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General information

Case study DT/CSN  

case study

In 1989,  the Dutch State Company for Telecom and Postal Services was privatised and split-up  into two separate firms. This case study concerns Dutch Telecom, still one of the biggest telecommunication providers in the Netherlands. It is analysed how ‘DT’ has organised its customer services through a mix of outsourcing and inter-organisational control mechanisms.  The emphasis in the analysis is on the structure and functioning of the contact centre that plays a vital role in this process, which is ‘CSN’, one of the oldest and biggest contact centres in The Netherlands. Although the analysis is concerned with a particular type of service delivery– providing information on telephone numbers-, a much broader perspective on the service provision by CSN will be sketched, in order to understand the implications of the outsourcing process for work and organisation. 

The major findings of this case study can be briefly summarised as follows. After DT had created semi-autonomous contact centres in the nineties, it sold these centres to CSN, but remained control by acquiring 51 % of the shares of CSN. A few years later, however, the firm was taken from the stock-market after which DT became the 100% owner. For mainly strategic reasons, the CSN-activities and most of the DT-related contact activities became separated again in two units.  Thus, in the end DT outsourced all of its contact activities, but remained a high level of management control over these activities. Through these manoeuvres, DT was able to establish cheaper labour conditions in this business area. It would be incorrect, though, to conclude that the affected workforce only experienced disadvantages of this change. Although it is true that part of the work is relatively poorly paid and highly demanding (and is becoming even more demanding due to new technologies), the analysis will also show that ‘contact services’ have developed into a new, specialised and currently professionalizing business, crucial to the knowledge economy, and providing some interesting opportunities to the workers in this branch. 

Three issues are especially dealt with in this analysis: a) the strategic interests and risks involved in outsourcing customer services b) methods of dealing with these issues and their impact on labour and organisational development and c)  emerging tendencies in customer relationship management, as a potential core business in the knowledge economy. For this case-study 8 interviews were conducted, plus an additional group interview. The interviews were performed in March and April 2007, mostly at the headquarters of CSN.  Next to that, data were obtained from several documents such as annual reports and collective labour agreements (see the appendix for a list of respondents and documents). 
general overview of the case

· the companies involved: Telecom provider DT and contact centre  CSN. 

· the business function: customer services in a broad sense, but with an emphasis on public information on telephone numbers.  

· the units covered: strategic management, product development, HRM, operational management, 

· products and services: customer relationship management; informational services

· the restructuring: outsourcing of handling client contacts

· the period of restructuring (when): continuous process starting in the late 1990s

· numbers of workers in the companies: DT: 28,000,  CSN:  2,500 

· geographic spread of value chain (countries, regions): Most of the clients of DT are Dutch, though activities in Germany and Belgium are growing; CSN operates on six locations in the Netherlands and Belgium; in the past CSN had major world-wide ambitions but these have been withdrawn due to disappointing results; in this case study, the spatial dimension is mainly restricted to the Netherlands and Belgium. 

Company and value chain (re-)organisation

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

The business function under study concerns customer services. Specialised ‘call-centres’ started to offer their services about twenty years ago in The Netherlands. Today, to emphasize the broader task perception in this branch, one speaks of ‘contact centres’, while the business function is perceived as  CRM: customer relationship management. To set the scene, some key characteristics of the branch are provided first. 

In 2006, about 1,600 contact centre establishments were active in The Netherlands, providing employment to about 200,000 ‘agents’. The average centre counts 50 workplaces (‘seats’), but actual employment in terms of persons is usually much higher, given the high proportion of part-time workers (agency workers, students, etceteras). The use of contact centres is most common in the commercial services, including such branches as banking and insurance, telecom and internet providers, but also the public sector is an important client. About 10% of the activities are ‘outbound’, mostly telemarketing and selling campaigns.  So the large majority of calls is still ‘inbound’ and include such services as dealing with customer complaints, helpdesk functions, information provision, etceteras. However, outbound activities are growing,  as well as ‘cross- and up-selling activities’, which can be an added service to, for instance,  information delivery.  Furthermore, customer service management becomes increasingly multi-channelled, including new communication forms like e-mail and short message services. 

It goes without saying that the emergence of the branch depends largely on advanced IT-hardware and software.  Not only the process of communication itself needs special equipment, also the planning and monitoring of work is IT-enabled, as well as the analysis of results and the reporting to clients. Rapid technological development is typical for the branch and underlies both a further rationalisation of the process (for instance by ‘auto-dialling’) and quality-improvements (for instance by using software that facilitates instant access to the history of customers).  The average skill-requirements for agents, however, is moderate.  The bulk of inbound work can be done with secondary education plus a special training. However, next to the routine business, also more complex work is performed, for instance in technical help-desks. Management tasks usually require higher education.  Regarding gender, the majority of agents is female, which is due to the large opportunities for part-time work and flexible working hours. 

The contact centre under study, CSN, is one of the largest and oldest in the Netherlands. On average it employs about 2,500 people, of which 1,100 (650 fte’s) on a permanent basis. However, closely related to CSN is DT-contact centre with another 3,000 employees. Both firms have DT as their owner  and operate under one single collective labour agreement. To understand this complex situation, one has to consider its recent history. Relationships between DT and CSN date from 1993, when DT took a (minority) share in CSN. DT understood that call-centres would develop into a separate business of growing importance and that maintaining in-house call centres would become too expensive. In 2000 DT took a majority share and integrated its own contact-centres in CSN, thus enabling the transfer of its service activities to a segment of the labour market in which cheaper labour conditions are in force. The new established firm was brought to the stock-market and an ambitious, pan-european expansion strategy was developed. This strategy, however, did not work out, mainly because potential customers were deterred by the dominance of one major customer (i.c. DT) in the company’s activities. Therefore, in 2004 CSN was withdrawn from the stock-market and became a Private Limited Company, fully owned by DT. This company was split into two firms, one that deals with strategic DT-activities (the DT-contact centres) and one that works for other customers (CSN). However, some of the DT-activities with a less strategic component, such as the informational telecom services, are performed by CSN.  Next to that, in practise both companies fall under DT-jurisdiction, which is illustrated by the fact that one of the DT-divisions (DT Contact) negotiates the collective labour agreement for both contact centres. 

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

Nonetheless, in the current situation, CSN and the DT contact-centres have their own management and regional establishments. In most cases these establishments are located in (the neighbourhood of) those cities where large student populations live, as these are an important supplier of flexible labour. 

After a short period of European expansion, CSN-activities are now focussing on Dutch business. However, activities in Belgium and Germany are growing again, due to the fact that parent company DT has expanded its mobile telecom services to these countries. This shows that DT-strategies  are a crucial factor in the development of CSN. The organisational lay-out and the spatial development of the value chain are to a large extent dominated by the strategic decisions of this one, powerful actor.

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

From the previous analysis, it can be concluded that relationships between DT and CSN have a multiple character.  At least three different aspects can be distinguished. First, as its legal owner, DT considers CSN  an instrument in its overall strategy concerning the telecommunication market. CSN not only provides useful tools for DT’s customer relationship management, the business itself is considered a vital form of service provision in the telecom market and therefore an interesting area for eventual investments. Note, however, that the legal construction makes it easy to dispose of the business, as soon as the market declines. 

Secondly, DT must also be considered  a customer. The tasks that CSN performs for DT are not governed by hierarchical instruction, but by business contracts that specify products, quality  and prices. At least, this is how it is formally organised. In practise, as some respondents have stressed, DT-management has a firm grip on CSN-management and its decisions. 

Thirdly, although CSN defines its own HRM-policies, general terms of employment are determined in a collective labour arrangement that counts for both CSN and the DT-contact centres. This arrangement is negotiated by the labour unions on the one hand and DT on the other. Again, DT appears to have a large say in these matters.  In fact, to a large extent the company is able to influence the labour conditions within the firm to which activities are outsourced. As will be discussed later (6.2), this situation is a source for ongoing labour conflicts.

This complex pattern of dependencies can be explained by taking into account the uncertainties and risks that DT is facing on the current market for telecommunications. In this context, a major factor has been the privatisation of the firm in 1989 and the ongoing liberalisation of the market since then. Cost efficiency became crucial to survival and in this respect outsourcing the customer services was a logical thing to consider. On the other hand DT was eager to keep control.  First, the firm had discovered that good performance in the area of customer relationship management was developing into a critical factor for business success in the telecom-market. Increasingly, the imago of the firm mattered, including such complex aspects as the cultural value of its services.  Building and maintaining a ‘personal relation’ with clients became increasingly important, and failures in this area might have fatal consequences. Second, in this emerging ‘experience economy’, DT discovered that providing smart telecom  solutions for contact centres might develop into a profitable  business, which was another reason to stay involved in these activities.    

2. Functions and overall workflow in the value chain

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

CSN performs a range of functions for their customers, varying from simple call campaigns, for instance to announce a particular event, to more complex tasks such as helpdesk support, political and commercial marketing,  and mail-order handling. Increasingly, these tasks may include up-selling and cross-selling different benefits in addition to the primary goal of the  campaign. Next to that, e-mail handling and sms-campaigning is a growing business and in the next future it is expected that the opportunities of the internet will be used more frequently. At this moment, 90% of the calls at CSN are inbound.   

The work of the contact agents is supported by several IT-facilities, such as digital network facilities, dialling programs and software for organising the structure of a conversation. Also, the planning of the work is IT-enabled. Special software is used to predict the frequency of calls and to establish the amount of manpower needed. Each campaign is preceded by a special training, and the actual transactions are frequently monitored, in order to establish the required service-levels.   

A crucial element of service delivery by CSN is ‘reporting’. Customers receive information on the contracted deliverables (number of calls; outcomes). This can be at a relatively simple level, but increasingly investments are done in systems that facilitate the construction of large data-bases that can store a wide range of (historical) client-variables and allow for complex multi-factor analyses. Increasingly, these data-bases are also used as a steering tool in the contact process itself. During a contact, agents are automatically informed about previous calls and client-characteristics, which enables them to have a lifelike conversation in which various topics can be raised.  

Next to content-analyses, customers desire information on client-satisfaction. CSN can provide this information, by running a program that allows  clients to evaluate a finished call. However, customers do also survey client-satisfaction themselves. Furthermore, to some extent they are invited to contribute to training sessions and to bring site visits.   

Regarding strategy, contact centres face a dilemma between striving for cost efficiency and operational excellence on the one hand, and innovating for ‘customer intimacy’ and specialised know-how on the other hand. The latter option requires highly expensive investments in new technologies, but for the next future CSN strategic management believes this is the way to go. Thereby it wants to leave behind the standard perception of the business as merely consisting of ‘call factories’ and stresses in its mission statement the more complex, socio-cultural aspects of  managing client-business relationships:  ‘CSN is about human contact’. 

Nonetheless, when focussing on our special theme – information delivery on telephone numbers (ITN)-, cost efficiency and the rationalisation of operations are still the main topics. To a great extent, value chain development in this area is propelled by the process of market liberalisation. In the Netherlands, a public telecom authority ( ‘Opta’) has been established that sets (and controls) the rules for fair competition in this field. For years, DT had a monopoly in ITN-services, as these were seen as a public service. However, after the liberalisation, these activities were outsourced to CSN, and more recently Opta has actively promoted competition in this area, by opening-up 34 new four-digit service numbers.  At this moment 14 providers are active in this market (of 40 million calls a year), of which DT (i.c. CSN) is still the largest one with 24 million calls a year.  Currently, a highly aggressive advertisement struggle between these providers is going on, including several lawsuits. 

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

The value chain is not dispersed over national borders, mainly due to language issues. But of course, CSN can be active in foreign countries; for instance, CSN Germany works for German clients of DT mobile. 

Regarding the Dutch activities, there is a labour market argument involved in the geographical spread of establishments, which is the high concentration of students in particular parts of the country.  Another spatial issue concerns working from home. For several reasons, CSN-policy has been not to facilitate distance-working thus far. One reason follows from the fact that only a minority of the workforce works on a permanent basis. Next to that, the high level of part-time workers makes it inefficient to invest in e-homes. Contact seats in a fixed establishment can be filled more efficiently. Finally, part of the work is considered strategically vulnerable. That is, in some cases the privacy of client-information must be strictly protected (e.g. assignments for banks involve access to the bank’s data-bases) and/or the risk of damage, due to ‘wrong’ conversation styles, is considered too high. 
2.3. temporal aspect of the workflow, the role of time and flexibility, consequences of restructuring

Contact centres normally operate on a 24-hours basis. This is especially true for ITN-services, a characteristic that has not changed after outsourcing. In general, CSN is facing increasing time pressures, as competition is high and customers tend to desire ‘just-in-time’ service delivery. That is, the contact centre must be able to organise a campaign in a very short period of time, including manpower, training and technical facilities. This pressure is one of the major drivers behind the important role of temporary work agencies in the value chain. These agencies are specialised in recruiting flexible labour on a short term and maintain pools of temporal workers with some experience in the call centre industry. Outsourcing to a another (smaller) contact centre also occurs if the in-house capacity falls short.   

3. Changes of employment 

3.1 Employment structures (categories of workers, basic gender relations, employment contracts) including changes
CSN employment conditions are based on a differentiated job structure for agents, consisting of five levels of operation, ranging from highly simple to very complex  transactions. The key-variables in this structure are a) the level to which conversations are steered by ‘scripts’, b) the chances of escalation, c) average duration of a call, d) variety of conversation topics, e) predictability, f) required communicative skills, g) functional flexibility and h) complexity of data-handling.  Operations on the lowest level are highly standardised and require hardly any special skills,  operations on the highest level may involve a high level of IT-skills, but also professional (e.g. technical or juridical) knowledge and/or specialised skills in marketing and/or interviewing. 

In general, temporary work contracts at CSN are much more common than in the in-house call-centres. In 2006, 1,106 people belonged to the permanent staff, while 1,426 people worked on a temporary basis. The majority of workers has a part-time contract (88% of the permanent staff and 99% of the temporaries). Female workers are over-represented, especially within the permanent staff (71%, against 53% among the temporaries). Also the age-distribution is ‘gendered’:  the average age of the permanent female worker is 46, while the average male worker is ten year younger, due to a higher turnover rate in the latter group. 

Regarding the ITN-services, most operations take place on the two lowest levels of operation, performed by about 200 people, working in various time-schedules, most of them women. These workers kept their permanent position when they were transferred from DT to CSN, and indeed the average age within this group is far above forty.  

3.2
Employment conditions (terms and conditions, contractual flexibility), human resource management and internal labour market (including changes)

The transfer implied a substantial wage reduction, though a complex system of temporary provisions was introduced to mitigate the effects of the transition. This explains why most women did not search for an alternative job. On average, an agent at this level at CSN earns three euro per hour less than an agent at an in-house contact centre. The modal wage for a full-time operational job at CSN is between 1,361 and 1,561 euros. 

It must be emphasized, though, that the transfer to a call centre like CSN has enlarged the opportunities for careering as a contact agent, as the range of jobs at different skill-levels has become much wider. In its HRM-policies, CSN is also encouraging skill-development, partly as a strategy to create stronger ties between employer and employees and to reduce the (relatively high) turnover rates. In cooperation with some vocational training institutions, CSN has developed a three year course for its personnel to become a fully certified contact centre agent. Another strategy to promote loyalty to the firm, is the recent introduction of financial incentives and bonus systems in case of good performance. 
Remarkably, however, the ITN-staff has not shown much interest in upward mobility thus far. One explanation is that most of these employees do not consider their work as a career, but as an opportunity to provide some extra income during those working times that fit well to their personal life. ‘For this group, time flexibility is more important than careering’, according to the HRM-manager. Next to that, most of them prefer the tasks they have grown familiar with for quite a long time.  Also, the reduction of wages has not been an incentive to find another job, especially due to the arrangement of temporary provisions. Yet, these provisions have recently been cut down.

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

As indicated earlier, one single collective labour agreement exists for CSN and the DT contact centres. This agreement is negotiated by DT (Division Contact) on the one hand and the labour unions on the other hand (among which the union for telecom employees, and some unions that are active in the public sector). 

Since the privatisation of DT, labour conditions have been gradually adapted to market conditions. Thus, the firm was more or less experienced in creating transitional arrangements when it started the transfer of contact centre employees. For these groups two types of temporary provisions exist. The first were introduced in 1999, when DT established its own contact centre, the second date from 2002, when the final transfer to CSN labour conditions took place. Regarding the first arrangements, employees were able to choose between two options, either a fixed supplement to their salary (until December 2006), or a slowly decreasing supplement over a longer period of time. Most of the ITN-workers chose the first option and have recently lost their extra’s. The second arrangement again provided a fixed supplement, plus an extra to compensate for the loss of pensions rights. 

All in all, a fairly ‘soft landing’ was established for the groups that were transferred. Another relevant factor in this context, is the fact that the CSN collective labour agreement has rather good conditions, especially regarding pensions and training, as compared to the branch-level arrangements. In the Netherlands, collective agreements on firm-level are only allowed if they provide conditions that exceed the ones for the sector as a whole. Nonetheless, for the employees involved, it counts that they have recently lost a substantial part of their supplements.  It is one factor in an actual conflict between DT and the unions on the continuation of the collective labour agreement. 

3.1. Impact on quality of work

The transfer of ITN-services to CSN followed, as indicated earlier, increasing market pressures and a growing need for cost efficiency. With the help of new technologies the service process has been rationalised in recent years. Currently, employees at the ITN-services no longer can decide for themselves when they pick up a phone, as they are subjected to auto-dialling technology. Furthermore, the duration of a call has been limited to 32 seconds and performance is evaluated on the basis of this target.  It is a highly demanding work regime indeed, and labour legislation in the Netherlands does not allow that work-schedules in this area exceed a daily limit of six hours. In practise, however, a four hours service is already a demanding job. This explains why the employer is keen to hore hire mainly part-timers for these jobs. 

Nonetheless, the employees do not complain so much about the time constraints or production targets per se, it is the decreased level of their services that makes the job less attractive. People who call for information on phone numbers may want some social talk or have additional questions, especially when they are of older age. The agents feel an aversion to cutting off these calls and to blaming clients for their lack of efficiency. As one of them put it: ‘you sometimes feel a bully instead of a service provider’. 

4. Changes of work organisation

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

In general, management at a contact centre is driven by short-term financial targets. The branch is highly competitive, partly due to aggressive price-fighters that focus on  sales rather than quality. An additional factor is that transparency on quality is underdeveloped yet. As CSN aims to distinguish itself with better quality, the firm invests in mechanisms to prove this to their customers, including benchmarks, output monitoring and training activities. Next to that, CSN is the first Dutch contact centre that has met the requirements for COPC-certification, which is a world-wide standard for contact centre quality.  A special department is concerned with furthering improvements in this area. 

The strategic context is best described as a fiendish dilemma. On the one hand, strengthening the professional dimension of customer relationship management seems a smart, future-oriented strategy fitting to the relatively expensive labour conditions at CSN. On the other hand, such as strategy requires large additional investments in new technologies and human capital, which is not easy to accomplish under the condition of a struggle for survival. Therefore, at present the tendency towards a more professional work regime is relatively modest and taylorisation still the dominant force.

The crucial issue in this dilemma is if customers are eventually willing to outsource the more complex tasks in customer relationship management. One must notice that even in the current context customers are eager to be ‘in control’. As they begin to find out that the knowledge economy is partly about selling images, emotions and experiences, they also discover that building and maintaining ‘personal’ relationships with clients become increasingly vital to business success. Therefore, specialised knowledge on this production function seems more important than ever,  but at the same time this may induce serious objections against radical outsourcing.  At least, outsourcing seems to require high-trust relationships between contact centre and business firms. 

In brief, for as long the future is unsure at this point, the work organisation at CSN will remain dominated by financial managerial control, aiming for high sales against low costs. 
4.2. organisation of working hours, differentials in working hours between companies, temporal flexibility (including changes)

Notwithstanding the tight planning schedules and strict work rhythms, workers at CSN have considerable freedom in determining their working hours. Both the temporaries and permanent workers, such as those working in ITN-services,  can indicate the times they are available. To a certain degree, workers are also allowed to change their time-table or to skip certain days, if this is announced timely. Increasingly, this practise is software enabled which means that workers can express their preferences electronically, from their homes. 

These advantages regarding the organisation of the work-life balance make contact centre jobs attractive to such categories as students and/or people with caring obligations. However, this is not the case in every contact centre. Time flexibility at CSN is relatively high, due to its large size and well-filled order-book. Next to that, in some areas of service provision, such as the ITN-services, the enormous amount of calls and the predictability of the workflow contribute to the ample opportunities for individual roster-flexibility. 

It could be argued that working at DT offered more opportunities to work full-time. Since the operational tasks can only be performed for a maximum of six hours per day, according to legal regulations, a full-time job implies that additional tasks have to be provided. DT, as a former public employer, was more willing to arrange such opportunities. In practise, however, these were hardly relevant, as all workers in this area desire pert-time jobs. 

4.3. functional flexibility, teamworking (including changes)

Also in the area of functional flexibility, working at a large contact centre has some advantages above working at a relatively small, specialised in-house centre.  Workers at CSN have the opportunity to switch between service types and campaigns, not only horizontally, but under conditions of good performance and additional training, also vertically over the various employment levels. However, workers at the ITN-services hardly use this option, firstly because they prefer the work content as it is and secondly, because they have no interest in careering. Thus far, CSN has not pressed these workers to functional flexibility. 

4.4. impact on quality of work

Outsourcing ITN-services had mixed consequences. On the one hand, the transfer to a special contact centre involved a stricter work regime, based on rationalisation of the service delivery process. For reasons of cost-efficiency technological innovations, such as auto-dialling, were introduced that substantially reduced the self-regulating capacities of operators. On the other hand, it provided new opportunities for time-flexibility and functional flexibility. One must notice, however, that these impacts are not only dependent on the outsourcing process. The liberalisation of the telecom market has been a major factor in the emerging need for more cost efficiency.  No doubt, also in an in-house setting, this type of work would have been subjected to technology-driven rationalisations. Next to that, an important factor is the type of contact centre that the work is transferred to. As CSN has strong ambitions to be much more than a ‘Macdonaldised’ call factory, the individual worker has more opportunities for personal development than in an in-house centre with only limited tasks and ambitions.  Still, operators at the ITN-services do not worry so much about career opportunities. In their view, the quality of work has decreased because of the reduced service level. As the chair of the Work Council argued: ‘money is important, but also the communication with clients; the first aspect is a direct effect of outsourcing, but has been mitigated thus far; the second aspect follows from technological developments and is happening everywhere.’

5. Skills, knowledge and learning

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

As explained in section 2.4, service delivery at CSN involves skills on various levels of complexity. Also at this point, two contrasting tendencies have been observed. On the one hand much effort is put in technologies that ‘automate’ the communicative aspects of transactions. That is, in the area of simple inbound-activities, deskilling is a relevant trend, as scripts increasingly determine the actions of the agent while informal conversation with clients is pushed to a minimum. On the other hand, CSN is quite active in raising quality standards and developing new and more complex contact work. These activities involve a process of up-skilling in different directions. First, due to increased activity in the area of marketing, cross- and up-selling, agents have to improve their commercial skills.  Second, the demand for high-level communicative skills is rising, as agents are expected to develop into ‘advisors’ who explore and understand the life-world of their clients and pro-actively inform them on a wide range of topics. Third, this change also implies that interactive IT-skills become more relevant. Finally, as the use of new media will increase  (one may think of weblogs, ‘second life’ and other virtual environments for business-client contacts), a rather new profile for contact agents will develop with mixed technical, social and linguistic skill-requirements. 

5.2. knowledge intensity of the different tasks, standardisation and formalisation of work

At the simple levels of operation, the required knowledge is embedded in technologies, rather than in human capital. However, this does not imply that technologies become less important at the more complex levels. On the contrary, a continuous search for technological innovation is crucial to the CSN-ambitions. Currently, intelligent software is available that supports the agent in complex conversations. In the near future, self-learning systems can be expected that are capable of immediately transforming data-input into new series of questions and conversation topics. Note, however, that these types of technology are facilitating rather than standardising or formalising the operations of the agent. Increasingly, the agent must be able to grasp the essence of a conversation and to use  the IT-enabled hints to raise the quality of the transaction. Knowledge of people and their needs, as well as knowledge of communication styles and personalised selling strategies become more important as  technologies provide more client-information during the transaction. 

In this context, another relevant aspect is the transfer of knowledge from the business-customer to the contact centre and its agents. Regarding simple campaigns, for instance the introduction of a new product, the customer is usually able to define precisely what the content and goals of the campaign must be. Yet, the more aspects of customer relationship management are outsourced, the greater the risk of vital failures in this process of knowledge transfer.  Not only is it harder to define targets, for instance in the case of a technical helpdesk, also the risk of damaging the corporate  identity is at stake. Wrong  information and poor conversation styles  and/or  attitudes may harm the customer. For this reason, CSN allows the customer not only to check the actual process of service delivery, but also to play a vital role in the training of agents. As a trainer at CSN put it: ‘our job is not only to prepare the agent for his task, but also to assure the customer that he is ‘in control’.’ 

5.3. learning opportunities, training policies 

Each campaign starts with a special training, which can take only a few hours in case of highly simple operations, but also several weeks or even months in case of complex transactions. These trainings are usually provided by CSN-trainers, sometimes in co-operation with external trainers. Representatives of the customer may fulfil a special training task and are usually involved in ‘creating the right, company-specific mentality’.  In some cases this cultural aspect is emphasized physically, by adorning the operational rooms with the logo, colours and promotion materials of the customer. 

Of course, in case of continuous service delivery, like the ITN-services, training is only necessary for new employees or when new technologies are introduced. Yet, on a regular basis individual transaction monitoring takes place , which is used to coach new agents, but can also used to asses the capacities of experienced agents for purposes of career development or transfer to other functional domains. 

As mentioned earlier, next to the campaign-related training activities, CSN has developed an educational policy that gives permanent employees the opportunity to become a certified contact agent.   

5.4. impact on quality of work

To put things in perspective, most of the transactions at CSN, including the ITN-services,  are still on a rather simple level, and is done by people who show only little interest in starting a career in this business, which is especially true for the majority of temporaries. Therefore, most of the training activities are limited to the requirements of a particular job.  Yet, a broader company perspective on training and education is developing, mainly for two reasons. The first reason is directly linked to labour market shortages: investments in training might contribute to lower turnover rates. The second reason is related to strategic purposes regarding quality and the upgrading of services. All in all, one might conclude that CSN is in the process of becoming a professional player in a relatively new domain of economic activity, in which knowledge of business-client relationships is central. For the near future this implies that the quality of at least part of the work might improve, next to the currently  prevailing  degrading tendencies.  

6. Industrial relations & regulations

6.1. forms of workers’ representation

Two forms of workers’ representation are relevant in this case, first the involvement of unions in the establishment of the collective labour agreement for CSN and DT contact centres, second the Work Council at company-level, which is a legal obligation in the Netherlands. With regard to (changing) labour conditions, the former form is by far the most important one. Interestingly, CSN does not participate in the collective labour agreement for the contact centre branch. As indicated earlier, collective labour agreements at company level are allowed in the Netherlands if they provide better conditions than the ones on branch level. Indeed, the CSN-DT arrangement is relatively attractive, especially in the area of training facilities and penion plans. This agreement has to be renewed every two year. However, negotiations on new arrangements per January 2007 have failed thus far. 

6.2. information and consultation, issues of negotiations

Negotiations have come to a deadlock,  mainly because of the fact that the employer, i.c. DT Contact, argues that a wage freeze is unavoidable this time. The unions fight this view for several reasons. First, it is argued that the current labour market shortages and economic upturn do justify a substantial wage rise. Second, it is emphasized that some of the temporal provisions have come to an end, which would make a wage freeze extra painful. Third, the unions acknowledge the fact that CSN-conditions are relatively costly, but they stress that this is largely compensated by better service quality.  Interestingly, the unions still make a distinction between CSN-employees and those who have a DT-history. Although DT Contact has an interest in maintaining CSN and the DT contact centres as two separate firms, it wants similar labour conditions for both firms.  

The current conflict provides a perfect illustration of the strategic dilemma that DT management is facing. On the one hand it would like to claim that its contact centres are operating on a higher level of quality indeed. On the other hand, however, it does not seem to believe that this is actually the case. The negotiating parties decided to invite an  independent expert to study these issues. His report confirmed the conclusions of DT management: the costs of both contact centres are about 10% above the average in the market, while compensation in terms of additional quality could not be proven.  Of course, for DT management this is a favourable outcome with an eye on the wage negotiations, but at the same time it does not contribute to the marketing of the contact centres as high-quality service providers.  Meanwhile, the unions challenge the expert findings as  being based on selective evidence. 

One might conclude that DT management is not yet sure about strategy.  Evidently, it wants to profit from relative cheap provisions for handling client contacts. A more ambitious perspective on the role of contact centres in the knowledge economy would require much larger investments in both technologies and human capital, while  the added value of such investments has still to be proven. As a labour unionist has put it: ‘they want a wage freeze because of presumed lack of quality, but at the same time they stick to the image that CSN is much more than just a call-factory’. 

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

EU regulations on the liberalisation of telecom markets and other forms of service delivery have played a major role regarding the developments under study. The way in which Dutch government has reacted to these regulations might be characterised as highly accommodating. The example of ITN-services shows that even at the level of single products and services, competition between providers is commanded and enforced. 

6.4. pressures on regulations and national institutions

Regarding the development of call centres, one fear has always been that Dutch traditions in the area of collective bargaining, legal minimum wages and healthy work conditions would be put under pressure. Thus far, however,  these effects have hardly occurred. One major reason might be that flexible labour has a long tradition in the Duct abour market and has become a regular, well-regulated phenomenon.

A second observation concerns another domain of regulation, which is the privacy of citizens/consumers. Progress in contact technologies and service ambitions will inevitably produce pressures on this piece of legislation, as it will induce the emergence of huge data-bases in which all sorts of personal information is stored and mutually linked. If contact centres will develop into the beating heart of knowledge economies indeed, the legal protection of personal privacy will become a major political issue. 
7. Conclusions

7.1. basic characteristics of the case

The following conclusions define the basic characteristics of this case-study:

1. Propelled by the liberalisation of telecom industries, DT has searched a way to reduce its costs for handling client contacts since the late 1990s;

2. The final result of this search has been a special construction that involves outsourcing to a firm that is owned by DT itself; for this firm, however, the relative expensive DT-labour conditions are no longer effective

3. This construction implies that DT has a large say in the employment conditions of the contracted contact centres; 

4. However, the major reasons to keep control are twofold: (a) customer relationship management is seen as a strategically interesting business for a telecom provider and (b) some of the outsourced services involve strategic risks (such as serious damage to corporate identity and imago);

5. Given this particular strategic background, changes in the area of labour and organisation have an ambiguous character. In order to fulfil the need for flexibility and cost efficiency,  rationalisation (i.c. taylorisation) of operations is the dominant trend at CSN. Next to that, however, a growing interest exists in more advanced forms of contact management, quality improvements and ‘customer intimacy’ (trusted co-operation with the customer in order to advance more risky forms of relation management).  
7.2. importance of the case for the WORKS research questions

The case shows that the process of outsourcing itself does not provide a full explanation of social outcomes. First, due to the process of liberalisation, market pressures would have increased anyhow, including pressures to create more specified and decentralised terms of employment for certain types of work. Second, the level to which affected groups are able to profit from transitional provisions may vary across branches and firms; in this case a relatively ‘soft landing’ had been arranged. Third, and most importantly, it is of crucial importance how ‘rich’ the outsourced services are in terms of functional diversity, temporal variety and strategic potential. Even in the case under study, which is dominated by strong rationalisation trends, workers have rather good opportunities to manage their working times and to switch between tasks, probably more than in a relatively small in-house contact centre. Next to that, much depends on strategic assumptions concerning the future of customer relationship management.  Perceived as a business that is crucial to the social-cultural dimension of the knowledge economy, firms like CSN will continue to experiment with new technologies and investments in social, communicative, and commercial skills. Also, high-trust relationships with business-customers might develop, for sharing crucial knowledge on (potential) consumers involves serious strategic risks. In this context, at least part of the contact centre business may free itself from being a low-skilled, Macdonaldised service industry, characterised by dead-end jobs and poor wage conditions.  

7.3. impact of restructuring on quality of work and quality of life

Regarding our special case, the number information services,  it is beyond doubt that the work regime has become subjected to stricter time constraints. The work content has become less attractive, by eliminating some of its social elements. Wage conditions have been reduced, though the immediate effects of these measures have been mitigated. On the other hand, time-flexibility has remained intact or has even improved, as well as the opportunities for functional flexibility. 

It must be stressed, however, that a full analysis of social consequences should not be restricted to directly affected groups.  From a broader perspective, the emergence of the contact centre industry has provided work opportunities for certain groups that value time-flexibility over work content, such as students. Nonetheless, for those who are employed on a more permanent basis, one particular social risk must be acknowledged, which is the tendency towards deskilling at the lowest levels of service delivery. As indicated in this study, pathways out of these dead-end jobs are gradually developing, but one must also realise that part of the business will remain primarily driven by cost reduction.  

Contact centers like CSN are struggling for better quality, professional codes, and broadening of the business, including investments in human capital. As the financial risks of this endeavour are still high, public policies directed at skill-development in this part of the knowledge economy might simultaneously contribute to business and social interests.  

Appendix

Interviews

· HRM Manager CSN

· Manager ICT and Portfolio CSN

· Working Conditions officer CSN

· Call Centre Agent

· CSN-trainer

· Work Council Chair CSN

· Labour Unionist

· DT- expert

· CSN, three market and portfolio managers (group interview) 

Documents 

· CSN employment structure

· Annual Report DT, 2006

· Annual Report CSN, 2006

· Collective Labour Agreement CSN-DT Contact Centres, 2005-2006

· Several research reports on developments in the Dutch Call Centre Industry

· Labour Union Reports on CSN-DT negotiations
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