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1. 
SHORT INFORMATION ON HOW THE CASE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

The interviews were conducted by Annika Schönauer and Christoph Hermann between summer 2006 and February 2007 mostly at the workplaces of the respondents. Three interview partners were from Post AG, four from postpartners (2 executives and 2 employees) and one interview partner was from the Austrian Chamber of Economy. Only one interview partner was female. The duration of each interview was approximately 1 hour, one interview was only half an hour.

2.
GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE CASE STUDY

Brief basic characteristics of 

· the companies involved: Post AG and 190 post-office partners

· the business function: branch activities

· the units covered: post office and two post-office partners 

· products and services: post office services

· the restructuring: outsourcing of branch activities to the post-office partners

· the period of restructuring (when):  since 2001 

· number of workers in the companies: perhaps 100?

· geographic spread of value chain : throughout Austria

3.
CASE STUDY FINDINGS

3.1
Company and value chain (re-)organisation:

3.1.1
(re)organisation of the business function, legal and ownership structures, company boundaries

In 1996, with the prospect of the approaching liberalisation of the European postal market, the publicly owned Austrian Post and Telegraphs Administration was converted into a limited company, which however was still state owned. In 1999 Telecom Austria AG was hived off and the remaining business areas combined into Post AG. Subsequently, further business areas such as Postbus that were not part of the core postal business were hived off and sold. The conversion into a private company had two aims: on the one hand, the intention was to position the business for the approaching liberalisation. As a company under private law, the post office could expand through takeovers and the foundation of subsidiaries into new business fields such as logistics and become active abroad. On the other hand, the company was to make a profit in the medium term. In this regard, a further step was taken in 2006, when 49 per cent of the company was floated on the stock exchange.

In order to reduce costs, new opportunities for savings were soon being sought. Since  1996 there have been several waves of staff reductions. These were mainly effected through early retirements and special payments to sweeten voluntary redundancies. At the same time, there was massive investment in technology and information-based rationalisation – for example through the construction of fully automated sorting centres. In 2001/2002 attention turned to the branch network. The management argued that many branches in small towns and villages in the countryside were no longer profitable (such cost-benefit analyses only became possible through the introduction of new information and communication technology). In the first wave, 638 branches were closed. In 2004/2005 there was then a second wave of closures, which again affected 310 branches (interview A3). The post office has thereby cut its Austrian branch network by more than 40 per cent since 2000. 

3.1.2
(re)organisational and spatial aspects of the value chain 

The reduction of the branch network was publicly presented as “structural adjustment” and “network optimisation” (ibid.). Nevertheless, there were vehement public protests against the closures, because access to postal services was made significantly more difficult for particular groups. Above all, this affected older people in rural areas, who owing to their limited mobility were dependent on their local post-office branch. According to the 2005 amendment of the Post Office Act, as the universal service provider Post AG is obliged to offer postal services in a nationwide network and through an appropriate density of collection and access points. The post office claimed to be fulfilling these obligations by offering alternatives to the abandoned branches.
 One of these alternatives is the post-office partners. The idea is that the grocery shops in the locality, which are in many cases struggling to survive, will take over the postal services and thus create a second business support (this has long been the practice in other countries). The retail specialist group in the federal Chamber of Economy, the statutory representative of private enterprise in Austria, was impressed with the idea and immediately contacted the post-office management (interview D1). In the meantime a post-office-partner working group was established.

In 2001, a post-office-partner pilot project with eight locations started. In 2002 the first tranche, with approximately 100 post-office partners, went into service. By 2006 the number had risen to 190 (interview A1). The search for partner businesses was not so simple as had been expected, however. Actually, grocers make up only about half of the post-office partner branches. In the meantime, chemists, newsagents and tourism associations also function as post-office partners. In a range of cases, however, the municipalities or charitable associations have had to step in in order to maintain the postal service in the locality. True, the post office speaks of a success, but on whole it has only been possible to replace some 20 per cent of the closed branches. There were also cases where post-office partners withdrew from the contract because the second business support proved not to be profitable enough. 

3.1.3
contractual relations (between the companies) and power relation (main power resources of companies and units, forms of governance of the value chain)

The post-office partner services are based on a contract with the post office. This in turn is based on a framework contract negotiated between Post AG and the federal Chamber of Commerce (interview A1, D1). The contract governs the obligations of the post-office partners, the range of services provided, the remuneration for the post-office partners and the charges for the infrastructure supplied by the post office. The contract also governs the liability and damages questions and obliges the post-office partners to adhere to the conditions of the Post Office Act. The post office exercises extensive control over the post-office partner as a result of the contract. It lays down the services provided at the post-office partners’ counter, which is physically and in the accounts separate from the rest of the business. The post office is extremely flexible in the interpretation of the contract however: in the two cases we researched, the post office raised the maximum sum laid down to be kept in the safe after customers had complained because there was not enough money to cover withdrawals. 

The contract between the post office and the post-office partners is concluded for an indefinite period but can be terminated at any time by either partner (ibid.). According to the contract the post-office partners receive a commission for each individual service or for each product sold. The income arises from the number of transactions and the respective reimbursement minus the charge for computer support (€54 per month). Accounts are settled once a month. The post-office partners are obliged to confidentiality with regard to further contract details. The passing on of contract details can theoretically even lead to the termination of the contract (interview B1). The investment for the operation of a post-office-partner office is around €10,000. 85 per cent of this is assumed by the post office, the rest is covered by public subsidy, so there are no investment costs for the post-office partners themselves  (interview A1).

True, the post-office partners have their own representation in the Chamber of Commerce – the post-office partners working group – but according to our interviews there is as good as no contact between the post-office partners. Some know each other from the training, but above and beyond that there have been no serious attempts to network the post-office partners in order to be able to present a united front to the post office. 

3.2
Functions and overall workflow in the value chain

3.2.1
functions performed in the value chain, changes through restructuring, tasks carried out in different units, division of labour, workflow in core areas 

The Austrian Post AG is subdivided into three divisions: letters, parcels and logistics, and the branch network. In addition to this there is the post office savings bank (PSK) as a separate company for which the post office offers services (since 2000, the PSK has been owned by the BAWAG bank, which since 2007 has been owned by an American investment fund). The branch network is primarily responsible for the sale of services: the post is posted here and money transactions processed. On top of this there is the ever more frequent sale of non-postal products such as mobile phones, music CDs and stationery. Above and beyond this, the branches also carry out important carrying activities: parcels are not only posted over the counter but also picked up. 

To a certain extent, the post-office partners represent outsourced front-desk activities. They offer an almost complete range of services to private customers that are also offered in regular post offices (interview A1, A2).
 There are limitations in the giro and savings transactions and above all in the sale of products. In recent years post offices have greatly extended the range of products they are selling. Alongside mobile phones, there  is office stationery, CDs, DVDs and other gift items as well as a film and photo developing service. With a few exceptions, none of these products are sold at the post-office partners – not even stamps. The reason for the latter is sometimes very difficult to explain to customers.

“The people queue at the post-office counter because they are used to being able to buy stamps at the post-office counter. After waiting as the twentieth in the queue – that’s exactly how it was again at Christmas – I have to tell him, I’m sorry, but I can’t sell you any stamps . . . there we had some customers who were disappointed and did not understand why you couldn’t get that in the post office.” (interview B1). 

To some extent the post-office partners have avoided these limitations however: thus although it is not officially permitted to give an account balance, the customers can name a fictitious amount and the post-office partner worker can check to see if the amount is available for a withdrawal (ibid.). Or there are no stamps at the post-office-partner counter, but there are in the separate shop area – although the customer may have to queue up again for them (ibid.). An essential difference is that the post-office partners are not permitted to deal with any complaints themselves. The nearest main post office is responsible for this, which in the past was a repeated cause of annoyance for customers who wanted to complain to the post-office partner (interview C2).

Within the branch network division there is a special group dealing with the development and care of the post-office partners. This includes one nationwide and several regional post-office-partner advisers. Their task is to contact the post-office partners regularly and support them in all issues. The post-office-partner advisers also organise introductory training and further training. The branch network division also sends out regular information to the post-office partners in the form of a newsletter or e-mails. In the computer program there are also sometimes pop-ups drawing staff’s attention to changes (interview B2). In the past, the provision of the relevant information did not always function smoothly (interview C2).

In addition the post-office partners are linked to the branch network through the accounting branch. The accounting branch is usually the nearest main post-office, to which daily and monthly accounts are submitted. In some cases the accounting branch also assumes support tasks: in one of our case studies the post-office-partner worker rings the accounting branch if he does not know what to do (ibid.). Officially there is a helpdesk for support, which is also available to help post-office partners (interview A1). The helpdesk workers can access the post-office-partners’ terminals online. One post-office-partner worker says that you can see on the monitor how they are solving the problem (interview B2). In general, the people from the helpdesk are described as very friendly and helpful. In addition, shortly after they have finished training post-office partners frequently also contact their trainers (interview A1, A2).

Contact to the other two divisions – letters and parcels and logistics – takes place through the post carriers, who visit the post-office partners at least twice a day to collect and deliver letters, packages and money. The post carriers come from the nearest delivery base (since the latest restructuring post-office branches and delivery bases have been physically separated; previously each post-office had its own delivery base). Alongside the personal contacts, the post-office partners are connected by computer. The computer link is particularly important in money transactions – the triumphal march of computing started not least in the PSK banking software – but many other services have also in the meantime been put on computer, with the post office now having an overview of the transactions taking place. The signatures for the delivery of registered letters are also scanned in and can be further processed in this way. The post-office partners are permanently linked to the post-office headquarters online and through a dedicated program.

Changes in the post office branches that first made the outsourcing to the post-office partners possible in this form are also important. In many provinces the post office was a classic example of a bureaucratic organisation. In order to avoid mistakes, operating processes were highly standardised. This actually represented an ideal precondition for outsourcing. On the other hand the post office was also highly organised with regard to division of labour. Counter services and letter and parcel services were strictly separated within one post office (interview A3). As a result of the development of an integrated and easily used data-processing program and the establishment of so-called universal service counters, almost all services can now be carried out by the same member of staff (ibid.). Without computer-based integration, the services would be too labour intensive to be profitable for post-office partners.

Economically, the post-office-partner branches vary. According to post-office information, a post-office-partner branch is profitable only after a turnover of €400 a month. In the course of the negotiations those interested in becoming post-office partners were made aware of this. In most cases, the turnover was significantly above this threshold. In the case of the newsagent the assumption of post-office services clearly paid off. Turnover rose by around 40 per cent as a result of the assumption of post-office-partner activities. The owner is even planning to take on an additional worker (interview B1). The business, however, is not in a structurally weak rural region but in the expanding periphery of a city. This post-office partner would like to expand the product range and for example possibly sell mobile phones (ibid.). Our second case is completely different: here it concerns a post-office-partner branch that is operated by a local authority. An extra part-time worker was taken on for this. The income does not nearly cover the costs. The municipality has to contribute several thousand euro per year. The mayor sees it as a service to the citizens (interview C1).

In some cases the post-office partners terminated the contract with the post office owing to lack of profitability. In this connection there is also criticism of the attitude of the post office. According to this, the post office was exploiting the post-office partners by fixing their reimbursements at too low a level (interview A3).

3.2.2
geographical structure of companies and units, spatial division of labour along the value chain, geographically distributed work

As a result of the universal service directive, the post office is obliged to provide a nationwide service. The service is primarily offered through the branch network.  As a result, the branch network is necessarily very decentralised (which entails high costs). Alongside the electronic connection through an online data link (since 2022 all branches without exception are linked to the central data processing), branches are linked with the post office through a continuous flow of letters and parcels. Both are collected and handed over at the branches – the latter when the addressee cannot be reached at the delivery address. In this system, the post-office partners replace the usual branches. Here too, letters and parcels can be collected and handed over. In the case of parcel posting, the post-office partner takes the parcel, charges the appropriate costs, and then passes it on to the postman. From the delivery base the parcel goes to a sorting centre. From the sorting centre it then goes to a delivery base again, where the postman takes the parcel and delivers it. If the addressee cannot be reached, they receive an advice note with which they can pick up the parcel from the nearest post-office branch, or if there is no longer a branch then from the post-office partner.

To some extent, post-office partners feel themselves as part of a larger enterprise:

“So in the meantime I actually identify quite strongly with it . . . if you want to look inside the company, how many fantastic people work there, with what commitment and what intelligence – unfortunately from the outside you don’t see it – then you get another image [of the post office] and you can identify with it well as a post-office partner” (interview B1).

3.2.3
temporal aspect of the workflow, the role of time and flexibility, consequences of restructuring

95 per cent of the post is delivered the following day. This demands sophisticated logistics. The sorting centres operate round the clock. The branches are visited twice a day to deliver and collect letters. The post-office partners are part of a complex system in which time plays a major role. Many post-office partners have longer or shorter opening hours than the regular post-office branches. As a rule, however, an individual solution is found for each post-office partner. In the case of the town hall, which closes at midday three times a week, a postman comes and takes the post. On the day when it is open in the afternoon, an extra postman comes from the nearest large town (interview C2). There are problems with support owing to longer opening times. The newsagent once needed support on a Saturday afternoon, when the helpdesk was no longer accessible (the problem was dealt with on the Monday morning; interview B1).

3.3
Changes in employment 


3.3.1
employment structures (categories of workers, basic gender relations, employment contracts) including changes

Some 60 per cent of the staff at the post office still have civil-servant status. The remainder have a normal employment contract. Almost 30 per cent of the staff are women. The ratio of part-time workers is some 10 per cent and has risen sharply in recent years. The number of workers on short-term contracts and agency workers has also risen. In the branches, however, the majority of the workers are on a standard contract of employment with a 40-hour week. In the case of the post-office partners the situation is very varied: inasmuch as it concerns grocery and retail outlets, one can assume an above average ratio of women and part-time jobs. It also favours the establishment of part-time jobs, as in both of the cases studied additional personnel were indeed taken on but the additional activities were not sufficient for full-time employment.

3.3.2
employment conditions (terms and conditions, contractual flexibility), Human Resource Management and internal labour market (including changes)

One of the main effects is that staff at the post-office partners have essentially less employment security than staff at the post office, who as civil servants and directly employed workers cannot easily be made redundant. Thus, despite a massive reduction of the branch office network, there has not been one single redundancy. However, there was a range of transfers, with some workers being confronted with new working situations and sometimes also with new demands (interview A3). Post-office workers in the past have been well trained, with one focus of the training being on the improvement of customer contact.

In the case of the post-office-partner workers it can be assumed that a considerable proportion of them are on part-time work. Part-time workers represent a flexibility reserve in as much as their working hours can be adjusted to the fluctuations in customer demand. On the other hand, one of our two case studies clearly shows that in a small business the individual needs of the staff are also taken into account. In the specific case it concerns the adjustment of working hours to the schooling obligations of the female shop-assistant concerned. In the case of a conflict, it is the boss who staffs the counter (interview B2) The same boss is also prepared to finance training courses for his female shop-assistants (interview B1). 

3.3.3
negotiations on changes in employment (redundancies, transfer of workers etc) and employment conditions

Although the branch network has been reduced by 40 per cent since the year 2000, no post-office worker has been made redundant. The first closure wave mainly affected workers on short-term contracts, which  were not renewed, and agency workers (interview A3). After the second wave of closures, which still affected more than 300 workers, the surplus workers were transferred to other branches or offices. The works council succeeded in negotiating a company agreement with the management according to which no worker would be made redundant on economic grounds (ibid.). In this connection there was also no transfer of the workers to the post-office partners.

3.3.4
impact on quality of work


Compared to the post-office workers, the main difference to the workers in the post-office partners is certainly security of employment. Post-office workers in the past could only be made redundant with difficulty and the last wave of branch closures also did not lead to any redundancies. As workers in very small and largely economically threatened businesses, the workers in the post-office partners certainly have far less job security (apart from those employed by a local authority). With regard to wages, too, the post-office-partner workers tend to be worse off than their colleagues employed in the post offices (again excepting municipal workers). At the post office, too, in recent years the ratio of part-time workers has risen; as a whole, however, it seems that post-office-partner workers still do more part-time work than those at the post offices.

3.4
Changes in work organisation 

3.4.1
content of work, cooperation, managerial control, spatial aspects (distributed work, workers‘ mobility), role of customers (including changes)

As described above, various establishments such as grocers, chemists, newsagents, tourism associations, charitable associations and local authorities function as post-office partners. For workers in these jobs, the assumption of the post-office-partner activities usually means taking on extra tasks. The idea is that the additional activities should help the partners to use the capacities of their infrastructure and personnel better.

In both of the post-office-partner businesses we studied, however, additional staff had to be taken on in order to cope with the additional tasks. The additional workers, however, are mainly but not exclusively responsible for post-office-partner activities. In both cases, the workers affected spend less than 40 hours a week on post-office-partner activities – in one case the worker concerned is only employed part time, in the other the worker is employed half a day for the post office and half a day on other jobs. In both cases, dealing with post-office activities and other tasks involves a time overlap (interview B2, C2). In the case of the newsagent, this includes looking after the rest of the business, in the case of the local authority, the worker simply carries out clerical work when there are no customers for the post-office partner. In each case, however, it is very troublesome that a job that has just been started has to be dropped because a customer suddenly turns up (ibid.).

The post-office-partner activities themselves are very customer-intensive, but at the same time the work process is highly standardised and in most cases is structured by the post office’s own computer program. Using a touch-screen function, the worker clicks on the service concerned on the monitor. Then the program shows the appropriate menu, from which the worker can choose the appropriate functions. In a certain way the program guides the worker through the transaction. The introduction of a new program in 2006 made the work even more simple (interview B2, C2). This program also contains an electronic handbook in which all essential information is stored and can be referred to. The daily and monthly accounts are somewhat more demanding, but here, too, the new program has made things significantly easier (ibid.). The “electronic crutches”, however, do not mean that the post-office-partner workers do not know the material. After years of post-office-partner work they know all the ins and outs of many details precisely.

In general, dealing with customers seems to be enjoyable. One of the post-office-partner workers says decidedly that the direct contact with people is an improvement on his previous job, in which he was mainly working in an office (interview C2). At the same time, however, it also repeatedly causes problems: if, for example, it has to be explained to a customer that the postman has hundreds of mails per day to deliver and so cannot wait at the door for five minutes until the addressee opens it; or if customers have forgotten their ID and nevertheless want to pick up an official letter (interview B1).

Whereas the post office exercises a high degree of control over the post-office partners through the electronic connection, the workers responsible within the post-office partners enjoy a high level of autonomy. In both of the cases we studied, the workers responsible for post-office partner activities were not directly supervised. They run the post-office-partner counter independently and are also responsible for any repeat orders. At most, a control function is exercised by the accounting post office, which checks the monthly accounts. In both cases the workers concerned appreciate their relative decision-making freedom.

The work at the post-office partners is in many regards similar to that in the post-office branches. In both cases the jobs are indeed highly standardised, but at the same time various jobs have to be carried out by the individual workers. In the case of the post-office partners, the post activities make up only part of their total activities. In the case of the post office, the branch workers are taking on ever more non-post jobs, such as the sale of mobile telephones. As a result, less specialist knowledge is needed in order to carry out the individual tasks. At the same time, however, there are more differing tasks to be carried out. To this extent, despite the IT assistance, the work has not necessarily become simpler (interview A3). The change can also been described as a coupling of standardisation and multi-tasking.

3.4.2 organisation of working hours, differentials in working hours between companies, temporal flexibility (including changes)

Whereas the regular post office branches have standard opening hours – as a rule between 8.00 and 18.00 – the opening hours of the individual post-office partners vary.
 Of our two case studies, the newsagents was open significantly longer than regular post-offices. During the week, the post-office partner opens at 6.00 and closes at 18.30. In addition, the newsagents is also open on Saturday afternoons. The customers can therefore use the service before and after work and on Saturday afternoons (interview B1, B2). To this extent the establishment of the post-office partners has led to a flexibilisation of opening times, which the post office expressly welcomes. The more than 66 opening hours per week are managed by flexible shift work of the owner and his two assistants. One of the two assistants, who alongside the owner is primarily responsible for post-office-partner work, works 30 hours a week (ibid.). The situation at the local authority is completely different: there the post-office-partner counter is only open for 20 hours a week. The counter is open four times a week in the mornings and once in the afternoon. True, the worker responsible is on a 40-hour week, but for the remaining 20 hours he carries out other jobs in the local authority (interview C2).

3.4.3
functional flexibility, team working (including changes)

The introduction of functional flexibility in the post office branches was a precondition for being able to outsource the services in the framework of the post-office partners. Whereas previously there was a strict division of tasks and responsibilities – some workers were responsible for the letters and parcels services, others for the counters – the introduction of the so-called universal service counter made it possible for an individual worker to take care of several tasks simultaneously (interview A3). The precondition for this was the standardisation of activities and the necessary knowledge through the introduction of new information and communication technology. At the same time, however, staff had to take on non-postal tasks. This includes, for example, the sale of mobile telephones. The post-office-partner businesses are as a rule too small for team-working to play a significant role. In the one case at least the weekly shift plan is planned together once a week (interviews B1, B2).

3.4.4
impact on quality of work

The effects on the quality of work are divided: on the one hand the businesses profit from a new challenge – the work becomes more demanding and is linked with social prestige. On the other hand, in both cases the intensity of work has significantly increased, because more tasks now have to be dealt with in the same time. The staff find it annoying that they are repeatedly dragged away from other tasks. They also regard the relatively high degree of autonomy in a positive light. In both cases there are no immediate superiors controlling the work. In this regard, the quality of work at the post-office partners may even have improved in comparison to the post-office branches (this relates to the usual advantage of small businesses). At the post-office branches there has not only been a change in the content of work – a dequalification coupled with an extension of the spectrum of activities – but in connection with branch mergers and staff reductions, in recent years there has above all been an increase in the intensity of work and thereby also of stress.

3.5
Skills, knowledge and learning

3.5.1
formal skill structures (including differences between men and women) and actual skill needs

The highest qualifications of the staff at the post-office partners we surveyed were either an apprenticeship and a technical school. The specific expertise is either provided in the framework of the courses organised by the post office or by internal training through experienced colleagues some of whom were trained by the post. The post office requires one person to participate in the training but leaves it up to the post-office partner whether other staff are also to be trained by the post office or whether they show them the ropes themselves. The first training unit lasts three days, with the participants being taught in a training centre. In the process, fundamental post-office-specific knowledge is taught (“post-office theory”) and an overview of the post-office’s own software is provided. In a second module the participants are then taught on site by a trainer. This training lasts five days. All interview partners found the on-site training very helpful (interview B1, B2). In one case, the staff member was trained by a colleague. In this case, the training lasted approximately one month (interview C2).

Despite the comparatively brief period of introductory training, the workers concerned found it sufficient. Information can be looked up at any time in the electronic handbook and in case of doubt there is always the support. As described above, the improvement in computing in recent years has led to less specialist knowledge being needed. On the other hand, there were also some problems initially. For the further machine processing of the post it is important that it is properly prepared. This was not always the case, which led to delays in the distribution centres (interview A1). These problems have been weeded out in the meantime, however. 

A precondition for the job is a good memory and the readiness to work on a computer. In one of the cases we surveyed, a sales assistant refused to take over post-office-partner tasks owing to lack of experience with computers. It is also interesting that whereas personnel at the post office are trained in dealing with customers, for the post-office partners it is assumed that the personnel are experienced in customer contact (interview A1, A2). However, this is not necessarily the case, as is shown by the experience that, first, extra staff are taken on for the job and, second, not all those working for the post-office partners are salespeople. At least 15 per cent of post-office-partner jobs are occupied by municipal civil servants.

3.5.2
knowledge intensity of the different tasks, standardisation and formalisation of work

As has already been mentioned, the introduction of new communication and information technology led to standardisation and subsequently to a reduction of specific expertise. This on the one hand permitted the individual workers to carry out several different and to some extent new tasks. To this extent there was a reduction in post-office-specific knowledge and at the same time the range of different knowledge was extended. For example, at least in the larger branches, staff now also have to know something about mobile phones. Workers at post-office branches are thus developing away from the classical post-office civil servant towards being a salesperson. For the post-office-partner staff, the development is in a certain way going in exactly the opposite direction: they are moving away from being classical salespeople towards post-office civil servants.

3.5.3
learning opportunities, training policies 

Alongside the general training, the post-office-partner workers also received training in the new post-office computer program last autumn (the post office assumed the training costs, the post-office partners the labour costs of their staff). In the case of the newsagent’s, the owner assured his staff that he wanted to fund regular further training measures (interview B1). This may, however, be an exception. As in most cases it is a question of micro-businesses, it must be assumed that except for post-office-specific further training there are no other training measures. As a large company, the post office offers its staff the most varying types of training measures.

3.6
Industrial relations & regulations

3.6.1
forms of workers’ representation

As a former public company, Post AG had its own law regulating worker participation (the Post Office Constitution Act). The staff elect a works council at regular intervals consisting of several full-time officers (the post office shop stewards are simultaneously officers of the Post Office and Telegraph Workers’ Union; approximately 80 per cent of post office workers are union members). The works council played a decisive role in the fact that despite the two waves of closures there were no compulsory redundancies. The situation is different at the post-office partners. Where the post-office partners are operated by municipalities there is a good chance that the staff will also be represented by a shop steward. In most cases, however, there is no shop steward. In Austria a company must have at least five workers in order to be able to elect a shop steward. The majority of post-office partners have less than five employees. In no case are they represented by the post-office trade union. As municipal workers they will be represented by the Union of Local Authority Workers, as workers in a retail business by the Union of Private Employees. Precisely in retailing there are major difficulties in organising workers in a union, so it must be assumed that only a very limited number of post-office-partner staff are members of a trade union. 

3.6.2
information and consultation, issues of negotiations

As described above, in the course of the last wave of branch closures the works council at the post office negotiated a company agreement with the management under which no members of staff could be made redundant for economic reasons. On the other hand, the shop steward is certain that as a consequence of liberalisation and privatisation in recent years, the relationship with management has significantly worsened. One can by no means call it a social partnership at company level (interview A3). There are no shop stewards at the majority of the post-office partners and thus no negotiations between management and staff. However, the businesses are so small that there is often a close personal relationship between the owner and his staff. It can therefore be assumed that they are regularly informed about any changes 

3.6.3
impact of national and European regulation (on the involvement and negotiation of consequences of restructuring,) and problems of enforcement

The post office’s own company constitution act gives the elected works council particular worker-participation rights. These also include the negotiation of company agreements to which the management must adhere. In the case of the post office, such an agreement states that after the last wave of branch closures no post-office worker may be made redundant for economic reasons. In the case of dismissals, the works council and the worker concerned has further rights and the claim to particular support. To this extent, national labour law and regulations certainly play an important role.

3.6.4
pressures on regulations and national institutions

At least in large companies like the post office, company worker participation, which comes into play precisely in staff reductions, is not in question. As a whole, however, pressure on the works council to agree to management plans has increased. The role of the works council is increasingly limited to getting the best deal possible for the staff out of a given situation. In the long term, the pressure on the high level of job security that post-office staff still enjoy will rise.

3.7
Conclusions

3.7.1
basic characteristics of the case

As an enterprise operating as a private company and partly also in private ownership, the Austrian Post AG has in recent years attempted to cut costs and make a profit. After the staff cuts, since 2001 the branch network has been reduced by approximately 40 per cent. In a counter-move, services that were previously provided by the branch network have been outsourced to some 190 post-office partners. The main motive of the outsourcing was the saving of material costs. In the short term, personnel costs were not cut, as no post-office worker was made redundant through the cuts in the branch network. 

Post-office partners provide most of the services that are also provided in a regular post-office branch. The services are provided over their own, physically separate counter. The post-office partners receive commission on each of the services provided. The idea behind this is that the additional business field for retailers in structurally weak areas represents a second economic support. In fact, retail businesses comprise only approximately half of the post-office partners. Post-office partners are also chemists, newsagents, municipalities and not-for-profit organisations. Not least through the corresponding contractual agreements and through a permanent computer link, the post office exercises a relatively high level of control over the post-office partners.

The precondition for the outsourcing of services was an extensive standardisation of activities and the development of a special computer program that significantly simplified the execution of the corresponding tasks. In the post-office branches themselves, this change resulted in a single member of staff at a branch being able to carry out several tasks for which, previously, specific knowledge and thereby different categories of staff were necessary. The introduction of the universal counter is symbolic of this development. At the post-office partners the development led to post-office-partner workers being able to deal with additional other tasks. This led to frequent interruptions in activities, which the interview partners all find annoying.

Whereas the post office exercises a high level of control, the workers responsible at the post-office partners largely enjoy a relatively high degree of autonomy –if as they are responsible for the management of the post-office-partner counter. Both in the regular branches as well as in the post-office partners, work is very customer intensive. Above and beyond this, the computer-based simplification of the work is compensated for by the fact that the staff have to carry out several different tasks. There is sometimes also an adaptation of the two occupational groups. Whereas at the post-office partners retail sales staff often carry out additional post-specific activities, in recent years the staff at the post-office branches have increasingly been required to sell non-postal products such as CDs, DVDs or mobile phones. 

3.7.2
importance of the case for the WORKS research questions

With regard to the WORKS research question, the case study is interesting in at least four respects.

First, the formation of a value-creation chain only came about through the liberalisation and privatisation of the postal sector and the associated restructuring of the Austrian Post AG. The aim of this value-creation chain is cost savings, however at least in the medium term not primarily from personnel costs – no staff were made redundant at the post office – but from infrastructure costs.

There was a dramatic change in employment conditions as a result of the outsourcing: the post-office-partner staff, unless they are municipal employees, enjoy far less employment security than the post-office workers. There may also be losses with regard to wages, and indeed not least because many of the post-office-partner staff work part time. The differences may be fewer with regard to working conditions. In the post-office branches, too, there has been an intensification of work and an expansion of the area of activities in recent years.

In this connection it is also interesting that the standardisation and simplification of tasks represented a precondition for the business function to be outsourced at all. An important step in this regard is the introduction of the universal counter in the post-office branches. It is also important in this connection that the simplification of tasks was achieved through the use of computer processing. At the same time, computer processing ensured a close and efficient connection between the outsourced functions and the company and gives the post office extensive control over the post-office partners. 

Another essential aspect of the case study is the Austrian labour-relations system and worker participation. Owing to the favourable legal and collective-agreement conditions, the Union of Postal and Telegraph Workers succeeded in ensuring that no post-office staff were made redundant despite the closure of post-office branches and the outsourcing of business functions to the post-office partners.

3.7.3 impact of restructuring on quality of work and quality of life

The outsourcing had no immediate consequences for the post-office workers. Despite the massive reduction in the branch network no staff were made redundant. For the post-office-partner workers there has been a slight improvement in comparison to the post-office workers inasmuch as in many cases they have more decision-making room for manoeuvre in the execution of their post-office-partner tasks – they are not controlled by a superior – and, typically of a small business, possibly have a better relationship with management (who as a rule works in the shop as its owner). Among the serious disadvantages are significantly lower job security, in many cases lower incomes and a part-time job that may demand a high degree of flexible working time. 
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� Alongside the post-office partners as an alternative to the traditional post-office branches, there are postal service offices, post collection offices and the mobile postal service. While there are limitations in the services of the first three establishments, the mobile postal service is only available for very limited periods. 


� Acceptance and handing over of all types of letters and  parcels, all sorts of remittances, in-payments and out-payments (up to a particular level), giro and savings transactions, forwarding orders, etc.


� In Vienna there are a few post-office branches with longer opening hours.
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