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ABSTRACT The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of managers employed in outsourced
telecommunications call centres regarding their managerial roles. The study takes the form of a qualitative case
study with data having been collected through semi-structured, interviews. Participants were purposively selected
through criterion sampling. The results reveal that scientific management principles and continuous improvement
are major focus areas in the call centre environment and that call centre managers who deal with internal and
external pressures have a dynamic and challenging task. The study focuses on one telecommunications company
that has four outsourced call centres in Gauteng, South Africa. The sample consisted of eight participants. The
outcome highlights the role played by managers of outsourced organisations and provides suggestions as to how call
centre management can be improved by dealing with the challenges being experienced. By means of careful
consideration of the contracting process, this research contributes theoretically and practically towards management,
continuous improvement and to addressing financial constraints.

INTRODUCTION

The call centre industry is growing rapidly
and South Africa is fast becoming a desired des-
tination for outsourced call centres – a trend
that will transform the industry locally into one
that is large, mature and sophisticated (Balfour
2014). This is because South Africa has the abil-
ity to deliver a competitive service, based on
quality and performance at affordable prices
(Eastwood 2012). Given the size of the call cen-
tre industry globally and nationally – as well as
the complexity associated with the various op-
erations involved – call centres have emerged
as fertile ground for research, although little of
this research has been conducted in the South
African context.

Call centres have been described as an en-
abling resource for enhanced customer service
as a cost-saving strategy (McCormick 2015).
Call centres are people intensive, resource de-
manding environments with complex manage-
ment challenges and call centre managers are
increasingly expected to deliver low operating
costs and a high-quality service (Kim and Kang
2016; Van den Schrieck et al. 2014; Aksin et al.
2007). Call centres deliver a variety of services
to customers through the use of telephones and
agents and can be described as facilitating a set
of functions or actions that can be carried out in
a number of ways and using multiple delivery

channels. Call centres merge information and
telecommunications technology, allowing clients
to talk to knowledgeable representatives who
have speedy access to information (Van den
Schrieck et al. 2014). The call centre automatical-
ly directs the incoming client call to an agent
and simultaneously presents relevant informa-
tion about the caller’s enquiry on the agent’s
computer screen. State-of-the-art technology is
involved, but call centres rely on people to act
as intermediaries between the services rendered
to clients and the information available on the
databases. The three components involved in a
call centre are people, technology and work pro-
cesses (SEDA 2015).

Badler (2004) believes that call centres can
be regarded as a type of help desk or “one-stop
help shop” in which call centre agents attempt
to answer and solve client queries, concerns or
complaints in a friendly and timely manner or
provide information to clients. Balfour (2014)
defines call centres as “workplace environments
where customer-related activities occur without
any physical contact with the client”. These two
definitions – published ten years apart – illus-
trate that, in terms of the literature at least, the
idea of what call centres are has not changed
much over time.  The call centre function is gen-
erally outsourced and not performed by the or-
ganisation itself. Vying for a contract to offer
call centre functions to a principal is, by its na-



198 SUMEI VAN ANTWERPEN

ture, a cutthroat activity. This means that service
providers (agents) are under pressure from the
start, especially in terms of financial measures.
This reality raises further challenges when the
time comes to negotiate renewal of the contract
in that overzealous negotiations may jeopardise
a long-term relationship with the principal and
thus, in turn, may threaten customer satisfaction.

Objectives

The primary objective of this study is to ex-
plore how members of call centre management
perceive their roles in an organisation dealing
with telecommunications and customer queries
on an outsourced basis. The secondary objec-
tives are to: 1) determine the profile of call centre
managers; 2) explore the major challenges expe-
rienced by call centre management; and finally
3) to investigate the strategies used by call cen-
tre management to manage effectively. This arti-
cle reports on a subsection of a bigger study,
but focuses on the three objectives as outlined
above. The remainder of the article is structured
as follows: a theoretical background will be pre-
sented; the research method will be outlined;
the results will be discussed; conclusions will
be drawn from the findings; limitations will be
identified; and avenues will be provided for pos-
sible future research.

Theoretical Background

This section covers the history of call cen-
tres, outsourcing, call centre management and
challenges, as well as strategies used to counter
those challenges.

History of Call Centres in South Africa

Call centre information in respect of the South
African environment is sparse. On the interna-
tional front, the first instance of using the tele-
phone as a marketing tool dates back to the ear-
ly 1900s when companies used telephone direc-
tories to compile and sell client lists and the first
call centre agents were housewives in the Unit-
ed Kingdom in the 1950s (Bernier 2012). The first
call centres in South Africa emerged in the 1970s,
although it was only in the late 1990s that the
combination of improved computer technology
and reduced telecommunications costs contrib-

uted to their rapid growth. More recently, call
centres have been widely promoted by an infor-
mal coalition of stakeholders with overlapping
interests, ranging from trade unions to provin-
cial development agencies and national govern-
ment (Mann and Graham 2016; DTI 2013; Benner
et al. 2007). The first call centre in South Africa
was established in 1976 and more were estab-
lished in the early 1990s. A further major growth
spurt occurred around 1999 (Benner et al. 2007).

South Africa is now home to a large and ma-
ture call centre industry. Over the past number
of years call centre business process outsourc-
ing (BPO) and offshore activity – serving the
South African market as well as foreign busi-
nesses – has shown a very healthy growth rate
(Banks and Roodt 2011; DTI 2008). Call centre
activity in South Africa is concentrated mainly
in the major economic hubs of the country, most
notably in Gauteng and Cape Town. The most
recent data available (South African Call Centre
Survey 2007) indicated that, in 2007, nearly 51
percent of call centres locally were located in
Gauteng. The Western Cape had the second
highest number with 38 percent of call centres
and a further eight percent were situated in Kwa-
Zulu Natal (Cohen 2013; Benner et al. 2007).
Unfortunately, no more recent studies have been
undertaken in South Africa that might provide a
picture of the current status – a fact that pro-
vides further impetus for additional research in
this area (search conducted on call centres in
South Africa on Web of Science™ 2016).

Outsourcing

Freytag et al. (2012) define outsourcing as
“the operation of shifting a transaction previ-
ously governed internally to an external suppli-
er through a long-term contract, and involving
the transfer to the vendor.” Oppong (2014) and
Xia et al. (2015) argue that outsourcing has
evolved into an accepted business model and
that it has become part of the vital maturing pro-
cess through which companies go to create bet-
ter services and products for their customers
while continuing to generate shareholder value.
One of the most important differences between
the various types of call centres is that between
those that are run “in-house” as opposed to
those that are “outsourced.” An in-house call
centre is developed by the company itself, the



PIVOTAL ROLE OF CALL CENTRE MANAGERS 199

operation is managed internally in conjunction
with other business function units and the busi-
ness makes use of its own infrastructure and
personnel (Van Jaarsveld and Yanadori 2011;
Benner et al. 2007).

The rapid growth of outsourcing suggests
that both public and private organisations ex-
pect benefits from outsourcing. Naturally, vari-
ous organisations operating under different cir-
cumstances will expect different benefits. It is
impossible to list every possible benefit, but
many of the desired benefits are general and
shared across organisations (Xia et al. 2015;
Oppong 2014). Outsourced call centres are run
by firms that specialise in providing a customer
relationship and interface service for external
clients. The call centre service provider is re-
sponsible for providing the infrastructure and
personnel for its clients as stipulated in a legal
contract. According to Vitasek and Manrodt
(2012) and Oppong (2014), there is a variety of
reasons for companies to outsource part of their
operations – reducing and controlling operat-
ing costs; improving company focus on strate-
gy and core functions; gaining access to world-
class capabilities; freeing internal resources for
other purposes; enhancing control measures;
dealing with the lack of available internal resourc-
es; accelerating the re-engineering of benefits;
difficulty in managing out-of-control functions;
making capital funds available; sharing risks;
acquiring better management; enhancing credi-
bility; infusing cash; assisting in rapid growth
situations; handling overflow situations; avoid-
ing being swamped with extra administration in
a period of growth; accelerating a learning curve
in a new business area or, conversely, cutting
the need for investment and improving the qual-
ity and efficiency of existing outsourced ser-
vice. Freytag et al. (2012) stress that, although
outsourcing provides an extensive list of bene-
fits as outlined previously, it is also – for an
increasing number of firms facing the reality of
re-evaluating their outsourcing solutions – of-
ten associated with difficulties and unfulfilled
expectations or objectives. Strategic management
thus plays a vital role in ensuring that there is
harmony between technology, people and work
processes.

The advantages that call centres offer to
business make them desirable to organisations.
These advantages include curbing expenditure
and improving efficiency and productivity, thus

allowing organisations to achieve higher profits
(Van Jaarsveld and Yanadori 2011; Russell 2008).
These authors furthermore mention that call cen-
tres are currently valuable in various sectors and
in almost all national economies in both devel-
oping and developed countries. South African
organisations have been no exception as they
have also experienced growth in the use of call
centres since the 1990s (SACCCOM 2011), as
pointed out earlier.

Cohen (2013) emphasises that while India
(Agarwal 2014) and the Philippines (Pandy and
Rogerson 2014) dominate the global market for
outsourced back office (also referred to as the
operations division) services, South Africa is
Africa’s third largest economy and had grown
between 30 and 35 percent over each of the pre-
vious five years. South African call centres em-
ploy approximately 210,000 people, with 9 per-
cent of those working for offshore companies.
South Africa can be regarded as the ideal loca-
tion for serving the British market because of
the accents of employees, cultural affinity and
similar time zone, as well as operational costs
that are 50 percent lower than in the United King-
dom. New undersea telecommunications cables
have also spurred investment with data costs
having fallen by 85 percent from 2003 to 2009
(Cohen 2013).

Call Centre Management

According to the International Customer
Management Institute (ICMI), call centre man-
agement is defined as the art of having the right
number of skilled people who support the re-
sources in place at the right time to handle an
accurately forecast workload, thereby achiev-
ing quality service (ICMI 2015). Accurate, effi-
cient and effective workforce management in a
contact centre is essential in order to ensure
high-quality customer service levels and will also
improve employee morale. However, such man-
agement relies much more on information than
on a basic schedule of planned campaigns
(Kreamer and Gouthier 2014; Childs and Dono-
van 2012). As society increasingly relies on group
effort, and as many organised groups have be-
come large, the task of managers has increased
in importance and complexity (Weihrich and
Koontz 2008). Follett, a pioneer in management,
defines the concept as “getting things done
through people” (Douglas 2015; Kinicki and
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Williams 2003), while Weihrich and Koontz (2008:
32) use the following definition: “The process
of optimising human, material and financial con-
tributions for the achievement of organisational
goals”. Annarelli and Nonino (2016), Bateman
and Snell (2014), and Bush (2011) define man-
agement as the attainment of organisational
goals in an effective and efficient manner through
planning, organising, leading and controlling
organisational resources. The latter, furthermore,
points out that quality, speed, innovation; costs,
service and sustainability are the five essential
types of performance on which an organisation
beats, equals or loses to its competition in the
corporate arena. A call centre manager is a per-
son who is ultimately responsible for the overall
performance and budget, and makes decisions
on people, processes, technologies and custom-
ers that form part of the operations of a call cen-
tre. The manager also focuses on the future strat-
egy and development of the centre; and is re-
sponsible for liaising with other departments
such as Human Resources (HR) and Informa-
tion Technology (IT). Depending on the size of
the call centre, managers will have a number of
team leaders (or assistant managers at larger
centres) who report to them. They will be re-
sponsible for recruiting, developing and coach-
ing those who report directly to them (Childs
and Donovan 2012). Pandy and Rogerson (2014)
assert that issues around the quality of work,
HR policies and labour processes at call centres
continue to attract scholarly attention national-
ly and internationally, and that all of these re-
main pivotal roles of the call centre manager. A
study conducted by Banks and Roodt (2011)
into South African call centre management at
more than 44 different organisations found that
the measures that direct the management prac-
tices of call centre managers demand focus on
cost and production efficiency. According to
Banks and Roodt (2011), integrating information
and computer technologies for optimal service
delivery to customers is central at all call centres
and is referred to as the “Taylorism of white-
collar work”. In a study conducted into four call
centres in Gauteng, Fisher et al. (2007) found
that South African call centre management prac-
tices “have a historic disposition towards con-
trol and Taylorism” and that they focused on
production irrespective of the conceptual ser-
vice model. According to another study, call cen-
tres in South Africa are ranked among those with

the highest degree of monitoring (Benner et al.
2007). While the range of services, functions
and tasks carried out at call centres require a
high level of skill, knowledge and experience,
for most call centre workers, it seems that, in
future, call centres will continue to be character-
ised by target-setting and Taylorism (Desai 2010;
Bain et al. 2002). Elements of scientific manage-
ment are still relevant and have become deeply
ingrained in all modern organisations (Excoffier
et al. 2016). Call centre workforce management
includes three key levels of the decision-making
process, namely (see Mehrotra et al. 2010) long-
term planning that includes the determination of
how many agents to hire and train, short-term
decisions that involve the scheduling of an avail-
able pool of agents over a time span of one week
and, finally, real-time adjustment decisions in-
cluding the update of agent schedules and rout-
ing of calls on a daily basis. Although scientific
management does play an obvious role in the
21st century, the method does have weakness-
es that limit its influence on current work envi-
ronments and, consequently, not all its tenets
apply to modern organisations. In sum, effec-
tive management is important for the service ex-
cellence and sustainability of the call centre as
agent for the contracted principle. In essence,
effective management revolves around utilisa-
tion of resources – particularly, people, technol-
ogy and finances.

Challenges Faced by Call Centre Managers

Managers of call centres face numerous chal-
lenges as reflected in previous studies and liter-
ature (see, for example, Prichard et al. 2014; De-
sai 2010; Russell 2008). They are responsible for
operations that are capital intensive and that
have a high demand for continual investment to
keep up with rapid developments in technology
– as opposed to low-cost operations. Further-
more, in many instances they are responsible
for large numbers of staff who often work shifts
(Robinson and Morley 2006) which is not con-
ducive to good morale (Renker et al. 2015). Ac-
cording to Jack et al. (2008), there are four trends
in the call centre industry that present signifi-
cant challenges to managers. Firstly, over ten
years preceding Jack’s study, customer expec-
tations for high quality service at call centres
had shown an increase with customers demand-
ing quality service, convenience, speed, accu-
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racy and value. Secondly, there was a signifi-
cant increase in the scale and scope of call cen-
tre operations. Today’s call centres are increas-
ingly required to perform non-traditional tasks
with the same resource allocations. Although
the more traditional roles of call centres (such as
collections and customer support) are still im-
portant, current trends suggest that more stra-
tegic roles (such as building customer relation-
ships and selling company products and servic-
es) have become more prevalent. Thirdly, call
centres have become multi-channel communi-
cation centres where various new technologies
are used to provide a wide variety of services to
customers: fax, phone, internet, e-mail and web
chat are all used extensively to maximise oppor-
tunities for increased customer contact and as-
sistance. Finally, a significant trend has emerged:
the outsourcing of call centre operations to for-
eign locations. Aksin et al. (2007) and Van den
Schrieck et al. (2014) argue that call centre man-
agers are increasingly expected to deliver low
operating costs and high-quality service and this
study seeks to explore whether these costs are
among the critical challenges that managers
have to deal with. To meet these potentially con-
flicting objectives, call centre managers are chal-
lenged with deploying the right number of staff
members with the appropriate skills according
to a workable schedule to meet an uncertain,
intermittent demand for service. Traditionally, in
order to meet this challenge, call centre manag-
ers were required to wrestle with classical oper-
ations management decisions about forecast-
ing traffic, acquiring capacity, deploying re-
sources and managing service delivery. Call cen-
tres struggle with the challenge of properly fore-
casting the technology and labour resources
required to meet the demands which fluctuate
daily (Prichard 2014; Oppong 2014; Pandy and
Rogerson 2014). The strategic role of call cen-
tres is ever changing. As a result of internal and
external changes associated with outsourcing,
call centre managers should have the ability to
handle these challenges, which means that they
should have the ability to think and act strategi-
cally (Freytag et al. 2012). Organisations attempt
to achieve customer satisfaction by offering their
customers easy access to their services and prod-
ucts while lowering their costs through a con-
solidated approach (Banks and Roodt 2011). The
authors emphasised that this approach has its
challenges and that managers struggle to bal-

ance the efficiency and quality imperatives of
their businesses. High levels of call centre agent
turnover (ranging from 15 percent to 35 percent
per annum) are also a major challenge that man-
agers experience (Oppong 2014; Robinson and
Morley 2006) and one that threatens service
excellence.

The next section will describe the research
design and method, including the data collec-
tion method; method of reasoning; population
and sampling; research instrument; validity and
reliability; data analysis; and how ethical issues
were attended to.

RESEARCH  METHOD

This section addresses the research meth-
od. This should not be confused with research
methodology which is a broader concept (see
Saunders and Rojon 2014). Essentially, the re-
search method covers the population, sample
and sampling, data collection instrument and
data analysis/es techniques, all of which are dic-
tated by the purpose of the study (Saunders
and Rojon 2014). The purpose of the study was
to explore the perceptions of managers of an
outsourced call centre (agent), providing a ser-
vice to an ICT company (principal) regarding
their managerial roles in dealing with customer
queries and also to find out their profile, the
challenges they experience during management
and how they address these challenges. Given
that the nature that the study was exploratory,
the most appropriate design was a qualitative
case study (Babbie and Mouton 2010). A quali-
tative case study design was followed because
it allowed the researcher to enter into the natural
setting (call centres) of the participants (manag-
ers) in order to observe the behaviour and listen
to the words the participants used to describe
the environment in which they operate (Struwig
and Stead 2015). Consequently, one outsourced
call centre providing a service to an ICT compa-
ny was selected because of the challenges that
it was facing at the time of the study. Literature
is not unanimous with regard to the norm for
case studies but, according to Struwig and Stead
(2015), one organisation is sufficient and this
organisation was specifically selected because,
at the time of the study, it was experiencing chal-
lenges with regard to its outsourced call cen-
tres. Unfortunately, no more information than
this can be divulged as, given the small number
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of organisations active in this market, this might
lead to the identification of the organisation con-
cerned. This would constitute a breach of research
ethics, specifically in terms of the undertaking giv-
en that the identity of the participants in this spe-
cific market would be withheld (anonymity).

Hence, the population consisted of call cen-
tre managers from one outsourced call centre in
Gauteng. The call centre had four offices in
Gauteng from which the sample was selected
using criterion sampling based on experience in
the industry and the position the managers oc-
cupied. In order to identify a distinct group of
information-rich participants, the following cri-
teria were applied during the selection process:
1) position (manager) and 2) experience (mini-
mum of eight years’ experience in the call centre
industry with a minimum of three years at man-
agement level). Two managers from each centre
proved to be eligible, resulting in eight partici-
pants. The sample in this study was small – typ-
ical of qualitative case studies (Denzin and Lin-
coln 2005). The data were collected by struc-
tured interviews using an interview guide (mea-
suring instrument) to ensure that the same ques-
tions were asked of all participants. Prior to the
study, the interview guide was piloted to test
the questions in terms of clarity, whether the
interviewee had the information required and was
prepared to divulge it, the time needed to con-
clude the interview, whether they understood
the questions and whether they were willing and
able to divulge the information needed to solve
the problem. The interview guide was divided
into Section A (closed questions, biographical
by nature) and Section B (open-ended questions)
consisting of questions dealing with call centre
managers’ perceptions of their roles, challenges
experienced and possible solutions, as well as
their management strategies. The conversations
were audio recorded during the face-to-face in-
terviews and transcribed directly after each in-
terview. One-hour appointments were scheduled
with each interviewee at venues convenient for
them. Participation in this study was purely on a
voluntary basis and candidates were told that
they were free to withdraw from the study at any
point. To protect the anonymity of participants
and for data analysis purposes, the eight call
centre managers were denoted by unique alpha-
betical letters according to the specific call cen-
tre (A–D) and each call centre manager was

denoted by a number (one to eight). Data analy-
sis (Bryman and Bell 2014) for qualitative stud-
ies commences with coding, meaning that cod-
ed data is not revealed in its original format but
that it is interpreted by the researcher. Coding is
a method of condensing the data and many ap-
proaches can be used, as deemed fit for the par-
ticular study. Coding was guided by the theory
explaining call centre management, but some
codes were unique as they were not addressed
by theory. These codes were directly related to
the objectives of the study. In this way, data
was reduced to parsimonious intension relevant
to the study. Themes were identified with due
consideration to the feedback received after each
question and in order to find meaningful similar-
ities as well as standout comments that could
add value in closing the knowledge gap in this
study. Ethical clearance was obtained from the
University of South Africa to conduct this study
and participants signed a letter of consent.

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

The results derived from the interviews are
discussed under the following headings: 1) Sec-
tion A: Biographical data and 2) Section B: Roles,
challenges, and management strategies employed.
This section will also distinguish between call
centre managers and staff – commonly referred
to as agents in the call centre environment.

Section A: Biographical Data

The codes denoting each of the call centres
and the participants who were interviewed in
the Gauteng region are displayed in Table 1.

The gender, age and educational background
of the participants are indicated to provide an
overall demographic picture of the individuals
involved in this study. Call centre sizes varied
from 160 to 800 seats and their managerial expe-
rience from eight to a maximum of 15 years. The
age distribution reflects a management profile
representing a relatively young workforce –main-
ly Generation Y, typically born between 1980 and
1990, and having constant access to technolo-
gy (Alston 2016). Participants were not request-
ed to indicate their racial group since this infor-
mation would not contribute to the essence of
this study.
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Section B:  Management Roles, Challenges,
and Strategies Employed

The data were categorised according to three
major themes based on the topics in the inter-
view guide, namely 1) the perceptions of call
centre managers regarding their roles, 2) the ma-
jor challenges experienced and suggestions for
improvement, and 3) the managerial strategies that
they employed at their call centres. The themes
were determined and grouped according to the
questions posed during each interview.

Perceptions of Call Centre Managers
Regarding Their Role

Participants were asked what they under-
stood by the term “call centre management” and
thereafter how they perceived their roles as call
centre managers. Predominantly, participants
understood their roles as taking total responsi-
bility for the call centre, its people and its perfor-
mance. Recurring themes included that they take
overall responsibility for the call centres and that
this includes contractual obligations as set out
by clients; the budget and finance-related tasks;
ensuring the continuous improvement of the
process and the development of the call centre
(people, processes and technology) and client
relationships (Participants A1, A2, B3, B4, C5,
C6 and D8). Participant D7 outlined that, as a
manager, he or she needed to proactively and
reactively provide internal and external clients
with recommendations identified through inves-
tigation and analysis in order to improve overall
business including cost reduction and custom-
er experience. Only participant B4 mentioned the
importance of training, developing, mentoring
and motivating agents and of focussing on the

morale of agents as part of their role. These roles
are factual and consistent with the theory (see
Annarelli and Nonino 2016; Douglas 2015; Bate-
man and Snell 2014).

Major Focus Areas as Call Centre Managers

Participants were requested to identify their
major focus areas. On this particular topic, par-
ticipants were expected to provide what they
believed to be the major focus areas as call cen-
tre managers. Participants A1, B3 and B6 men-
tioned that they were responsible for ensuring
consistent compliance with company policies
and procedures; people management (which in-
cludes recruiting and retaining agents), devel-
oping agents through training, mentoring and
coaching agents, ensuring effective communi-
cation, motivating and satisfying agents and,
finally, ensuring that they have the necessary
means to perform efficiently are the key themes
(A1, A2, B3 and C6) outlined throughout. Partic-
ipants (A1, C5, C6, D7 and D8) highlighted the
importance of customer satisfaction, including
client engagements, increased customer satis-
faction, delivering an excellent quality service
the first time and improving customer experience.
It is evident that participant D7 focused on cus-
tomer experience and needs (external) only and
did not mention the importance of agent satis-
faction (internal). Participant B4 indicated that
the development of the management team was
important. All the participants highlighted that
it was their responsibility to ensure that the tar-
gets set by clients were met. These focus areas
correspond to theory relating to planning, or-
ganisation, leading, control, communication,
management and decision making (see Excoffier
et al. 2016; Mehrotra et al. 2010).

Table 1: Biographical data

Call centre managers

Call Respondent    Call centre   Years of Gender   Age     Highest
centre    number     size(seats)  experience  qualification

(call centre)

A 1 430 9 Male 27 Matric
A 2 800 11 Male 32 Degree
B 3 350 10 Male 28 Diploma
B 4 160 13 Female 35 Diploma
C 5 160 10 Male 31 Diploma
C 6 220 15 Female 35 Diploma
D 7 423 8 Male 28 Matric
D 8 160 8 Male 32 Diploma
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Challenges Experienced and Encountered

Participants were requested to list four ma-
jor challenges that they experienced. The feed-
back was grouped into similar themes. All the
participants agreed that managing the modern-
day call centre was extremely challenging. Ef-
fective communication emerged as a major chal-
lenge for the majority of participants (A1, A2,
C5, C6 and D7). This was mainly due to the dy-
namic nature of the call centre environment and
the large staff complement in each call centre.
Additional challenges that surfaced included
agent attrition (A2, B3, C5 and D8), agent moti-
vation (B3, C5 and C6), time management (A1,
B4 and C6) and agent management which in-
cluded performance (B3 and D7). It is however
alarming that both participant C6 and D8 point-
ed out that there was a lack of advancement
opportunities (flat structures) for tenured agents
as well as a lack of salary increases and perma-
nent employment.

Reasons for Challenges

A question was posed to participants to iden-
tify possible reasons for the challenges outlined
in the previous discussion. Call centres are dy-
namic environments where change takes place
frequently and are characterised by large agent
complements. This makes effective communica-
tion (A1, C6 and D7) and agent management a
huge challenge. Products change rapidly and
agents do not have access to e-mail – hence,
communication needs to take place verbally. Call
queues are frequently high, causing delays in
providing a consistent message to all agents.
Agent turnover is also a major challenge be-
cause most agents are employed on a temporary
basis and there is little opportunity for career
progression (A2, B4, C6 and D8). Employees are
always looking for permanent employment.
Agents also regard call centre work as an entry-
level position and want to move on career wise.
Competition in the call centre industry is intense,
which makes agent retention very challenging.
Agent motivation is a huge challenge because
call centre work is highly pressurised and agents
have to deal with demanding customers and re-
petitive work on a daily basis (A2, B3 and D8).
Absenteeism is also rife since call centres are high-
pressure environments. Interestingly enough, no
participants in this study mentioned budget or

finances as a major challenge. This is contrary
to a study by Robinson and Morley (2006) in
which budget constraints were cited as the big-
gest challenge of call centre managers in per-
forming their jobs. Participants A1, B4 and C6
highlighted that the majority of agents were be-
tween 21 and 30 years of age and they battled
with time management. Childs and Donovan
(2012) argue that when Generation Y-employees
enter the workforce, especially in the call centre
environment, it might be necessary to train them
in time management and its impact on produc-
tivity and efficiency. Members of Generation Y
have difficulties with time management (Lipkin
2016). Literature has covered a number of these
themes, but attrition, motivation and competi-
tion is not clearly discussed and was mentioned
a number of times when this question was posed.
Another fact is that people representing Gener-
ation Y, do not stay the same position longer
than two years because, as soon as a better op-
portunity is available, they find it easy to make a
career change (Lipkin 2016).

Suggestions Offered on How to Deal with
Challenges

The interviewer requested participants to
identify possible suggestions on how to over-
come the challenges identified earlier. Partici-
pants spoke freely about the various ideas and
interventions they employed at their call cen-
tres to manage the various challenges they ex-
perienced. Respondent D7 suggested that pro-
moting teamwork plays a vital role when dealing
with a large agent complement. Agent manage-
ment can be made easier when implementing an
effective and transparent performance manage-
ment process and rewarding excellent perfor-
mance. Planning needs to be accurate and should
be carried out strictly on a daily basis while pro-
cesses at the call centre need to be monitored
and measured frequently with deviations being
attended to immediately (Participants A2 and D7).
Organisations should also consider employing
agents on a permanent basis and creating a fun
working environment. Effective communication
and time management were outlined as sugges-
tions for managing possible challenges. Partici-
pant B4 was of the opinion that agents should
be micro-managed initially before being given
the opportunity to function independently. This
might pose a challenge to managers who have
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to deal with agents from Generation Y, since such
employees tend to be more self-confident and
are more likely to question the status quo, look
for self-development opportunities, accept
changes and leave quickly when they are un-
happy in their current positions, according to
Childs and Donovan (2012).

Strategies Employed for Effective Call Centre
Management

Participants had to outline different strate-
gies that they used to manage their call centres
effectively. Participants provided numerous sug-
gestions for effective call centre management.
All the participants alluded to the fact that an
effective communication and robust perfor-
mance management process needed to be in
place. Other suggestions that surfaced includ-
ed creating a favourable working environment,
implementing an incentive programme to reward
agents for excellent performance, empowering
agents and considering a combination of tem-
porary and permanent employment options. Ef-
fective performance management processes
should be followed and continuous agent en-
gagement, involvement and education should
be encouraged and a culture of continuous im-
provement, learning and development should
be fostered (B3, B4, C5, C6, D7 and D8). Interest-
ingly, participant C6 highlighted that agents can
be developed by assisting them with in-service
training to further develop their careers and to
invest in their employer’s call centres.

In conclusion, the demographic data ob-
tained from the participants in the investigation
was used to determine the profile of call centre
managers from four outsourced telecommunica-
tions centres in Gauteng. Call centre managers
understood their roles to be overall responsibil-
ity for the call centre, its people and performance.
Target achievement was high on their agenda.
The major challenges experienced by call centre
managers revolve around agent management,
communication and high attrition. This becomes
even more challenging when managing large
agent complements. Participants provided nu-
merous suggestions for effective call centre
management. All the participants stressed that
effective communication and a robust perfor-
mance management process needed to be in
place. Having drawn conclusions regarding the
secondary research objectives to attend to the

primary objective one can conclude that call cen-
tre managers in Gauteng perceive call centre
management as taking total responsibility for
the call centre, its employees and their perfor-
mance. It is a primary goal for an outsourced call
centre manager to meet the contractual obliga-
tions and the needs of clients.

According to various studies discussed in
the literature section (see Robinson and Morley
2006), financial constraints are listed as a major
challenge for call centre managers that have to
manage their call centres effectively. All eight
call centre managers discussed some aspects of
customer service as an overarching management
responsibility. Remaining within the financial
budget is also nominated as a significant area of
their management responsibility (Robinson and
Morley  2006). It is evident from this study that
it is not difficult to find examples of scientific
management in the 21st century and this study
revealed that employing such scientific manage-
ment is relevant in the modern day outsourced
call centre – as mentioned by Priestly (2005).
This is mainly because there is a major focus on
productivity, efficiency and continuous improve-
ment. This is unlikely to disappear in the near
future as it places a great deal of focus on the
personal needs of workers – something that Tay-
lor’s (Taylor 1911) scientific management theory
ignored.

This section concludes with the data pre-
sented analysed and discussed. The next sec-
tion concludes the empirical section and there-
after, recommendations, limitations and possi-
ble areas for future research will be presented.

CONCLUSION

Call centres have, over the past decade, be-
come a key element in the way that information
services are produced and offered to the public.
The purpose of this article is to provide insight
into how call centre managers from a major tele-
communications company perceive their role in
understanding the challenges that they experi-
ence when executing their duties as well as un-
derstanding the management strategies that are
in place in order for them to manage effectively.
The profile of the call centre managers was
skewed towards relatively young male represen-
tatives of Generation Y. When considering how
they perceived their roles as call centre manag-
ers, they revealed that planning formed a vital
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role in their success when managing their divi-
sions. Communication came out in various ques-
tions as being key to managing effectively. Chal-
lenges included the size of the working divisions,
high attrition rates, Generation Y employees and
a lack of career prospects. Considering how the
call centre managers employed strategic manage-
ment, it stands out from all the feedback received
that it is important to them to remember that it is
people who are managed and that these people
have intrinsic and extrinsic needs. If the employ-
ees are happy and content, the organisation will
definitely benefit tremendously. Although recent
studies on call centres in the South African envi-
ronment cannot be located, this study opens the
opportunity to explore this segment of the market
more deeply and to address the shortcomings
identified in this study. The knowledge gap has
been closed as the purpose and all the objectives
of the study have been met.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the responses received, the fol-
lowing suggestions are recommended for the
effective management of outsourced call cen-
tres: 1) Outsourced call centre managers need to
be understood and granted assistance and sup-
port in order to successfully cope with their chal-
lenging environments, 2) A balanced approach
should be adopted whereby the focus is on per-
formance and the needs of employees, 3) An
effective communication process should be in
place to foster an open and honest communica-
tion, ensuring that agents are able to participate
in the decision-making process, and 4) Policies
should be reviewed annually and should be flex-
ible to allow agents the opportunity to give in-
puts. It is recommended that a follow-up study
be conducted focussing on Generation Y and
how their viewpoints and characteristics influ-
ence the call centre environment.
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