried out in a standettivay that gave employees opportunities
to improve through intensive coaching. In additipaesformance based incentives were
limited to sales roles, where ‘performance’ waslgaseasured, and were aggregated at the
team level. However, these ‘rules’ or constraingsewelatively blunt instruments in
influencing the actual design of the performanceageament system — which had become
more punitive over time, for example by use of &rdistributions of performance ratings
with potential sanctions for those at the bottomerg was quite a lot of measurement and
individual-based control focused on performanceddition: labour relations concerning
implementation of these rules was relatively catdial (in an organization characterized
overall by strong ‘labour management partnershiyt)) performance management at the
centre of this conflict.

The France Telecom case is characterised by studeg and weak resources. There is
considerable union involvement in performance manant. However, to a large extent, the
strong rules derived from the public service stdas had prevailed at France Telecom in the
days of state ownership. These concern especiajlygpde and progression, and job
security. At that time, pay had been regulateddtjonal incremental pay scales which
specified the time and conditions for pay prog@ssn detail. An important part of this
related also to a high degree of employment pratecManagement could not use the
dismissal threat to pressurise employees into ngat@mcessions over performance.
However, employees recruited after privatisatiopragate law employees did not benefit
from these conditions, and management had a maeh ffeign.

The Danish TDC case is characterised by strongiress and weak rules. Both works
councils and shop steward committees were invalvederseeing performance
management, but unlike at France Telecom, there fegrer restrictions on the use of
dismissals, which were used, in conjunction withatong, to reduce absenteeism. The
management also put a strong emphasis on teamsiguddd on weekly performance
meetings led by team-leaders, thus building uperoltannels as a part of performance
management.

The German Deutsche Telekom case involved strdeg and strong resources. Both works
councils and related committees played an impogaritin negotiating and adapting
performance management principles and operatiaer 2012, this role diminished
somewhat under the new agreement, but comparedivétbther cases, its influence
remained strong. Works councils also have conditief@owers to regulate management’s
use of dismissals, although other studies have shbat often councils and management
share a common concern about the health of theé&ssiwhen dealing with such issues
(Sadowski et al. 1995). In sum: the set of perfaroeamanagement practices adopted at
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Deutsche Telekom were contested and changed stibByaover time as the direct result of
collective negotiations. These negotiations platdedr constraints on management, but also
could serve as resources for gaining agreemenbtampally controversial measures. The
result was: of all the company case studies, afgatactices that sought some balance
between management demands for, e.g., more tilymting pay with performance, with
some degree of worker control over those practisésough works councils had lost power
to introduce constraints declined over time, mexently, they have been seeking to re-build
that power through creative compromises under roloadienging conditions.

In summary, the four cases can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1 Presentation of four models of performancenanagement in relation to the
nature of institutional constraints and resources

Institutions as resources: Adaptive performance
procedures (coordination by mutual adjustment)

Institutions as constraints: Weak Strong
Predetermined performance rules
(coordination by standardisation)

Weak BT TDC

Strong FT DT

4. Comparison of the cases: Institutions as constraistand resources

First, we describe institutions in the four cagdss shows differences in the extent to which
there were institutional ‘constraints’ in the foohjob security and union rules; as well as
‘resources’ in the form of strong labour involverhenthe design of practices.

One set of constraints were job security arrangésnén DT and FT, it was more difficult to
dismiss employees for poor performance, due togéonational employment protection
legislation, as well as collective agreements andks/council oversight (DT) or a high
proportion of civil servants (moderate at DT; vaigh at FT). TDC and BT had company-
level job security arrangements, but it was mudezdo dismiss workers -- particularly on
the basis of performance, which was prohibitechenDT and FT cases.

A second set of constraints were union rules camecgruse of performance data and which
groups of employees could have variable pay. BTRAhtoth encountered long-standing
union resistance to performance-related pay outsidales roles, while rules concerning use
of performance data were strongest at DT, wherevtitks councils had prohibited
monitoring of individual performance in the pastthdugh they agreed to some changes in
these rules, they continued to place strict limaiisuse of data to ‘discipline’ rather than



‘develop’ employees. FT and BT had a somewhat weakesion of this: union
representatives monitored how data was used [AfpBdgressive discipline only possible if
management had proven that they had investedimriga etc.]

Institutions also could serve as ‘resources’. lloathe cases, collective agreements
providing job security and introducing proceduresdisciplining workers could be seen as
helping to invest in the ‘resource’ of worker skilHowever, for management to make use of
these skills, it was necessary to have some dedneerker consent or cooperation. Where
worker representatives were involved in the desigpractices and oversaw their
implementation, this helped to improve the peragilegitimacy of these practices — while
introducing predictability, and establishing progezs viewed as fair (procedural
legitimacy?).

The two cases that showed the strongest coopetabwe involvement were, not
surprisingly, the Danish and German companies: Bb€DT. Both countries are known for
having a tradition of ‘social partnership’ and lailmanagement cooperation over work
redesign. This has been linked in the literaturgttonger adoption of participatory work
practices (cite). [However, basis for cooperatidgfers: strong legal participation rights in
German case — while in Denmark workplace-leveligpgdtion is based more on voluntary
cooperation, dependent on union strength] Caskestishow that this made a difference for
the degree of substantive worker input into thegiesf performance management, and
development of ‘alternative’ sets of high involvamheractices.

These constraints and resources shaped the perfoemaanagement systems -- both directly
and indirectly. We summarize findings from eacheolagn the combination of institutional
resources and constraints.

Variable payThe above comparison illustrates dffiépatterns of outcomes across
superficially similar workplaces. These are all cahtre jobs serving a similar ‘consumer’
market segment, in similar large, incumbent teleoamications firms. The case studies also
show a similar trend toward increased centralipaéiod standardization of performance
management practices across the call centres. igpgdavere expected to meet targets in
similar areas, including call handling time, ‘comapice’ with schedules, customer service,
and sales; and performance was evaluated usingnbication of individual- and team-based
metrics, remote monitoring, and side-by-side listgrwith coaches.

The main differences we observed were in two afféiest, they differed in the extent to
which performance information was used to ‘disciplior ‘develop’ employees. At BT and
TDC, employees who failed to meet performance m®trould go through a disciplinary
procedure that led to dismissal. In both companiesmns sought to ensure that the rules
governing the process were fair and transparett, @gportunities for employees to get
training and support to help them improve theif@genance. However, the presence of this
potential threat of dismissal was an important ts®d to motivate employees to improve in
target areas.



At DT and FT, union rules and job security agreetmé&iosed off’ the option for
management to adopt a system of progressive diseiph addition, at DT, works
agreements had long prohibited recording indivigheaformance data, requiring that this
information be aggregated to the team level. Tlaarcconstraint’, in turn, gave
management incentives to use other tools to metieatployees. At DT, these included
intensive developmental coaching and training, stments in improving employee health,
and an intricate system of performance-based in@ntAt FT, employees received regular
performance evaluations, and the results were tasdetermine salary increases or
promotions.

Second, the case studies adopted different moolelafiable pay. BT and FT both had a
model of variable pay that was primarily basedraividual, sales-based commissions on
top of base pay. Thus, both only had variable pagfmployees involved in sales. This was
due in large part to long-standing union resistaatdgoth companies to performance-related
pay: sales commissions were viewed as more acdepgabthey were easy to measure and
provided employees the possibility of earning saiisally above their base pay.

In contrast, TDC and DT had variable pay for all cantre employees, which was based on
meeting different goals or targets. At TDC, they&st component of variable pay for most
groups in the call centres (particularly sales sendice) was individual-based sales
commission. However, the union had successfullyeddor aggregating other performance
metrics at the teatevel, which were tied to a team-based bonus. B® had a mix of
individual- and team-based goals. It was the oageavhere fulfilment of targets was a
requirement for receiving 100% base pay (thus, samgortion of pay was ‘at risk’).
However, employee representatives had sought td iouvarious protections to this model
over time, with the amount and terms of ‘pay at'riead been an important issue in
collective bargaining. As described above, a ctillecagreement in 2012 altered this model
to reduce ‘risk’ and build in more predictability pay.

It is striking that in both TDC and DT, unions ceoated with the introduction of a more
developed system of variable pay, while puttinglace mechanisms that allowed employees
to appeal the process and outcomes of this sy$téms: because unions helped to co-design
the system, and established oversight, were mdliegvio cooperate — helped to improve
perceptions of fairness associated with this model]

Table 2 summarizes the differences in variablegysyems described above.
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Table 2 Variable pay in call centres

% Union/ works
. Performance-based pay :
variable Form council
structure .
pay involvement
TDC 1) 8- Above 1) Individual (60%); team Joint committees
1) Consumer 10% base pay (40%) met monthly to
2) Call Center 2)7.5 2) Individual (63-77%); discuss variable pay
Europe -12% team (23-37%)
Deutsche Included Individual/team (2/3) + Collective
Telekom 20-30% in base company goals (1/3) = 20% agreements with
DT pay Sales: Individual/team = protections; Joint
Kundenservice 30% committees
reviewed appeals on
targets
France 10-15% Above Sales (individual) X service Union opposition
Telecom sales base pay quality (individual) X meant variable pay
1) AVSC unit  only number of calls/hour (team allowed for sales
(fixed & only
internet)
2) CCOR unit
(mobile)
BT 35% Above  Exclusively based on Union opposition
BT Retalil sales base pay individual sales meant variable pay
only allowed for sales
only

We argue that these differences were related tmdise patterns of institutional constraints
and resources. BT and FT only had variable pagdtes employees due in large part to long-
standing union resistance to performance-relatgdgzdes commissions were viewed as
more acceptable, as they were easy to measureavidgd employees the possibility of
earning substantially above their base pay.

Constraints, resources and performance management

A notable feature of the results is that in theaoigations in which management power might
appear greatest, and where joint institutions hes®influence, it has made least progress in
linking pay to performance. In the light of incesgtitheory (eg Lazear, 1998), one might have
considered that the degree of performance mongdhat can be undertaken in call centres
would facilitate use of performance pay. Yet intbot these cases, performance pay was
limited to sales staff. In contrast, the systentsictv on the surface give greatest scope to
management discretion over employee pay, were migigly accepted in the cases where
institutions provide resources to both partiesFAseman and Medoff argue, voice
institutions have two faces that necessarily gettogy: information sharing and power. Thus,
one might have expected that the same resourcegivieseffective employee voice could
also give the power to block use of performancel@sed on management discretion.
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We argue that BT and FT/Orange could reach agresmanperformance pay for sales staff
because in this activity there are relatively otweccriteria that employees can evaluate, and
which are to a greater degree independent of mamamgggudgement than in other areas of
work. Reflecting back to Crozier’'s and Brown'’s waliscussed earlier, in sales, not only
does management have less unilateral control teemeasurement of performance, but the
measure itself is to a greater degree in the cbotremployees. This has been a longstanding
feature of piece-work, and a factor in its popujawith workers provided there is some
control over the piece rates that are set as SKI@98) noted in his classic study of
methods of industrial remuneration. Thus, wherétutgonal resources are relatively weak,
employees can ensure a greater degree of fainméiss bperation of the employment
contract by agreeing a wage that is closely tieghtobjective measure of performance.
Control over the piece rate prevents managememt fealucing piece rates in order to force
up the pace of work.

In contrast, in the two cases where institutiorsvjgle resources to employees, it has been
possible to take performance pay into additioneaarof work. The reason reflects the
argument of the previous paragraph. Participatagghranisms that can be used to regulate
the operation of performance management makeigrefas employees to engage in the
more flexible process of mutual adjustment with agement. The voice channels make it
easier for both parties to exchange information, lmndoing so on a regular basis, they are
better able to assess whether the other partyirggan good faith, seeking adjustments that
will benefit both, or whether they are doing so ogipnistically. As these institutions
commonly deal with many related issues, even if tire precluded from threats of industrial
action, by a peace obligation, they can use treathof reduced cooperation on other related
issues as a possible sanction. This is analogofiekis (2001) argument that cooperative
outcomes are easier to achieve in what he calleeti games’. In other words, even though
management may have greater control over the wamegremployees face in performance
pay based substantially on managerial judgemeoitg,ipstitutions can help to ensure that
these are operated fairly and in a way that reflboth parties’ views of their mutual
obligations. At the same time, as both co-workeid managers are affected by free-riding,
both have an interest in ensuring an even shafimgkloads among employees, hence the
use also of team incentives in the second two qd$26 and DT).

5. What about skills and work design?

One objection to a focus on collective bargaining &s effects on the employment system
[via voice/predictability/legitimacy] is that marament may have other resources: in
particular, skills may differ because of distinetitraining systems, tenure, etc. Related to this
is that a set of ‘high involvement’ practices mayrbore complementary to work design that
is complex. Following Streeck and others, we magtgect fewer specializations in the
German case — so more broadly designed jobs thet s of employee skills complement

a set of performance management practices thatagekegher than discipline employees.
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However: a comparison of work organization, tragniand tenure of employees shows no
clear pattern matching these expectations. Tablel@v shows that initial training was
roughly similar; while the workforce was experiedcwith high tenure in all cases (though
with higher turnover at TDC and BT).

The companies did make different choices regandiok design. Call centre employees can
be ‘multi-skilled’, trained to handle a range ofl ¢gpes; or more narrowly focused on one
kind of calls — for example, billing and collectmyroutbound sales, or customer service. In
addition, employees may handle calls from all corgtis or be organized into separate teams
serving groups of customers based on their ‘vatiteed’ — for example, small business
customers or residential customers purchasinglavatue bundle of products and services
with higher margins.

TDC was distinctive in not having specialized teatedicated to higher ‘value-added’
customers, and having predominantly mixed teanoresble for mobile and fixed line
products and services. At TDC, employees withirhegoup built up skill sets over time —
for example, in technical support they started with skill sets; then every month or two got
trained on additional skills until they developedamplete skill set. However, the
assumption was that over time employees within gastip would be able to handle all calls.
BT had some segmentation by customer type (SMEesgiential). However, there had been
a shift over time toward recruiting and trainingmayees into multi-skilled positions, where
they were expected to handle a range of call typ#sn each segment.

Deutsche Telekom and France Telecom had more caraplectures for organizing
specializations in their call centres. At DT, enya@es were divided into seven segments:
sales and customer retention (new or leaving custeinsmall business, residential service
‘gold’ (lower value), residential service ‘platinumigher value), home list, technical
service, and mobile service. There were also diffeteams of generalists and specialists.
‘Generalists’ were ranked according to their skaligl abilities (as identified, e.g., by team
leaders and sales statistics), and calls wereddateop ranked employees first. At FT,
employees were organized in two ‘levels’, with ripl# specializations within each. Level 1
received 80% of the calls, and included a matrithofe employee groups (sales and
termination, customer service and account managgmidimgs and collections) with a
further three customer segments: gold (high vaktepydard (low value), and new customers.
Level 2 received the remaining 20% of calls, araduded five groups handling complicated
collections, customer retention, technical asscsaafter-sales service, and e-delivery
tracking. These two levels were closely integrateth distinct ‘flows’ for collections, sales,
and service.

Thus: TDC and BT had the most ‘multi-skilled’ apach to work organization. The other
companies had developed different strategies ferdiftiate between customer groups and
call types, often adopting mixed models or expenta¢o merge different areas of work or
cross-sell products across groups. In intervievamagers and employee representatives at
most companies described change over time bothrdbarad away from a model of work
organization relying on more broadly skilled em@ey. For example, at DT, management
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had moved back and forth between a model whereyewe can do everything’ — starting in
2000, when they had first put in place multi-skifji(see Doellgast 2012); then changing
back to more specialization within teams; and by26xperimenting with more multi-
skilling again -- creating teams of generaligtsr{eralisten) at some locations — which were
differentiated from the specialistSpezialisten).

Table 3. Work organization and training for call centres (residential market)

Call centre specializations

Initial training  Turnover and Absenteeis

tenure m

TDC - sales & service, technical 1) 5-6 weeks 1) N/A 1) 3.5-4%
1) Consumer  support, billing,outbound sales 2) 4-5 weeks 2) 6% quits; 2) 6%
2) Call Center (1 only) 74% > 3 yrs
Europe - mixed mobile & fixed line tenure
(subsidiary) teams

- no specialization by custome

group
Deutsche new sales & customer Apprenticeship 15% quits; av. 8-10%
Telekom retention; small business; 2 years; 6 tenure > 20 yrs
DT residential service ‘gold’ (low weeks initial
Kundenservice value); residential service training

‘platinum’ (high value); home

list; technical support; mobile

service
France - Level 1(80% calls): sales & - 6 weeks if 2% retirement, 6-10%
Telecom termination, customer service customer marginal quits
AVSC unit & account management, service
(fixed & billings & collections — 3 background
internet) and  customer segments: gold (hig - 12 weeks if
CCOR unit value), standard (low value), changing jobs
(mobile) and new customers. within France

- Level 2(20% calls): Telecom

complicated collections,

customer retention, technical

assistance, after-sales service

e-delivery tracking

- 20% employees ‘multi-

skilled’ to handle 2+ call type

- separate mobile & fixed line/

internet centres; 3 mixed

centres handle both
BT Technical support and 4-6 weeks 10-50%; av. 4-5%
BT Retail complaints, residential sales tenure 15-20

and service, SME sales and yrs

service, billing and collections
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This shows that skill and job complexity are naeatral explanation for different models —
more ‘multi-skilled’ jobs where tenure was lowerre/¢o be found at TDC and BT; and all
companies moved back and forth between dividinkstasd multi-skilling. This perhaps has
implications for overall success of ‘constraintsturning to ‘beneficial constraints’ — if we
assume a complementarity between work designsskahure, and performance
management systems. However, it does show thabtgraints come first and are to some
extent independent of what management does ondhedesign front.

6. Conclusions

This study has explored the effects of differemhbmations of institutions as constraints and
as resources on the development of performancegearent systems across a sector in
which the technical and skill demands are relagil'edlmogeneous across countries. It finds
that when institutions function primarily by setirules, these will often constrain
management, for example, limiting performance pagdtivities where employee outputs are
relatively easily quantified, as in sales, and bkiing it from activities where performance is
more ambiguous and requires greater reliance didgemr judgemental assessments by
management. Lacking other forms of control, we doavihe work of Crozier and Brown
cited earlier to hypothesise that employees fearttie uncertainty about performance
judgements will be exploited by management to tbein disadvantage. In contrast, when
employees can exercise greater voice and conteslloaw performance is evaluated and
rewarded, they are more confident that managem#raatin good faith, and so will find
such practices more acceptable.

There are notable limitations on this study. Mahthe employees were formerly covered by
public sector arrangements, and so even thouglteaiies may be new, the organisations
have a certain legacy of employment practicesthigistudy that they all share to varying
degrees. Even though in depth interviews were ustdda cross-section of stakeholders the
number of organisations remains small.

Nevertheless, there are some broader implicatibonarostudy. These relate to the
importance of encouraging employee voice (creatorglitions for success of ‘high road’
work and management practices) while maintainingstraints (closing off practices
associated with ‘low road’). This is beneficial bdbr gaining the fullest advantages of the
flexibility of the employment relationship and femployees’ job quality. In Britain in the
1960s, Allan Flanders argued that management hiae pvepared to share control if it
wanted to regain it. The paradoxical nature ofsktedement reflects the fact that the
employment contract is not just open-ended bstatiso a joint framework for regulating the
supply of labour services in the interest of badhtips. When he spoke of ‘regaining control’
he did not mean a reassertion of unilateral managedecision-making. In the long run, this
would merely stimulate a defensive reaction onpidue of employees to protect themselves
against one-sided management action, and lockdiddis into a set of restrictive workplace
rules. The counterpart to the forced distributibp@rformance ratings tried at BT, with a
potential dismissal of employees with the lowesihgs, designed no doubt to force line-

15



managers to differentiate performance ratings, emagloyee resistance to the spread of
linking pay to performance. On the other hand, eth@ontrol through joint committees and
works councils made linking pay to subjective, jenigental performance measures by
management more acceptable. Thus, if employee®taantrol potential management
abuse of appraisals, their best strategy is to farstestrictive rules. If they have joint
workplace institutions that protect against sudibacthe best strategy is to go for flexibility
as this will improve their economic outlook as wakhke for more interesting jobs.
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