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I. SHORT INFORMATION ON HOW THE CASE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

The two central actors of the case study are:

· Pro Consulting, a French information systems and consultancy company 
· French institutions for unemployment insurance: the national overarching organisation Unedic (National inter-professional union for employment in industry and trade) and the local or regional branches Assedic (Association for employment in Industry and Trade).

The relationships between the IT service and consultancy provider and the Assedic administration will be studied through a concrete project, Agora, conducted from 2004 to 2006. Agora consists in an organisational audit with an objective of organisational transformation for the whole national Unedic and local Assedic. It includes six plans gathering 30 projects. The transformation of Unedic fits with the governmental reform called PARE (Plan d’Aide au Retour à l’Emploi) in 2001, reinforced in 2005 with the Plan de Cohésion Sociale in a context of high financial deficit of national unemployment insurance. This stronger governmental interventionism on employment services turned upside down the role of all institutions involved in labour market intermediation and payment of unemployment allowances, and obliged the Assedic to modernise and homogenise its operating procedures.

Agora is the continuation of a previous three years contract between Unedic and Pro Consulting (2001-2004), which developed a new and unique information system for the treatment of unemployment administration in the whole country. The two main objectives of Agora, developed through the 30 several projects were: to give a personalised and certified (following a formal quality process qualification) service to the unemployed and improve processes to accelerate their re-employment. It has been necessary to choose one of these 30 projects for the case study. The choice was partly influenced by our contacts at Pro Consulting, who introduced me to the Director of one Parisian Assedic in Paris / Île de France, who is the national contact person for the development of Internet use within the “multi-channel” policy implemented by Agora. The implementation of this “Internet project” was then chosen for our case study, as a concrete example of IT service provision made by Pro Consulting for the public administration.

We met first Pro Consulting managers of the Consulting Department, doing 3 interviews at Pro Consulting main offices and one with the operational manager of Agora at Unedic offices. Then we met 3 persons at the West Ile-de-France Assedic head offices (La Défense) and finally 2 other persons in an Assedic agency (Versailles). The access to the Assedic agency in Versailles depended from one of our contact at the head office, who came with us when we have done the interviewees. Unfortunately, we couldn’t interview more than one worker. It made difficult a good understanding of the incidence of Agora project on the quality of work.

	
	Gender
	Role
	Organisation

	1
	Man
	Human resources director
	Pro Consulting

	2
	Man
	Director of Consulting Services for the Government Sector
	Pro Consulting

	3
	Man
	Responsible for the Agora Project
	Pro Consulting

	4
	Man
	Co-responsible for the Agora Project, operational manager
	Pro-Consulting

	5
	Man
	Director of one Assedic and National contact for the Internet project
	Unedic

	6
	Woman
	Human resources director
	Assedic

	7
	Woman
	Responsible for internal and external promotion of Internet project
	Assedic

	8
	Man
	Manager of an Assedic agency in Versailles
	Assedic

	9
	Man
	Agent in an Assedic agency and responsible for Internet use implementation
	Assedic


II.
GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE CASE STUDY

Brief basic characteristics of 

· The companies involved: Pro Consulting, an information systems and consultancy company. Unedic/Assedic, public institutions for the payment of unemployment allowances; Assedic are the regional branches of the national overarching Unedic, where the unemployed must register and get their allowances paid.

· The business function: IT service provision for public administration; 

· The units covered: business unit of Consulting Services for Government sector (within IT-provider); Assedic of west Ile-de-France.

· Products and services: the project at the centre of the analysis concerned the implementation and development of Internet services for administration of unemployed registrations. 

· The restructuring: Pro Consulting is the designer of the restructuring process implemented in Unedic / Assedic
. As a major IT and business consultant operating on the market of IT and consulting services for public administration, Pro Consulting developed the new organisational model, the associated tools for management and some changes in the information system. On the public administration side, between 2001 and 2002, there were a merger of the 52 existing Assedic to pass to 30 Assedic, at a more aggregated sub-regional level. Since the law for social cohesion program (2005), Assedic are more integrated in the employment public service together with the State, ANPE (National Agency for Employment) and AFPA (National Association for Adults Vocational Training); new missions were entrusted to Assedic.

· The period of restructuring (when): Since 2001. The Agora project was implemented between 2004 and 2006.

· Numbers of workers in the companies: Pro Consulting: 150 to 200 workers for Agora, 61 306 for the whole Group at the end of 2005. West Ile-de-France Assedic: 646 workers at the end of 2005.

· Geographic spread of value chain (countries, regions): Pro Consulting is established, according to its organisation chart – which is composed by four geographical operating units – in the following countries: North America: United States, Canada, Mexico. Northern Europe and Asia Pacific: Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, UK, Ireland, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland. Asia Pacific: India, Malaisia, China, Singapore and Australia. Central and Southern Europe: Austria, France, Germany, Switzerland, Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Serbia, Slovakia, Italy, Spain, Portugal. The Group performs its business activities through 108 consolidated subsidiaries in some thirty countries. UK, France, North America and Benelux account for 80% of overall revenues in 2005.

Unedic and Assedic head offices are in the Ile-de-France region, but agencies exist all over France. West Ile-de-France Assedic federates 28 agencies from three departments: Val d’Oise, Yvelines and Hauts-de-Seine.

III.
CASE STUDY FINDINGS

1.
Company and value chain (re-)organisation

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

Pro Consulting

Pro Consulting is a French company founded in 1967. The Group has progressively extended its activities in Europe, with the acquisition of several firms in Scandinavia, UK (1990), and the Netherlands (1992). Pro Consulting has also developed its management consulting activities by the acquisition of two American Companies in the early 1990s, in addition to a German company in 1993, and then a French firm, in 1997. In 2000, the merger with a US Consulting company strengthened the Group’s international profile, significantly increasing its presence in North America and a certain number of European countries.

In 2006, Pro Consulting has sold a part of its activity: 150 employees working in the maintenance of computers, an “old” activity of the Group, out of date. The offshore trend is the most important restructuring for IT service provider industry. The emerging Indian activity is a real challenge for IT services. Pro Consulting has now 5000 employees working in India. This supposes, on the one hand, a “modularization” of their activities, as a part will be made in India, and on the other hand, a radical change for jobs performed far from customers. These back office functions are expected to be more easily relocated, with direct consequences: no jobs suppressions, but no hiring either.

The Group is organised in four departments according to four “Disciplines” (“métiers” in French): Consulting Services (CS), Technology Services (TS), Outsourcing Services (OS) and Local Professional Services (LPS). Then, within each Discipline, it is organised by country according to the four geographical operating units or/and by sector. So, an employee can belong for example to CS in France, or to OS in Northern Europe (UK for example). 

The Public Sector is one of the five defined Pro Consulting’s markets, alongside: Energy and Utilities; Manufacturing; Retail and Distribution; Financial Services and Telecommunications; Media & Entertainment (TME). But these sectors don’t always have their department within each Discipline. In France, for the public sector, there is a specific department within the CS, the TS also have a department in charge of the public sector but not in an exclusive way. Then, OS and LPS in France don’t have any specific organisation for the Public Sector.

The HRD (human resource director) of Pro-Consulting was the first person we met for the case study. He put us in contact with the Director of Consulting Services Department for the Government Sector. This department has a lot of contracts with several public administrations in France (hospitals, ministries, post, administration) and abroad, mainly in UK. The choice for unemployment insurance institution for the case study was obviously one of the proposals made by Pro Consulting.

Entering the fieldwork through Pro Consulting CS department entailed an important constraint: Pro-Consulting workers we met, involved in the project were all consultants and not technicians belonging to the TS department. This determined the kind of information we had access to. 

Unedic-Assedic

It is not properly a public administration, but a non-profit organisation of public interest, established under the law of 1901 on associations, in charge of collecting contributions of employers and employees to the unemployment insurance of the French social security system, and redistributed as unemployment allowances to unemployed who are in the conditions of benefiting them. Funds collected are also used to other actions (training for ex.) to support re-employment processes. According to the recent European directives on liberalisation of labour market intermediation, the roles in the French unemployment system are currently distributed between:

· ANPE: public agency for employment, in charge of labour market intermediation (in competition with private intermediaries, such as temporary work agencies);

· AFPA: national association for vocational training;

· Unedic / Assedic: registration of unemployed and indemnification.

Representative associations of employers and employees (business federations and trade unions) manage Unedic on equal part. Unedic is the national institution federating and administering all the Assedics spread within national territory; each Assedic has also a local Bureau composed by social partners. The national contact for the Internet project is the president of West Ile-de-France Assedic, so the fieldwork was carried in this institution.

Relationships between IT provider and public organisation

As explained by the Pro Consulting HRD, in the French context, contrary to what happens in UK for example, what is strictly called outsourcing, i.e a transfer of workers from the client to the service provider, does not exist in contracts with public administration. After a call for tender, Unedic selects the several corresponding service providers, and Pro Consulting teams work on place, at the Unedic main offices. Indeed, if central decisions had consequences on Assedic administration, the central interlocutor of Pro Consulting was Unedic, the federative and national level. The role of Pro Consulting is to provide an organisational audit corresponding to the strategic priority of reducing the number of unemployed and the cost of the indemnifying process. Pro Consulting gives methodological advice, support and orientation. Organisational consulting allows for expressing needs that have to be traduced into functional possibilities within the information system, but the computing tasks are not externalised, they are performed by the Unedic computing department. Within the Agora project, the main computing task was the rewriting of applicative software for automatic calculation of unemployment indemnities. We will detail further (5.1 and 5.2) the effects of this automation and standardisation of calculation process.

For the Internet project, which is the focus of this case study, we did not meet any computer engineer from Pro Consulting, but several consultants who gave a powerful reorientation to the Unedic organisation. The Internet project includes a strong objective of transforming what is called “customer relations”. As noticed the Pro-consulting operational manager: “speaking of the unemployed as clients sounds a bit strange because we don’t want to create their loyalty; however, I think that the concept of “customer relations/administration” is now well ingrained”. This quotation is a good illustration of the transformation process of Unedic/Assedic institutions. We could say it is a deep cultural change for all workers, especially for those who work in the Assedic agencies, receiving the unemployed. We will detail further the concrete organisational changes, but it seems important to underline as a central reorganisation this change of vocabulary (from “unemployed” to “client”) introduced by the information systems and consultancy company. It is not a superficial phenomenon but a real cultural evolution. The West Ile-de-France Assedic HRD summed up the reorganisation of the business function: “Since two years, we are working on transforming our enterprise from a production entity to a service structure”. 

1.2
 (Re)organisational and spatial aspects of the value chain 

There were not changes on this aspect: Pro Consulting has its main offices at La Défense, and workers work on site, at clients’ offices. Unedic has its main offices in Montreuil, and West Ile-de-France Assedic gathers three departments of Ile-de-France: Val d’Oise, Yvelines and Hauts-de-Seine. Its main offices are also at La Defense, and it federates 28 agencies from these 3 departments. There are 10 to 25 workers in each agency according to its size. 

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

As we already mentioned, a merger took place in 2001-2002, reducing the number of Assedic from 52 to 30. Pro Consulting already played an important part in conducting this merger: to put together teams that came from different contexts, to create common working processes, etc. Working groups were constituted on different aspects, with Unedic workers, some field managers and Pro Consulting personnel. These groups worked for one year to produce an operational deliverable: formalised recommendations to be disseminated throughout all institutions (Assedic). These recommendations were about the way occupations would change with the merger and how to anticipate and support these changes. The merger was then evaluated according a certification model for management, called EFQM (European Foundation Quality Management), which was first introduced in the executive committee at the managerial level: this is part of the management cultural transformation. So workers of the Assedic agencies did not have any contact with Pro Consulting consultants, only part of the general staff at the head office was concerned, but the main interlocutor of Pro Consulting was the national management level at Unedic, new orientations and recommendations being spread through this pyramid-shaped structure.

As concerns the contractual and power relations, it is worthwhile to note that a quality certification (EFQM, which is to some extent a quality certification of the value chain in services) was attributed to the public service through the intermediation of the IT service provider.

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

We focused our analysis on changes at the local level, observed in an Assedic agency. Indeed, this is at this level that the implementation of the Internet project has the most important consequences. 

The Versailles agency gathers 24 workers: according to the director, all of them are polyvalent: they are alternately in charge of face-to-face reception of unemployed, phone reception and dossiers processing outside working hours dedicated to reception (see 4.2). Alongside the director of the agency, there are also two managers: one specialised in technical and regulatory assistance, the other in operational and production activities (i.e. organisation and planning of activities of the agents). A new function, out of the hierarchical carrier, was created with the development of Internet activities: Internet relay (“relais du Net”), in charge of helping Assedic workers on Internet use and beyond, on all new implemented computing tools (software etc.).

The Internet project aims at developing the personalised account administration: the unemployed fill in their dossier on line and then administrate it on Assedic website (registrations, consultation etc.). They can also get useful information on it. This transforms the activity of physical reception of unemployed, for procedures that can be done on Assedic website (i.e. registrations). Indeed, at their arrival, people are oriented by agents called “room supervisors”, on computers at their disposal in the agency, helping them for Internet use if necessary. These people who were before received face-to-face by an agent for an interview are now self-directed, the final objective is to “never see them again at physical or call reception” as said the manager of the Versailles agency. However, according to an agent, 90% of dossiers are still covered by face-to-face interviews. There is a clear contrast between the discourse of managers and workers: while managers tend to present the Internet tool as a mean to reduce radically the flux of face-to-face reception, workers insist on the fact that you can’t do everything by Internet and on the need to see the person and to have a face-to-face contact with her/him.

The development of e-administration transformed functions performed by the Assedic agents because some parts of their activity completely disappeared (see 4.1): less work is dedicated to administrative tasks; less time is spent on the phone. So, following the new “cultural” impulse, the saved time thanks to work computerisation is now dedicated to a better reception of the “customers”. The functions of the agents are supposed to be less productive (administrative processes, calculating indemnities) and more oriented to servicing customers (giving advices, orientations etc.). However, an agent declared that manual data entry still represents 60 to 70 % of workers activity and calculating indemnities can take from 10 to 20 minutes of the interview with the job seeker.

On the other hand, computerisation completely changed the working process for agents, that is to say the division of their several tasks. While they were used to work on different tasks successively in an unconnected way, they have now to think these tasks as included in a same work chain. For example, while they worked with a demand for a training benefit separately from other matters, they now treat the different parts of the dossier globally: is there an overpayment? Which are the rights of the “customer” according to his dossier (training, payments, etc.)? 

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

As we already mentioned, geographical criterion is not determinant for the division of labour, there is no subsidiary or support entities. The network of Assedic agencies is already decentralised, and was not heavily affected by the reduction of the number of Assedic. However, according to the responsible for internal and external promotion of Internet project, Internet could in the future lead to share data processing. If one agency had a too high workload, and couldn’t deal with Internet registrations, these registrations could be administrated by others agencies without changing anything in the administration of dossiers. Thus Internet could allow a better distribution of work between several geographical sites.

2.3.
Temporal aspect of the workflow, the role of time and flexibility, consequences of restructuring

A better time optimisation was at the core of the objectives of Assedic reorganisation conducted with Pro Consulting. Two years ago, the organisation of face-to-face reception was completely transformed by introducing a system of appointments. While before, unemployed came to the agency, took a ticket and were received in turn, waiting sometimes 2 or 3 hours, they are now given a precise appointment. On the one hand, Assedic workers say they are less stressed with this system because they know exactly how many people they will have to see within the day, on the other hand, they feel they are asked today to do more things within the 30 minutes of the interview. 

Indeed, the law for social cohesion (2005) defined new functions for Assedic agencies. Unemployed are now classified in 3 categories, according to round 20 criteria about their situation and profession. The first category gathers people whose profession is often demanded on the labour market; the second one concerns professions less demanded; and the third one includes people in individual difficult situations. 

The law introduced the obligation of following and assessing individual situations every month, giving an appointment to the unemployed; but while this work was done before only by ANPE, Assedic is now in charge of administrating unemployed of the first category, and supposed to find quickly a new job for them. Moreover, now Assedic agents have also to take the appointment at ANPE for all unemployed. “There are more things to say and to give to the unemployed. It is not a problem, but it’s like the pan: if you’re always adding more things, when it is full, it runs-over and you can’t put anything more” said an agent.

As we already mentioned, Pro Consulting was the service provider in a previous programme of organisational transformation, which included an evolution of the computer system but also the implementation of telephone platforms in order to reduce physical reception of unemployed in the Assedic agencies. The development of call handling led to a new temporal division of tasks: agents would for example receive unemployed physically in their office on the morning and work by phone on the afternoon (this new organisational modality was called ATT, Accueil Traitement Téléphonique). In the practice, this switch can happen every hour or every two hours: 60 to 70% of the agents can be put on the phone on calling peaks. The ATT organisation is supervised by a worker in charge of managing call peaks with a monitoring terminal. The supervisor can send a warning signal on the computer screen of an agent to ask him to pass from physical to phone reception. If call handling has been widely developed (80 % of demands are now received and covered by phone), Internet administration was underdeveloped, that is why it was a main objective within the Agora project. 

Internet development also changed time management. While registrations were always done by phone, 20 % are today done on the Assedic website. In the same way, while dossiers were before filled in together with the unemployed, when they came to the agency, they are now already filled when they come for the interview. On 30 minutes of interview, Internet allowed earning 10 minutes dedicated, according to the responsible for internal and external promotion of the Internet project, to “the human relationship, it allows to put people at rest, and to have more time for advices in the re-employment process’. But, as mentioned above, there are also new tasks related to the law for social cohesion (2005), and agents do not always consider as satisfactory the human relationship they are able to develop with theirs customers: “It is an additional time [new tasks due to the law of 2005]… things are added progressively. Are interviews of quality? It’s a real question now. Is all due information given properly, and is it well heard and perceived by unemployed…? If we do things too quickly, there is a loss of listening, maybe the person has sometimes needs we don’t have time to analyse; maybe she/he wants to talk, but when you know you are limited by a calendar and a time schedule…it is difficult! We are always looking at the clock, it is obvious!”

Finally, according to the agency manager, Internet allows more flexibility for back-office tasks management. It gives more reactivity and develops just-in-time organisation. Answers to the mails are given within 48 hours: “An Internet user wants an immediate answer. If we wait the next day or the day after tomorrow, it’s too late, he/she will use another way to get the information, coming personally or calling, and we’ll have lost everything [i.e. time savings]”

3.
Changes of employment 

3.1.
Employment structures (categories of workers, basic gender relations, employment contracts) including changes

At the end of 2005, West Ile de France Assedic employed 646 workers: 207 men and 439 women. Within open-ended contracts (622 of the total), categories of workers are divided as follows in 2005:

	
	Men
	Women
	Total

	Executives
	51
	40
	91

	First line supervisors 
	63
	105
	168

	Employees
	86
	277
	363


Within fixed term contracts (24 out of the 646 workers): 

	
	Men
	Women
	Total

	Executives
	0
	0
	0

	First line supervisors 
	0
	0
	0

	Employees
	7
	17
	24


In 2005, there had been only 15 temporary work contracts. According to HRD, temporary work is used for specific tasks when experts are needed, in HR, communication, accounting or monitoring, i.e at the main office.

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

HRD explained that Assedic only hires new employees through fixed term contracts, for one year. In this period, agents benefit from a training process (see 5.3) to be validated to give them access to an open-ended contract. In the mean, there are always 40 fixed term contracts and among them, a group of 12 persons who can eventually pretend to an open-ended contract. Hiring in agencies is done by groups of 12 workers, twice a year (at the beginning and at the end of the year). In 2005, there were 22 persons hired with an open-ended contract (2 executives, 3 first line supervisors and 17 employees), and 58 persons hired with a fixed term contract (1 executive, 1 first line supervisor and 56 employees). This policy enables managing a high turnover. Indeed, Assedic has to deal with a high number of demands for geographical mobility. In the Versailles agency for example, there are 3 to 4 workers leaving per year. Assedic supports this mobility with specific measures for personal projects and guarantees the same wage level. According to the HRD, each year, 40 workers of the West Ile de France Assedic live Paris for the Province. The contrary is uncommon, but, as explained the HRD: “It’s a big luck for us, because it allows hiring people who have really a “customer oriented” profile and not only technical profiles like before”.

According to HRD, there is not a real carrier management policy. The “normal” carrier progression is to begin as an agent, then become technical assistant or production assistant, and finally director of an agency. Alongside the hierarchical progression within an agency, transversal functions also exist: Internet relay, quality relay or fraud relay. Carrier progression can also happen in another agency or at Unedic. So, as the institution exists at the national level, interesting carrier possibilities should be open. However, the 2005 social report for West Ile-de-France Assedic mentions that, according to an internal survey, the carrier evolution is a point of dissatisfaction for 58% of respondents.

All interviewees agreed to say that knowledge and know-how of unemployment insurance professions are very specific, and cannot be learnt at school. Only on-the-job training experience can give the right skills. As a consequence of that, basic functions have always been considered as the source of replacement for management responsibilities. A director of agency would never be hired out of the Assedic institutions for example, and according to Versailles manager agency, “3/4 of workers at the head office come from the base, including our current director and assistant director”. However, the cultural change introduced with the merger of smaller Assedic and the restructuring led by Pro Consulting aims at reinforcing the role of managers. HRD explained that their carrier management policy is concentrated on:

· The identification of potential managers and their coaching for progression;

· The hiring priorities: to be extremely careful hiring persons who have the potential to assume eventually supervisory functions. So the profile of workers hired is progressively changing (see 5.1). 

“I think we’ll have more and more directors disconnected from the basic functions”, said the responsible for internal and external Internet development. Indeed, with the merger, passing from a departmental structure to a regional one, Assedic staff grew up from 200/250 to 600/700 persons with future still growing perspectives. With a bigger size, management responsibilities and political issues change, changing the carrier progression model. 
3.2.
Negotiations on changes in employment (redundancies, transfer of workers etc) and employment conditions 

Between 2001 and 2005, during and after the merger, there was a staff reduction of around 500 workers at the main offices, linked, according to the Assedic Director, to early retirements no replaced, but we didn’t have access to more information about this matter in our interviewees. 

Changes in work organisation and work content led to discussions on quality of work among workers and in the workers council. The new spatial organisation of agencies with the end of ticket windows (see 4.1) means that workers stand longer than before, and have a direct physical contact with the customers. Some of them complain about it but the most problematic issue concerns time management. The 30 minutes interview is perceived as too short to do all required tasks. 

4.
Changes of work organisation 

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

With the Internet project and automatic calculation of indemnities, as we already mentioned, work content is less administrative and supposed to be more “customer-oriented”. The will to impulse a cultural change of the Assedic, from a technical administration to a service enterprise, led to introduce several changes in the agencies and in the work of agents. The physical space of agencies has been modified in 2006: no more ticket windows and tickets, no more queues. While agents were used to expect visitors at their counter-desk, a new thematic space organisation has been created, and agents have now to come and receive the visitor. Agents are no more anonymous but wear a badge with their name and first name. This new way of working has been carried through very seriously, formalised by a training of Assedic agents. A two-days workshop with the HR department, and another consulting enterprise (not Pro Consulting) was organised, putting the agents in situation of receiving a “customer”, with basic recommendations (present themselves, say hello, etc.). The idea is to give them a sense of responsibility in conducting customer relations. As said the responsible for internal and external promotion of the Internet project: “It’s true it was a revolution for the agents”.

Managerial control increased through formalised processes implemented to develop a management by objectives. On the one hand, Assedic created a system to assess the reserve ratio of activity of agents: “what do they really do? Do they cover 40% of normal activity of an agent, or 80%, and how much will we ask them to do? We didn’t have any individual nor collective vision. So we made a map of activities and skills: we identified a number of activities that have to be done by an agent, then we check every year which activities are done by each agent” (HRD). 

Moreover, the quality of customer relations of workers is assessed through a survey to be filled locally by each unemployed who comes to an agency. Following the idea of giving the agents a sense of responsibility in this matter, the same survey was distributed to them so that they could put themselves in the position of the one they receive. The Assedic director has an objective of 40% of very satisfied customers and 2% of unsatisfied. This survey is part of the quality management process initiated in 2001, in order to assess the transformation of Assedic agencies toward a customer orientation.

Internet is also used to reinforce personalised relations with customers by implementing a client portfolio administration. Working already in other agencies, it is still tested at Versailles, on specific populations chosen for their complexity (artists and business sector). In the client portfolio administration, one agent is designated as a referring interlocutor for an unemployed who can contact the agent by mail at any moment. Obviously, this organisation was impossible without Internet, because an agent who is busy with physical reception or with back-office processing is not free to answer questions by phone immediately for example. So, the relationship between an agent and an unemployed is more and more individualised. 

Beyond the upper and local assessment, part of the general quality management process, managerial control of work is strictly organised within each Assedic agency. First of all, the team of an agency is composed of more or less 20 persons, so the director knows them quite well. As said the director of the Versailles agency, there is a “proximity phenomenon” so that even if he is not listening a colleague when he is receiving a job seeker, he is hearing his way to speak with the “customer” The opinion of the director of an agency is important for carrier progression because he is the only one able to report to his superiors on the quality of an agent. Alongside this informal managerial control, there are formally defined procedures. The director of the agency is supposed to listen and observe the agents at work, during face-to-face reception as during call handling, at less 5 times a year. He has also an annual evaluation interview with the agents. Moreover, 3 or 4 agents have also a control function: each month, a certain number of dossiers have to be controlled. According to one agent “the big mistake everybody is afraid of, is to concede indemnities to someone who was not entitled to”. Mistakes about figures are also said to be common and need a constant self-control. This necessary self-control of work can be stressing when related to the limited duration of the appointment with a job seeker (30 minutes), and to the objective of closing the dossier during the first interview.

4.2.
Organisation of working hours, differentials in working hours between companies, temporal flexibility (including changes)

Working time is organised following the 35 hours legal agreement. There are 37h30-working hours a week, and 15 days of RTT (working time recuperation). According to a flexitime agreement, the 37h30 working hours are divided between fixed-time slot corresponding to the opening hours of the agencies: 9h00 to 16h30 with an hour for lunch, and flexible-time slot: from 8h15 to 9h00 and from 16h30 to 17h45. 

A planning is done by week and by agent, with changing activities between the morning and the afternoon. For example, an agent will be in charge of physical reception on the morning and call handling on the afternoon. The planning is given to the worker on the previous week, and a provisional planning on four weeks is also done, allowing the agents to organise themselves.  

4.3
Functional flexibility, teamwork (including changes)

The polyvalence of workers is at the core of Assedic organisation, with half-day changing activities. According to the director of Versailles agency, polyvalence has always existed in their way of working, and the use of Internet only reinforces this trend, introducing an additional activity. 

Teamwork seems quite efficient. The introduction of Internet and new computer tools brings the necessity to develop teamwork, to experiment new software and to share the difficulties faced by the agents.

The intranet, with several tools like screens giving synthetic information on social code, was mentioned by interviewed as very useful to share and have access to basic and essential information.

4.4.
Impact on quality of work

Work organisation changed a lot since 2001 in the Assedic, with a new spatial organisation of the offices (no more ticket windows), a new time management (system of appointments with job seekers) and the development of e-administration. This development represents additional back-office activity for workers, increasing their polyvalence, and allowing for more flexibility. This recent modernisation of unemployment insurance administration is a “revolution” for agents. 

Claims are not related to this new management and organisational model, but to the change in the content of work related to the law of social cohesion (2005), which transforms partly Assedic mission, from only registration and indemnification of unemployed to advising some categories of job seekers. Indeed, in spite of a few interviews done with workers, the general impression is that the new work organisation and the use of Internet are perceived as very positive evolutions. The system of appointments is less stressing; the more personalised relationship with the unemployed is a source of satisfaction at work; and the development of Internet use is an opportunity to learn and improve oneself. 

5.
Skills, knowledge and learning
5.1
Formal skill structures (including differences between men and women) and actual skill needs

According to HRD, agents come from diverse areas: human resources, philosophy, psychology, story, law, but the background is quite indifferent because, as we already mentioned, professions inside the unemployment insurance institution are considered as so specific that there is not a corresponding training for them. The criterion is to hire people who have two years of higher education and give them an intense training (5.3).

However, the new orientation of Assedic from a production entity to a service structure, and the correlative development of “customer relations” through the introduction of Internet, but also through the reorganisation of physical reception (the new system of appointment and the spatial transformation of agencies), lead to adapt progressively the skills structure, hiring people who have a more commercial profile and background, able to be comfortable with human contacts. 

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

The involvement in a quality management process since 2001 includes a systematic assessment of different items, for example claims and waiting delays, in order to identify dysfunctions and to launch action plans to improve services. As for several surveys measuring the satisfaction of customers and mapping activities and skills of agents, there are all recent initiatives. It seems that the merger, leading to a bigger structure, and the evolution towards a more customer-oriented enterprise, brought the necessity to have more formalised procedures to get a global vision of work in Assedic agencies.

5.3.
Learning opportunities, training policies 

All new employees benefit from an intense training. A tutor is in charge of them during round three months to teach them the work in the agency. “There is no diploma or teaching that lead to this profession. When somebody arrives here, he can’t do anything” said the responsible for internal and external Internet development. That’s why Assedic makes a big investment in training from the beginning. While the law obliges to invest 1,6% of the payroll amount for training, West Ile-de-France Assedic invests almost 5% of its payroll in it. Major training schemes concern the new computer tools, and are also related to the new strategic orientation – from an institution in charge of paying benefits to a service enterprise – and new functions introduced by the law of social cohesion (2005): training to the follow-up interview and to tools for diagnostics.

The implementation of the Internet project is also supported by a training policy. An internal survey showed that 15% of the agents in the West Ile-de-France Assedic had difficulties with Internet navigation and browsing, that is why an e-learning programme was implemented by Unedic and used in each agency by the “Internet relay” to help the agents becoming more autonomous. 

6.
Industrial relations & regulations
6.1.
Forms of workers’ representation

During 2005, at West Ile-de-France Assedic, there have been 12 meetings of the workers council and 12 meetings of the workers representatives. Five unions are represented in both structures, and there is at least one worker representative in each agency. There are 2 union members at Versailles agency. In the workers council, according to the results of the 2006 elections, there are 10 seats for employees (5 occupants and 5 substitutes), 4 seats for first line supervisors (2 occupants and 2 substitutes) and 2 seats for executives (1 occupant and 1 substitute). In the same elections, workers representatives elected were divided as follows: 12 employees (6 occupants and 6 substitutes), 7 first line supervisors (4 occupants and 3 substitutes) and only 1 substitute for executives.

As all our interviews except one, were performed with executives, the category of worker less concerned by union aspects, we did not get more precise information on central issues in social negotiations.

6.2.
Policy and regulatory aspects

The restructuring of Unedic / Assedic, designed and accompanied by Pro Consulting, is driven by several policy and regulatory factors:

· The liberalisation of public intermediation services on the labour market, impulsed by the EU and imposed by European directives transposed in the French legislation, entails a new distribution of roles among the public unemployment services, and an increasing constraint of qualitative performance and cost saving.

· The national plan for social cohesion (2005) assigned new tasks of follow-up of unemployed, to be taken in charge by Assedic.

· The cost reduction strategy in the administration of unemployment indemnification is also a driver for restructuring. The organisational restructuring designed by Pro Consulting allows for both improved quality of services and increased economic efficiency.

· The Internet project is quite coherent with the governmental priority to e-government and e-administration.

· Assedic restructuring is a significant example of a new policy orientation of public services, considering the citizen as a client, and also considering the unemployment allowances as a substitutive income to be merited, rather than a compensation for a social insurance.

In this context, the role of Pro Consulting was rather a role of an external “change manager” (and even more “organisational system architect”) than a classical role of IT service provider, although several IT projects were developed to support the organisational restructuring. 

7.
Conclusions

7.1.
Basic characteristics of the case

When outsourcing their IT functions, French public administrations are not used to practice any outsourcing of personnel. In this case, as in other institutions like the Minefi (Ministère de l’Economie et des Finances) – also client of Pro Consulting – the consultants and IT professionals of the IT provider work on site in the offices of their public customer, together with professionals of the computing department in the public administration. When Pro Consulting signs a contract with a public administration, one department, that is to say one Discipline (“métier”) alone cannot provide 100% of solutions to administration’s demand: it is then necessary to put together, in a project structure, experts from the different Disciplines, professionals and consultants. In this case, interviews with the consultants showed clearly how the evolution of the information system and organisational transformations are closely related. Through the development of the Internet project, we could observe the will to achieve a deep cultural transformation of the unemployment insurance administration, from a production structure in charge of calculating and distributing indemnities, to a service able to have a more human and personalised relationships with the job seekers.

7.2. Significance of the case for various WORKS research questions

This cultural transformation entails a new organisation of work, Internet allowing more flexibility and just in time processing of the dossiers to achieve a good satisfaction of those who are called from now on the “customers”. 

The new customer-oriented organisation also includes the active development of a quality process management, in order to improve constantly the quality of the service. 

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

The few number of interviews with Assedic agents did not allow us to have a complete map concerning the impact of these transformations on quality of work, leaving some questions without full answer, as for example: is the quality management process perceived by the agents as a higher control on their work? 

Workers seemed to be satisfied of this modernisation process, presented as source of personal enrichment and more pleasant work. However, we could observe that time pressure is higher and is at the core of claims expressed by the workers. This is the result of a double restructuring: the technical one and the public reform of Assedic mission, increasing the number of tasks. 
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