Managing people

‘Hello, Welcome to ...’

Telstra’s front-line sales force is plagued by high absenteeism and low morale and is deeply dissatisfied with its own management, according to a confidential study commissioned by Australia’s most profitable company. 

Employees believe that their management is not committed to high-quality customer service, they do not trust management to keep its word and they doubt their own competence, the study by Professor Stephen Deery and Dr Roderick Iverson of the University of Melbourne found. 

Their report, obtained by The Australian Financial Review, shows that the vast majority of employees at Telstra’s telephone-based sales centres perceive themselves as underskilled and overworked. 

Eighty per cent said they lacked the necessary skills to do the full range of tasks required in their job and ninety-two per cent said their workload was excessive. 

Employee perceptions of management’s commitment to high-quality customer service were very negative, with some forty per cent strongly disagreeing and thirty-two per cent disagreeing that Telstra’s senior management had a high regard for the company’s customers. 

More than seventy per cent had little faith that Telstra would fulfil obligations and promises made to employees. 

Commissioned by Telstra to examine the reasons for absenteeism in call centres—averaging more than 12.7 days per employee, mostly in the form of one- and two-day absences—the study appears to paint a portrait of a low-trust workplace dogged by problems of performance and morale. 

But this was strongly denied by Telstra’s managing director, commercial and consumer sales, Mr Andrew Day. He said that morale was strong, that absenteeism was not high by industry standards and that feedback from customers contradicted employees’ negative perceptions about management commitment to service quality. 

Staff were equating quality service with the length of time they spent on the phone to a customer, but the company had to balance this against the need to answer calls promptly with limited labour resources. 

‘People who are close to the action don’t always understand the full picture,’ he said. 

Ninety-eight per cent of the more than 500 employees surveyed judged some colleagues as unsuited to sales centre work, suggesting that they were finding it hard to adapt to the sales culture demanded in a competitive market. 

Telstra last month implemented a new performance regime in its call centres under which employees can face dismissal for failing to meet performance measures. 

Sales consultants ranked unacceptable on any two of six management process measures will be sacked if their performance fails to improve within two months after counselling and training. 

Mr Day said staff would benefit from clear, fair and open guidelines on what was expected from them under the performance targets. Measures focus on sales in dollars, winning back custom from competitors, employees’ average handling time on calls, adherence to work schedules, supervisors’ assessments of service quality and minimising unplanned absences. 

‘We are adopting recognised commercial practice,’ he said. ‘The driver on the business side is the external environment—increased competition and customers expecting more—and we have to operate a commercial business.’ 

But the Community and Public Sector Union intends to challenge any disciplinary action taken under Telstra’s new sales management process. At stop-work meetings last week, CPSU members condemned the new performance management for overturning restrictions on the use of computer-generated statistics for dismissal of employees. Under a previous enterprise agreement, performance measures could only be used for coaching and staff development. 

‘Telstra’s unilateral imposition of minimum accountabilities is unacceptable,’ a CPSU organiser in NSW, Mr Sean Mountford, said. ‘We have no problem with properly negotiated and agreed measures, but if management proceed to link an arbitrary process to dismissal they can be assured we will contest their action.’ 

The negative employee feedback at Telstra is consistent with a role conflict—identified in management literature—between the employees’ desire to help customers and their need to sell. It is also consistent with the stress experienced by workers caught between demands for quality customer interactions and benchmarks designed to minimise labour costs. The University of Melbourne study correlated absenteeism at Telstra to employee perceptions that their jobs were becoming ‘routinised’ and repetitive, and to burnout experienced by employees who perceived their work as emotionally draining.

Source: S. Long, ‘Telstra sales crew unhappy with bosses’, The Australian, 1 February 1999, p. 5. Copyright of John Fairfax Group Pty Ltd.

Questions 

1.
Why is absenteeism high in call centres, such as the one described in this article?

2.
What specific factors are identified that may contribute to absenteeism?

3.
What strategies would you suggest


(a)
if you were Telstra management?


(b)
if you were representing the Community and Public Sector Union members?


(c)
if you were representing the researchers? 


Explain and justify your recommendations.

