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1. SHORT INFORMATION ON HOW THE CASE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

We studied courier/customer service function of one company, Company C, a courier service company, a subsidiary of the National Postal Service, Co. P. In 2001, the national Postal Service decided to “virtually outsource” the courier part of its services to a subsidiary company it created for that purpose, Company C, which would operate under different organisational and labour relations principles than the parent company. We conducted 8 interviews in 3 visits to two units of company C (4 interviews were conducted outside the company premises) during May 2007. Two of the interviews were with executives of the company, one with a temporary (“hired”) worker, two with workers’ chief representatives, and three with regular workers. Two of the interviewees (workers) were women.
2. GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE CASE STUDY

· the companies involved: 
Co. P and its subsidiary Co. C.
· the business function: 
courier/customer services
· the units covered: 

Central hub, Mtown hub
· products and services:
pick up and delivery of letters and parcels
· the restructuring: 

Co. P creates Co. C to handle courier services
· the period of restructuring:   
2001-now
· # of workers in the companies: 600
· geographic spread of value chain: Greece, globe
3. CASE STUDY FINDINGS

3.1.1. Company and value chain (re-)organisation:

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

The restructuring under examination involves the creation in 2001 by the national Postal Service of a subsidiary company in order to handle more efficiently the fast expanding courier market: the picking up and delivery of letters and parcels for same-day or next-day delivery. The move, however, acquired the character of a “virtual outsourcing” when in the following years the subsidiary company proved to operate under a different work organisation and worse labour conditions than the parent company. The new entity has the legal status of a S.A. company 100% owned by its parent company. Both companies belong to the “broader public sector”, a hybrid public-private status: while the employees are not public servants, the companies are publicly owned and are supervised by the government (the majority of top officials are appointed by the government). The restructuring involved negotiations and agreement between the management of Company P, the postal workers’ union and the government.

The subsidiary company makes use of the parent company’s extensive network of outlets, as well as a small portion of the parent company’s employees in top positions, but the vast majority of the staff are employed as private employees with a distinct form of contract from the employees of the parent company who enjoy better terms and conditions. 

In addition, Company C has a network of privately owned “agencies” for pick-up and delivery of letters and parcels (and letters above a certain weight) in the more remote parts of the country. Company C’s international service is handled by another, international company.

3.1.3. (re)organisational and spatial aspects of the value chain 

The “door-to-door” courier services in Greece started in 1987 by Company P. By the end of the 1990s, however, the size of the market was growing very fast while the European Community liberalization policies were helping private companies to capture an increasing chunk of this market. Company P decided to respond to this fast changing environment by creating a subsidiary company as a means of upgrading its courier service under an autonomous organisational framework. The workers of Company P, who are participants in the Board of Directors, agreed that the nature of courier service (need for extensive promptness, quality, flexibility) required such a restructuring and even bought 1% of the shares of the new company. In a consensual further move, 250 employees of the parent company were transferred to Company C in order to kick-start the operations of the new company. The pick-up and delivery of letters and parcels requires an extensive network of offices which Company C did not have but was able to benefit from the existing network of branches of its parent company, and makes use of 750 postal offices around the country. In addition, a network of private agencies are contracted to handle the pick-up and delivery of parcels in remote areas of the country on behalf of the company.
3.1.4. contractual relations (between the companies) and power relation (main power resources of companies and units, forms of governance of the value chain)

Company C has access to the parent company’s network of branch offices. This puts it in a favourable position when it competes with the private-sector courier companies for mass delivery contracts (e.g. delivery of Board-of-Education exams to public schools, phone books, ad campaign materials, etc). In other words, Company C has an edge with large clients (such as the government itself), while competing companies do better with services limited to metropolitan areas. Company P as well as Company C are governed by a board of directors whose members include workers’ representatives (small minority), a representative of the parent company, and government appointments (majority). Strategic decisions of Company C (including those affecting staffing levels) must be approved by Company P. The company relies on a network of privately owned agencies for servicing remote areas of the country, which it contracts with generous terms for their cooperation (presumably due to a lack of alternative ways of ensuring country-wide service). International service is contracted out to an international courier company; the volume is rather limited and an international network of its own is nonexistent.
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 key functions performed in the value chain of Company C are the following: receiving orders from customers and tracking of the status of their orders, charting a pick-up schedule, picking-up of letters and parcels, delivery to hubs, sorting of parcels, charting a delivery schedule, delivery of parcels to customers. This value chain can be viewed as a branching off of a longer value chain that begins with the customer’s contact with a postal service (calling for pick up or dropping off in a box), continuous with the sorting and processing of the sent item, and ends with the delivery of the item. Before restructuring all the functions in this longer value chain were performed by the same company, Company P; after restructuring the subsection of the value chain involving courier services was “virtually outsourced” to a subsidiary company, Company C, created for that purpose. To this core value chain we must add logistics, marketing and selling (to potential large clients for mass service).
While there is a division of labour for the above tasks, employees often perform different tasks on different days, according to the changing volume of work.  Job classifications are only two, managers and production workers, in contrast to the parent Company P where numerous job classifications specify in detail the tasks to be performed by different categories of workers. Thus in Company C workers perform various tasks, and functional flexibility is very high.

Given the customer-driven nature of the service and the inherent race for timely delivery, there are sharp variations in the volume of work and a need for extended opening hours; this leads to shift-work as well as extensive use of overtime. In addition, due to these variations in the volume of work but also due to inefficient and politically-manipulated management, there is extensive use of seasonal workers and of temporary agency workers 

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

There is a wide network of company branches around the country. Most of them are owned by the parent company, some by the subsidiary company itself, and some are private agencies in contract with the subsidiary company. The work performed is similar in different units, while the volume of work dictates the pace and intensity of the work in a given unit. Workers are often dispatched from one geographical area to another to fill emerging shortages in staffing (usually for one day per week, which is scheduled several days in advance, and is accompanied by a modest per diem off-base compensation).
3.2.3. temporal aspect of the workflow, the role of time and flexibility, consequences of restructuring

   Workflow is irregular but usually intense. Its widest changes are caused mostly by the orders of large customers for mass delivery, and to a lesser extent by changes in demand by small customers. The role of time is paramount for the quality of the service provided, as most orders are for same- or next-day delivery. This requires extensive time flexibility in the form of opening hours (which means that all employees work regularly alternating shifts of 8:00-16:00 and 13:00-21:00) and use of overtime (Saturday work every other week plus occasional overtime of 1-2 hours extra work in a day), as well as of functional flexibility – which are rarely practiced in the parent company.  
3.3. Changes of employment 

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

Currently there are 4 categories of workers in Company C, beyond 15 managerial staff hired from the external market: 
· 98 employees transferred from Company P (working under a Company P contract), 
· 120 regular employees (working under a Company C contract), 
· 80 seasonal employees (working under a 4- or 8-month contract and for the national minimum wage), and 
· 250 to 300 temporary agency workers hired for a 2-month period which can be renewed up to a total of 18 months).
While all workers are hired as couriers, in fact only 400 of them work as couriers, while some 200 perform other, “internal” tasks: answering telephones and placing orders, sorting, etc. 
There seems little gender differentiation in the division of labour, inasmuch women fill approximately 40% of all types of jobs. On the other hand, management and supervisors are male-dominated. Women’s issues are not included in negotiations, while basic women’s issues such as parenting leave follow the provisions of the National Collective Labour Contract. There is no special policies for the harmonisation of work and family life, such as allowing women more leeway in choosing between day- and evening-shifts.
3.3.2. employment conditions (terms and conditions, contractual flexibility), human Resource Management and internal labour market (including changes)

Workers in the parent company benefit from a clearly delineated career path. Promotions are based on a specific set of criteria (years of service, performance, training); higher positions are filled by people rising through the ranks (internally) rather than through the external labour market. The situation is different for the new company; there is no clear career path, promotions are based mostly on supervisors’ discretion, and very top positions are often filled through the external market (or political-clientilistic appointment). No training is provided to the staff, who usually have high-school education and perform low-skill jobs (although driving in congested city centers while providing cordial service to customers requires a high amount of tacit skills). For most regular workers in Company C the goal is to one day move into the parent Company P. For temporary-agency and seasonal workers the goal is to one day get hired as a regular employee of Company C.
In Company C, regular workers enjoy a similarly high level of job security enjoyed by workers in Company P. Their wages have been significantly lower than in Company P in 2001, although the gap in recent years has been narrowing. Temporary agency and seasonal employees receive wages similar to the regular employees but have no job security; that is why they (especially temporary agency workers) feel that they have a heavier workload (unable to resist the supervisor’s demands for fear of non-renewal of their contract). There are no part-time workers.
There is no Human Resource Management division. The system is local-management driven, with a large amount of managerial improvisation in the allocation of the tasks, recognition of tacit skills, etc.

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

Negotiations on restructuring were largely consensual, as the parent Company P had a long tradition of information, consultation and negotiation with the union on any change in working conditions. Moreover, the restructuring did not involve any redundancies, and the transfer of workers was on a voluntary basis.

What is at the centre of negotiations in recent years, however, is the issue of understaffing. The workers in Company C feel that a) the amount of temporary agency and seasonal workers must be drastically reduced and b) the total number of staff must be dramatically increased. In other words, even with the extensive use of temporary and seasonal workers, the workload per employee is excessive. “I work like a dog”, said one worker, “I do the work of three people” said another.

3.3.4. impact on quality of work

Employment conditions in Company C are worse than in Company P: there is an overload of work, accompanied by stress for all workers, while there is job insecurity for half of the workers (temporary, seasonal). While there are indications that work has intensified in Company P as well, it is still considered “heavenly” in comparison to Company C.
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)

The content of work for many workers in Company C is broader than in Company P, as there are no detailed job classifications but extensive functional flexibility. Workers in Company C are all hired as “couriers” but usually they perform different tasks of customer service beyond the picking up and delivery of parcels from door to door, such as answering telephone orders, answering customer inquiries about the status of their order by monitoring and reporting on the whereabouts of their sent parcel (via a GPS tracking system), and working at the front desk of local drop-off or pick-up offices. Work is of a rather low-skill nature, but has high levels of stress and intensity due to high workload.

The organisation of work is very management-driven. Due to a general lack of rational organisation of work – exemplified by the fact that only this year the company will issue a Business Plan, all responsibility is concentrated in local managers who continuously improvise in task assignments. 

Worker mobility is encouraged and is often used to fill in staffing gaps arising in certain geographic areas. It is not uncommon for a courier to have to travel to a remote city once a week, work there and stay overnight – an assignment accompanied by a modest per diem payment.
3.4.2. organisation of working hours, differentials in working hours between companies, temporal flexibility (including changes)

Given the nature of the work (same- or next-day delivery), opening hours for Company C are longer than in Company P. In contrast to workers in Company P, workers in Company C work regularly alternating shifts (8:00-16:00 and 13:00-21:00), while every other Saturday they work (beyond the regular 40-hour, 5-day workweek) overtime. There seems to be little resentment about overtime work, because most workers count on the extra pay. Workers in Company P rarely do shift-work, have only occasional Saturday work, and have a 37.5-hour, 5-day workweek. There is no “flexi-time” or “time-account” type of scheme or part-time work in any of the companies.
3.4.3. functional flexibility, teamworking (including changes)

In the new company (as well as in the parent company) there are no innovative practices such as teamworking or job rotation. There is however extensive functional flexibility in Company C that didn’t and still does not exist in Company P. The labour contract in Company C stipulates only two job classifications, managers and production workers, in contrast to the parent Company P where numerous job classifications specify in detail the tasks to be performed by different categories of workers. Thus in Company C workers perform different tasks according to suddenly changing needs; a worker working as a courier strictu sensu (i.e. driver-deliverer) may be asked to work as a sorter, and a worker taking orders over the phone may be asked to work as a driver.
3.4.4. impact on quality of work

The result of restructuring has resulted in making work in the new company significantly more intensive and stressful. A larger amount of work must now be handled by fewer people, who must work faster, longer (overtime work every other Saturday is a norm) and more variably. The latter aspect is not necessarily negative and workers do not seem to resent it. However it has certainly not come about as a conscious effort for job enrichment but as a band-aid measure of work intensification to deal with chronic understaffing. The lack of a Business Plan testifies to the lack of serious organisational forethought; so does the fact that Company C’s market share is only 12%, despite its privilege to use the infrastructure of Company P (branch units). Very recently, however, it began to turn a profit, announced the issuing of a Business Plan, and intends to hire more regular employees – signs that things may be improving with time due to a learning curve.
3.5. Skills, knowledge and learning

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

All workers in Company C are hired as a single skill group, “couriers”, even though they are often called to do non-courier tasks. The requisite qualifications for being hired are the holding of a secondary education diploma, and of a professional truck and motorcycle driver’s licence.

Work is highly standardized. However the tasks of couriers involve important tacit skills: being a driver of a truck in a traffic-congested city, making 50 delivery stops without the benefit of a co-driver (to park or tend to the stopped truck) while being continuously contacted over the mobile phone for picking up parcels is a job requiring more skills than driving. It is interesting that the workers who answer customer inquiries about the status of their order do so by checking information on a computer terminal (where a modern GPS- and scanner based truck- and parcel- tracking system feeds in its data) have not ever received any computer training (it is not a requirement for being hired and it is not provided by the company). It is up to a worker’s initiative, will, and aptitude to learn-by-doing and up to a manager’s talent to discover such workers among the staff.  
3.5.2. knowledge intensity of the different tasks, standardisation and formalisation of work

The above mentioned electronic tracking system, introduced at the time of the restructuring, has standardized and formalised the process of picking-up, delivering, and tracking packages and managing the company’s fleet. The knowledge intensity of the job, however, has not increased significantly inasmuch as the high degree of standardisation means that even the task of tracking a package over a computer terminal requires only very basic skills. There is no evaluation mechanism (other than managers’ personal perceptions) to track and or certify workers aptitudes and performance. 

3.5.3. learning opportunities, training policies 

There are no training policies in Company C. Learning opportunities are also very limited. Workers do develop certain (tacit and generic) organisational skills due to the fact that they perform various tasks and work under very high time pressure. Lack of a cohesive strategic planning for the company, exemplified by the fact that it has been operating without a Business Plans contributes to the company’s inability to foresee future skill needs and thus identify training needs.
3.5.4. impact on quality of work 

Since restructuring work has become very intensive and variable, thus requiring more responsibility and dedication on the part of the workers. While this increased responsibility is to some extent welcome by workers, there is resentment for the fact that work has become too intense relative to its remuneration and that the increased responsibility of the worker is not the outcome of an innovative managerial philosophy as the outcome of very high levels of understaffing and mismanagement.
3.6. Industrial relations & regulations

3.6.1. forms of workers’ representation

All regular workers have collective representation. Until recently, the regular workers who had not come to Company C as transfers from Company P belonged to an independent union of their own that was not affiliated with the national confederation of postal workers. Last year they have gained membership in the confederation. Seasonal workers and temporary agency workers are not represented at all. There is no European Works Council.

3.6.2. information and consultation, issues of negotiations

There is extensive informal and a certain amount of formal information and consultation between management and the union. 

Main negotiation issues are wages (limiting the wage gap between Company C and Company P workers) and the union’s demand for increasing staffing levels and for hiring more regular than seasonal and temporary agency workers. This is related to the union’s proposals to replace a number of the private agencies included in the company’s network with the company’s own branches.
3.6.3. impact of national and European regulation (on the involvement and negotiation of consequences of restructuring,) and problems of enforcement

The long tradition of union participation in management (i.e. seats in the Board of Directors) of the parent Company P has played a key role in accomplishing the restructuring in a consensual manner. There are no enforcement problems with respect to existing regulations. The fact that workers are represented also in the Board of Directors in Company C has also contributed to the enforcement of existing labour laws and to the gradual improvements in health and safety provisions (provision of better jackets, boots and helmets for drivers).
3.6.4. pressures on regulations and national institutions

  The restructuring was to a certain extent an attempt to circumvent the rigid system of job classifications and opening hours of Company P. The practices of Company C do put some pressures on national regulations on overtime pay; the frequent use of overtime puts pressure on the legislation that provides for relatively high levels of overtime premiums.
   The increase in work intensity in Company C can be said to increase the pressure on workers in Company P to work more intensively than before; work intensity has increased in Company P as well since restructuring, albeit to a smaller extent.
   The increased temporal flexibility of Company C, in the form of regular Saturday overtime work, may have contributed to the government’s decision by a law in 2005 to reduce overtime premiums from 50% of the hourly wage to 25% of the hourly wage, inasmuch as it amounts to a significant cost savings for publicly owned companies. 

3.7. Conclusions

3.7.1. basic characteristics of the case

This is a case of restructuring that began as a move of publicly owned company to merely expand in a dedicated manner into a growing market and ended as a move to “virtually outsource” work to a higher-pressure company, albeit a subsidiary. This development has been duplicated by the publicly owned telephone company when it created a subsidiary for mobile telephony, where workers work under a very different contract than in the parent company. 
3.7.2. importance of the case for the WORKS research questions

The case confirms the working hypothesis of the WORKS research that changes in the value chain (here, the growth of a specialised service alongside the traditional postal services) are critical occasions for changes in work organisation, the quality of work and the quality of life. While the pressures of liberalization and the increased competition has certainly played a role in the outcome of the restructuring for the workers, the very change in the nature of work had a distinct impact in facilitating and justifying before the postal workers union the necessity of changing the employment conditions. 

The “virtual outsourcing” of the courier service to a subsidiary with worse employment conditions can be interpreted as a move to adapt to increased competition without any layoffs or other changes in the parent company, but by externalising a requisite increase in job insecurity and work intensity to a new company that the parent company could control. In this way the workers of the parent company would be sheltered, while the workers in the new company could work under better conditions than in private courier companies. It is increasingly becoming clear, however, that the restructuring has not stemmed the competition from private companies, it is debatable whether workers in Company C enjoy better working conditions than in private courier companies (save for the job security of the minority regular workers), and the work in the parent Company shows signs of intensification. 
It is also noteworthy that technological advances in the organization of work do improve the quality of service but are not accompanied by a significant increase in the knowledge intensity of the work; it rather facilitates the interchangeability of workers (experience in performing certain tasks becomes less important and individual workers are expendable). 
The restructuring was accompanied by the introduction of functional flexibility as well as increased contractual and temporal flexibility in the new company; in that sense one may conclude that restructuring was a means of circumventing entrenched labour practices. 
The case confirms the observed tendency of companies to seek flexibility by creating a two-tier (or several-tier) system of workers, with a protected core and an insecure and flexible periphery; in this case the dualism is between the parent company and the subsidiary company, as well as between the different types of subsidiary company employees. It is also enhances the hypothesis (vis. Wickman) that the insecurity of the periphery that may have served to shelter the core at the beginning tends to gradually creep into the core as well. Moreover, it seems that numerical and functional flexibility can affect the same group of workers, rather than numerical flexibility affecting the peripheral workers and functional flexibility the core workers as in Atkinson’s paradigm of the flexible firm suggests. 
3.7.3. impact of restructuring on quality of work and quality of life

The restructuring certainly had an adverse impact on the quality of work and the quality of life of the workers. 
In addition to the increased workload and stress, issues of fairness and equality among workers are intensified; same pay for same work does not apply. Within one company, Company C, there are different statuses for workers doing the same work: transfer workers from Company P (the most privileged), regular workers of Company C, seasonal workers, and temporary agency workers (least privileged). The majority of workers are perennially insecure temporary agency workers – a fact that attests to the general decline in the quality of work and quality of life, as well as the decline in the bargaining position of the unionized staff. 

The introduction of functional flexibility had a mixed impact on the quality of work. It was more of a means of giving management a freer reign over the deployment of labour rather than enriching jobs. It has made work more challenging and less monotonous, but also more intensive and more stressful.
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