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Abstract

Using data from a sample of 145 UK call centres, the authors test the core

propositions of the strategic human resource management (SHRM) approach

that: (a) there are coherent links through the SHRM chain from strategy,

through operational requirements, to work design and human resource manage-

ment, and (b) the fit between the human resource practices and market factors

determines organizational performance. Little support for these hypotheses is

found as only (a) a few direct relationships between the elements of the SHRM

chain are found, and (b) direct relationships, rather than those moderated by

market factors, are found between human resource practices and performance.

But key operational requirements are linked to work design, which is itself

related to a limited number of human resource practices. The direct effects of

work design on key performance indicators are more pronounced than those of

human resource practices.

1. Introduction

Stereotyping call centres as the modern sweatshop has been superseded by
an appreciation of their diversity.1 But as yet the stereotype has not been
replaced by a clear picture of the nature of that variety, the association
between the elements of call centre management, and their contribution to
the performance of call centres. Initial forays into such issues tend to formu-
late the relationship between the elements in terms of the strategic human
resource management (SHRM) ‘chain’ from strategy, through operational
requirements, to work design and human resource management (Batt 2000;
Frenkel et al. 1999; Holman 2005; Kinnie et al. 2000).
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SHRM can and has been used as both a theory of organizational practice
and a theory of performance. The former predicts that organizational designs
will reflect the organization’s strategic context and associated operational
requirements. The latter is a theory of performance that states that organiza-
tions fitting their designs to the market context will outperform others. As
such, the best performing organizations will be those that act as anticipated
in the theory of practice. It is this prediction that underlies the commonplace
normative argument that managers should match their designs to the market
and strategic context.

While the two theories both hinge on the alignment of organizational
design with market and strategic context, the theory of performance is at odds
with the theory of practice in the sense that it assumes that a significant
proportion of managers will not adequately fit their practices to their context.
The first theory will be referred to here as SHRM’s theory of practice, while
the second will be labelled SHRM’s theory of performance.

As yet there is limited evidence from call centres to support SHRM’s theory
of practice, i.e. that call centre managers do design their practices in the light
of their strategic and operational requirements. There are few studies (Batt
2000; Frenkel et al. 1999; Hutchinson et al. 2000) and those that do test the
theory are limited in scope; and support for it is partial. Studies of SHRM’s
theory of performance that test the effects of human resource management
practices in call centres are also rare (Batt 2002) and thus far have not
supported its contingency theory of the effects of human resource manage-
ment on performance.

This paper reports research based on a survey of UK call centres that tests
SHRM’s theory of practice and its theory of performance. More specifically,
the first objective is to examine SHRM’s theory of practice by testing the
chain of hypothesized associations from the market context to human
resource practices. The second objective is to examine SHRM’s theory of
performance, by assessing whether having the right fit between human
resource practices and the strategic context is the significant factor explaining
differences in the performance of call centres, or whether human resource
practices are linked to the performance regardless of context.

2. Hypotheses and theoretical background

SHRM  is  concerned  with  the  integration  of  human  resource  practices
with the strategy of the organization (Schuler and Jackson 1999). It tends
to assume a sequential and goal-directed planning process (Wright and
McMahan 1992: 298) in which strategic decisions influence choices about
the design of the human resource practices, which in turn affect employee
behaviours and hence organizational productivity and performance. SHRM
can therefore be conceptualized as a chain (see, for example, Schuler and
Jackson 1987; Wright and McMahan 1992) and we have depicted it in
Figure 1 as having three main links. The first link in the SHRM chain is
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between the market strategy and context and operational requirements. The
next two links in the SHRM chain are from operational requirements, i.e.
customer–worker interaction, to work design, and from work design to
human resource practices. The customer–worker interaction is thus pivotal,
because it both reflects the strategic and market context of the service orga-
nization and, as Batt (2000: 542) says, is a ‘significant factor in defining the
organization of work and human resource practices in services’.

Much of the research has focused on the direct link between market strat-
egy and human resource management or subsumed the operational require-
ments under the market strategy; it also includes work design under human
resource practices. Our characterization of the chain differentiates between

FIGURE 1
Strategic Human Resource Management Chain and Moderated Relationship between 
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operational requirements and market strategy, as well as between work
design and human resource practices. It is thus assumed that human
resource practices are designed to ensure that behaviour is in keeping with
the job requirements and ‘consonant with the firm’s chosen strategy’ (Koch
and McGrath 1996: 335). In summary, in our model, strategic and market
requirements are translated into the definitions of the operational task of the
call centre, which in turn affect decisions regarding work design and human
resource practices.

It is important to test all links in the chain, as we cannot assume managers
respond satisfactorily to changing market and technological contexts. Even
when they respond by adapting their organizational designs to their changing
perceptions of operational and task requirements they may not, as Burns and
Stalker (1966) and others implied, have defined adequately these perceptions.
It is precisely because of this possibility that the SHRM theory of perfor-
mance has some bite: it predicts that those organizations that do respond
adequately, by matching their practices to the context, will outperform
others.

SHRM’s Theory of Practice

Starting at the top of the chain, SHRM’s theory of practice predicts that an
organization’s operational requirements will reflect the organization’s strate-
gic context. We conceptualize the market context as having two dimensions
(Batt 2002). The first is the customer segment that the call centre is targeting,
and it is assumed that customers in a mass market have less complex needs
than other customers, particularly business customers (Batt 2000). The sec-
ond dimension is the strategy that the call centre is adopting towards that
segment, e.g. in the terms of Porter (1985), whether it is competing on cost
and aiming to be a price leader or adopting a high-quality or -innovation
strategy. The operational requirement of a call centre is the type of customer–
worker interaction that dominates the centre’s work. This is viewed as having
two major dimensions. The first is the extent to which it involves developing
medium- or long-term relationships with customers on behalf  of the organi-
zation. This can be contrasted with simply having a short, one-off  encounter
with a customer (Gutek 1997). The second dimension is the degree to which
the interaction involves selling.

We expect, following Batt (2000), that call centres serving customer seg-
ments with complex needs (e.g. business customers, specialist customer seg-
ments) will have an operational requirement to build a relationship with their
customers in order to meet those needs and to develop the trust on which
customized service provision depends. We also expect that those following
business strategies other than cost minimization, such as product differenti-
ation and quality enhancement, will also tend to emphasize building a strong
customer relationship. We assume that any relationship between the use of
such strategies and complex business needs is not so strong as to imply that
the market segment and strategy correspond to each other.
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In a similar vein, we assume that in mass markets, where the customer’s
needs are not complex, or where the call centre management is following a
cost-minimization strategy, selling will not be a strong feature of the opera-
tional requirements. The transaction will be largely administrative as in the
execution of a service, such as directory enquiries. In other markets, we
assume the converse is the case: that the greater the complexity of customer
needs the more likely will an element of selling be a part of the operational
requirements. Similarly, where the market strategy is based on innovation,
product differentiation or involves more than cost minimization, selling will
be a part of the service provision, even if  it only entails marketing the image
of the business(es) that the call centre serves. This is consistent with recent
discussion in the call centre industry about the need to reorient call centres
away from the simple provision of a service. In practice this implies intro-
ducing ‘sales aims’ into operators’ jobs, which previously had been ‘pre-
dominantly service jobs’ (Korczynski et al. 2000: 671; see also Regini et al.
2000). In the words of the management of one of the banks studied by
Korczynski et al. (2000: 681), from this perspective, ‘service is sales and
sales is service’.

We thus test the impact of our two dimensions of the market on both
dimensions of the operational requirements, and hence the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: The market segment in which the call centre operates will
determine its operational requirements (the type of interaction and degree of
selling).
Hypothesis 2: The market strategy that the call centre adopts will determine
its operational requirements (the type of interaction and degree of selling).

Continuing along the SHRM chain, work design in call centres has two
dimensions, namely work discretion and performance monitoring. We
hypothesize that these are strongly influenced by operational requirements.
More specifically, we would expect those call centres that are involved in
relationship-building to have jobs with high levels of discretion over both
their tasks and how the operator deals with customers in order to allow the
operator to attend to customer needs in a timely and appropriate manner
(Hackman and Oldham 1980; Parker and Wall 1998). Moreover, if  selling is
a requirement we would expect this to mean that the operator is given some
discretion, particularly in how he/she responds to customers. Even if  scripts
are used, we would expect divergences from these and reacting to customers
in a spontaneous way to be permitted. We would also expect those call centres
that are involved in selling to have high degrees of performance monitoring:
a high degree of monitoring being needed to encourage selling and to provide
a fair basis for the administration of rewards and incentives.

Hypothesis 3: The extent to which operators are involved in (a) relationship-
building and (b) selling will be positively associated with work discretion.
Hypothesis 4: The extent to which operators are involved in selling will be
positively associated with performance monitoring.
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The first mediation in the SHRM model involves operational requirements
that are hypothesized to explain the relationship between market factors and
work design. We thus test the hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Operational requirements will mediate the relationship between
market segment or strategy, and work design (work discretion and perfor-
mance monitoring).

To complete the SHRM chain, human resource practices will reflect the
nature of work design. We expect call centres that require operators to exer-
cise discretion to adopt human resource practices that are associated with
high-involvement management such as intensive selection, flexible work
descriptions, continuous training, idea-capturing schemes and pay incentives
(Lawler, 1986; Osterman 1994; Wood and Albanese 1995). The next hypoth-
esis we examine is thus:

Hypothesis 6: There will be a positive relationship between the degree of work
discretion of operators and the adoption of high-involvement human resource
practices.

It might also be expected that call centre managers that use performance
monitoring more intensively see this as providing a fair basis on which
rewards can be linked to performance, and thus would be more likely to use
payment incentives. We test the following:

Hypothesis 7. There will be a positive relationship between the degree of
performance monitoring and the adoption of payment incentives.

The second mediation within the SHRM chain involves work design medi-
ating the relationship between operational requirements and human resource
practices. The following hypothesis is tested:

Hypothesis 8: Work design (work discretion and performance monitoring)
will mediate the relationship between operational requirements and the adop-
tion of human resource practices.

SHRM’s Theory of Performance

We have conceived the core SHRM theory of performance as a contingency
hypothesis, namely that the impact of human resource practices on perfor-
mance varies with the market or strategic context. This is sometimes known
as the external fit thesis (Baird and Meshoulam 1988). To test this, we examine
the link between performance and human resource practices and market
context. We thus test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 9: The interaction between human resource practices and the
market segment or strategy will affect the level of performance.

We have thus completed our outline of how we will test the SHRM theories
of practice and of performance, as shown in Figure 1.

bjir_489.fm  Page 104  Wednesday, February 8, 2006  5:51 PM



Human Resource Management and Performance in Call Centres 105

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd/London School of Economics 2006.

3. Method

Sample

The sample was drawn from members of the UK-based Call Centre Associ-
ation. A survey was posted to each corporate member with instructions that
a senior manager or a senior human resource manager in a call centre should
complete it. Because of the confidentiality of the sampling frame we could
not be given the names of non-respondents in order for us to contact them
directly. The Call Centre Association did, however, send out two reminder
emails to non-respondents. The focus of the survey was the establishment
level. Gerhart et al. (2000) suggest that establishment-level surveys are more
reliable than corporate-level surveys, as managers are more familiar with the
establishment in which they work, and human resource practices are more
homogeneous. Participants who managed several call centres were asked to
fill in the survey with regard to the largest call centre for which they had
responsibility. Like Batt (2000, 2002), the survey focused on core employees,
defined as the largest group of non-managerial employees, which in this study
were customer service and sales representatives (CSRs). To improve the valid-
ity and reliability of the questions in the survey, it was piloted on eight call
centre managers, some of whom were human resource managers. Small
changes in the survey instrument, mainly in the wording of questions, were
made as a result.

One hundred and forty-five questionnaires were returned. This represented
a response rate of 20 per cent. Such a response rate, although fairly low, is
not unusual for postal surveys. We have no means of assessing the represen-
tativeness of our sample as there is no data on the total population of UK
call centres. But the data we have on the sampling frame allowed us to test
for any biases in the industry and the size distribution of the sample; no bias
was found. We also have no grounds for thinking that the respondents were
biased in any other way, e.g. they were prone to opting for assumed socially
desirable responses.

The sample represented 2–3 per cent of all call centres in the UK at the
time of the survey, and the total number of employees covered was 17,000,
about 5 per cent of UK call centre employees (Mitial Research 2001). The
sample covered all the main sectors, with the largest number of responses
from financial services (20 per cent), local government (12 per cent), travel
(10 per cent), retail (8 per cent), public sector (7 per cent), health (7 per cent),
and telecommunications (6 per cent). The average number of CSRs in each
establishment was 80. Of our call centres, 30 per cent had 100 or more core
employees, though only 5 per cent had more than 500 (median core employees
= 40, mean = 117, s.d. = 241). Sixty-two per cent of the call centres had been
established within the last five years (median age = 5.0, mean = 7.8, s.d. = 8.1).

Fifty-one per cent of respondents were heads of call centres, 26 per cent
were senior managers not in human resources or personnel, and 17 per
cent were human resource or personnel managers. Though we rely on a
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single respondent, the single respondent was in all cases a manager within
the call centre, who had time to consult files or colleagues in the event of
any difficulty answering the question (and we know from some that this
was done). The questions on practices and performances were largely of
a factual nature; the one question requiring judgement was the measure
of customer satisfaction. Moreover, we have no reason to suspect that
common method bias has affected the results; if  it had done so, we would
expect much stronger associations between the variables than we in fact
found.

Measures

To test the hypotheses, the measures covered seven areas: market segment,
market strategy, the nature of the customer–worker interaction, work design,
performance monitoring, human resource practices, and performance out-
comes. The details of the measures are presented in the Appendix. In the
absence of any independently sourced measures, all the performance out-
comes considered were self-reported. Wall et al. (2004) have nonetheless
shown that such data correlates highly with the assumed more objective
audited accounting data.

Analysis Procedure

To test the hypotheses either normal linear or logistic regression analyses were
employed, depending upon the form of the dependent variable. A hierarchical
approach was used, with the control variables entered in the first step of all
analyses, and the predictor variables measuring the effects of interest then
entered in subsequent steps.

4. Results

The correlations between the main study variables are shown in Table 1,
together with their means and standard deviations.

Testing the SHRM Theory of Practice

(a) The relationship between market segment and strategy and 

operational requirements

The test of Hypothesis 1 yielded no significant relationships between the
market segment and either (a) involvement in relationship-building or (b)
involvement in selling.

Analysis of the links between market strategy and operational require-
ments produced limited support for Hypothesis 2 (see Table 2). Of the 10
dimensions of market strategy measured, only two had a significant positive
association with relationship-building, namely ‘being adaptive and innova-
tive’ and ‘providing a variety of services and products’ (Wald = 5.34, p < 0.05
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and Wald = 9.58, p < 0.05, respectively). In addition, product differentiation
and increasing presence in international markets were both linked signifi-
cantly to involvement in selling (F = 4.51, p < 0.05 and F = 5.86, p < 0.05,
respectively).

(b) The relationship between operational requirements and work design

The results of our investigation of the association between operational
requirements and task discretion and interaction discretion supported par-
tially Hypothesis 3. The importance of relationship-building was positively
related to interaction discretion (F = 4.08, p < 0.05) but it was not related to
task discretion. Selling was not related to either type of discretion. Hypoth-
esis 4, that involvement in selling would be positively associated with higher
levels of performance monitoring was, however, supported (F = 6.35, p <
0.05).

The first mediation hypothesis (H5), that operational requirements would
mediate the relationship between market context/market strategy and work
design (discretion and performance monitoring), was not supported. An
examination of the relationship between work design and market context
or the dimensions of strategy showed only three significant relationships,
namely, between (a) ‘product differentiation’ and interaction discretion (F =
7.85, p < 0.05); (b) ‘being highly adaptive and innovative’ and task discretion
(F  =  4.76, p  <  0.05); and (c) ‘cost reduction’ and performance monitoring
(F = 4.97, p < 0.05). Taken in conjunction with the results of the tests for
Hypotheses 2, 3 and 4, given the requirements for mediation, there is thus no
support for Hypothesis 5.

(c) The relationship between work design and human resource practices

The test of Hypothesis 6, that work discretion would be positively associ-
ated with the use of human resource practices, revealed that the amounts of
initial training (received in the first year) and further training (given to
experienced employees) were both positively associated with both types of
work discretion, when the discretion variables were considered individually.
Considered together, however, the effect of task discretion subsumes that of
interaction discretion in each case (statistics for task discretion; β = 0.266
for initial training, p < 0.05 and β = 0.292, p < 0.05, for further training). In
addition, the use of improvement teams was positively related to task
discretion (Wald =  5.79, p < 0.05). No other practice was associated with
either discretion variable (see Table 3).

Hypothesis 7 was not supported. The use of performance monitoring was
not significantly associated with the adoption of payment incentives.

Hypothesis 8 stated that work design would mediate the relationship
between operational requirements and human resource practices. No media-
tions were found although relationship-building was found to be related to
systematic selection tests (Wald = 6.38, p < 0.05), and teamworking (Wald =
8.63, p < 0.05). See Table 4 for full details of this set of analyses.
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Testing SHRM’s Theory of Performance

With regard to Hypothesis 9, there was no evidence that the effects of human
resource practices on performance differed according to market segment or
market strategy; no significant interaction effects were found for any of the
potential predictor variables with either market variable. We also tested to see
if  market factors moderated any effect that work design might have on per-
formance and, again, no effect was found.

There were, however, a number of direct relationships between the adoption
of human resource practices and performance. First, the provision of regular
performance appraisal was negatively related to unauthorized absence (F =
6.38, p < 0.05). Second, the use of systematic selection tests, initial training
and internal recruitment were all positively associated with the achievement
of target times (F = 6.14, p < 0.05, F = 6.72, p < 0.05 and F = 6.72, p < 0.05,
respectively) and the latter two with suggestion-making (F = 8.39, p < 0.05
and F = 6.39, p < 0.05). These three predictors of target achievement were
largely independent of each other; when entered together the unique effects
of systematic selection tests and initial training were still  significant at the
p < 0.05 level, and while the unique effect of internal recruitment fell just
below this level of significance, the reduction in variance accounted for was
minimal. In the case of suggestion-making, the effects of both human re-
source practices were independent of each other and remained significant
when they were included in the model of performance. See Table 5 for full
details of this set of analyses.

5. Summary and discussion

The data from our sample of UK call centres does not fit the chain of
associations that constitutes SHRM’s theory of practice, according to which
human resource practices are determined ultimately by the market context of
the organization. The significant link at the front end of the chain, namely
the relationship between the market (measured by either segment or strat-
egy) and operational requirements, is not present in the data. An additional
test to see if  the market strategy moderated the effect of market segment on
these requirements found this not to be the case. The lack of significant
relationships at the beginning of the chain means that neither operational
requirements nor work design are the mediators or key pivots in a four-part
chain as they were hypothesized to be. At the other end of the chain, the link
between work design and human resource practices is not strong.

Nonetheless, a number of significant relationships within the chain were
discovered. First, relationship-building, an operational requirement, is related
to interaction discretion, a work design measure. Second, involvement in
selling, an operational requirement, is related to performance monitoring, the
other work design measure. Third, task discretion is related to training.

Moreover, additional tests of relationships beyond the proximal ones
(available from the authors) revealed further associations: between some
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dimensions of market strategy and work design (i.e. between product differ-
entiation and interaction discretion, between being highly adaptive and
innovative and task discretion, and between cost reduction and performance
monitoring), as well as between operational requirements and human
resource practices (i.e. between relationship-building and both systematic
selection tests and teamworking). These results reinforce the conclusion that,
within UK call centres, market factors are not driving an overall chain of
associations, and that operational requirements or work design are not gen-
erally associated with human resource practices. Nonetheless, there are a
number of specific links, which suggest that operational requirements are
important as they are associated with work design and this in turn is associ-
ated with a crucial element of human resource management, namely training.

From an SHRM perspective it might be argued that the lack of a relation-
ship between the firm’s market segment or business strategy and its opera-
tional approach reflects a failure of management to align their human
resource practices to their business strategy. But the result of our tests of
SHRM’s theory of performance implies that there would not necessarily be
any gains in performance by so doing.

An interpretation of the results that is consistent with the general principles
underlying the SHRM model is that managers of call centres are primarily
orientated towards fulfilling their operational requirements, which are not
closely linked to given generic dimensions of strategy. Key factors, the design
of jobs and training, are being fitted seemingly to the operational requirements
of the call centre. Given this, it may be that the results do not mean market
or strategic factors are unimportant. First, key operational requirements like
fostering relationship-building may be conceived as part of the overall market
strategy of the centre, much as the goals of lean production are elevated to
the corporate strategic level by its proponents (Womack et al. 1990). Second,
the strategic intent or at least particular customer orientation of the manage-
ment may be inculcated into CSRs through their work descriptions and
training. In the light of these possibilities, our results may not require a
complete abandonment of the strategic approach to human resource man-
agement, so much as a rethink of the model of the strategic and design
processes of organizations implied in the SHRM approach that we have tested.

We explored other possible explanations for the divergences from the pro-
posed SHRM model. First, we considered whether managers may be con-
sciously designing jobs with discretion to thwart the potentially damaging
effects of routinized and monotonous work, but this was not borne out by
the data. While some call centres serving mass customer segments have rela-
tively high-discretion jobs, overall such jobs tended to be found where oper-
ational requirements involved relationship-building.

Second, we examined the argument that institutional factors may constrain
the actions of managers seeking to create an alignment of strategy, opera-
tional requirements and organizational practices. For example, the presence
of a recognized union may constrain management’s ability to introduce new
practices, or if  the call centre is part of a larger company, its strategy and
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practices may reflect company-wide policies and this explains the lack of
alignment. However, we found that the direct link between strategy and
human resource management practices was not weaker in unionized call
centres. Nor was the association between market strategy and operational
requirements stronger in single-site organizations as one might expect if
alignment is less likely in organizations that are part of a wider organization.
(The full results of the tests of these potential institutional differences are
available from the authors.)

Just as the general SHRM theory of practice is not supported by the data,
so its (external fit) theory of performance is not confirmed. The link between
human resource practices and performance is not contingent on market fac-
tors. We also tested whether the organizational fit between human resource
practices and operational requirements, work design, or performance moni-
toring affected performance. No significant positive interaction effects were
found.

Nonetheless, direct relationships between human resource practices and
performance were detected. First, performance appraisal was negatively asso-
ciated with unauthorized absence. Second, systematic selection tests, longer
initial training and higher levels of internal recruitment were positively
associated with achieving target times and suggestion making. The training
relationship might simply reflect the fact that initial training enhances the
capabilities of CSRs. But it could be that the socialization element is also
important or even dominant, a conjecture that would be consistent with the
finding that subsequent training does not have the same effect. The availabil-
ity of internal recruitment would appear to spur performance and innovation.

Additional tests also revealed direct links between work design and cer-
tain performance measures (see Table 6). First, task discretion is negatively
associated with labour turnover and positively associated with suggestion-
making. It is also linked to customer satisfaction, but the relationship is
moderated by involvement in selling, so that the effect is positive where there
is no selling involved and negative where there is selling. The implication is
that CSRs involved in selling whose roles are programmed, for example
through a heavy reliance on scripts, are more likely to satisfy customers than
those given discretion, but that task discretion is associated with customer
satisfaction providing the role does not involve selling. Second, performance
monitoring is positively related to customer satisfaction and absence. Thus,
as with the study of practices, it is the unevenness in the relationships between
performance and either human resource practices or work design variables,
as well as between performance indicators, that stands out in the findings.
The direct effects of work design on key performance indicators are nonethe-
less more pronounced than those of human resource practices.

It is hard to compare our study with others, as they do not test the full
SHRM chain. The most similar study to ours, and the one that most influ-
enced our design, is Batt’s study of US call centres in telecommunications
(2000, 2002). She concentrated on testing a direct link between customer
segment and work design or human resource practices. Moreover, she relied
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on indirect measures of customer–worker interactions, i.e. the call length and
use of scripts. In contrast, we have used a sample of UK call centres in a wide
range of economic sectors, including the public sector, and hence our study
is not confined to telecommunications. We have also explored all the links in
the SHRM chain from market context using independent measures of market
segment, business strategy, operational requirements, work design and human
resource practices. We also have differentiated selling as an important dimen-
sion of operational requirements and included performance monitoring prac-
tices in our study.

Batt’s (2000) tests of the direct link between human resource practices and
market segment revealed strong relationships for some practices and she
concludes that the research broadly supports a market segmentation expla-
nation of human resource management. Nonetheless, the evidence was
uneven across practices as her work design index was the only element that
affected both quit rates and sales growth. Our analysis of the data showed no
direct links between market segment or strategy and human resource prac-
tices, and thus the results are different from Batt’s.

Batt’s (2002) tests of the SHRM theory of performance revealed that
market context did moderate the link between human resource practices and
performance, as she found that the relationship was stronger in mass markets.
The direction of the interactions was thus precisely the opposite of the
version of contingency theory that we tested, as we hypothesized that high-
involvement practices will have most effect in non-mass markets. Batt argued
that her results could be seen to support the resource-based theory of perfor-
mance. In keeping with her earlier conclusion that high involvement practices
were related to non-mass markets, she argued that call centres in mass mar-
kets will enhance their competitive advantage by adopting high-involvement
management, precisely because they will be bucking the trend. The cost
pressures in the mass markets are likely to make their use rare, and difficult
to imitate, as the resource-based theory assumes (Barney 1991). In contrast,
for call centres serving the large business market, ‘high-involvement practices
appear to be the price of entry’ (Batt 2002: 595) to this market, and any
competitive advantage that they may have yielded has been diminishing. This
argument then assumes that high-involvement practices have an effect on
performance in all sectors, but their effect is limited in the large business
market as their use is almost ubiquitous. Their effect will remain greater in
mass markets so long as their use remains rare. In our study, however, we
found market factors had no moderating effect, not that the direction of the
moderation was opposite to that we hypothesized, a result that would have
been consistent with Batt’s resource-based theory.

Conclusions

Our results do not support the linear chain model of SHRM practice. The
key mediating relationships involving operational requirements and work
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design were not found. Nor is the contingency theory of performance sup-
ported. The relationships between human resource practices and performance
measures were not moderated by market context or strategy, nor were the
links between human resource practices and performance strong. In this
respect the performance results are consistent with other studies of the human
resource-performance relationship that have either found very limited sup-
port for it or uneven results across practices or performance criteria (e.g.
Godard 2003; Wood and de Menezes 1998). Nor do we find evidence of
institutional influences on the adoption of human resource practices or that
is consistent with the resource-based theory of performance.

However, a number of associations have been found in this research, many
of which highlight the centrality of work design in call centres, particularly
relative to human resource management practices. For example, there were
significant associations between relationship-building and both work discre-
tion and teamworking, and task discretion is linked to both training (initial
and further) and improvement teams. On the performance front, we found
strong links between task discretion and labour turnover, suggestion-making
and customer satisfaction, between interaction control and sickness rates, and
between performance monitoring and both customer satisfaction and absence.

Overall the study suggests that we should move away from an overconcen-
tration on human resource practices as an assumed collective set and a
blanket linking of them to performance. Rather we should focus more on
examining the specific relationships among both work design characteristics
and human resource practices, and between these and particular performance
criteria or the underlying managerial orientations where the associations
between practices implies these exist.

Final version accepted on 25 October 2005.
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Note

1. We define a call centre as a work environment in which the main business is
mediated by computer and telephone-based technologies that enable operators to
access and input data while interacting with a customer and calls to be efficiently
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distributed to them. Call centres can be within companies dedicated to this activity
or parts of organizations whose main business is not providing a call centre service
for other organizations.

References

Baird, L. and Meshoulam, I. (1988). ‘Managing two fits of strategic human resource
management’. Academy of Management Review, 13: 116–28.

Barney, J. (1991). ‘Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage’. Journal of

Management, 17: 99–120.
Batt, R. (2000). ‘Strategic segmentation in front line services: matching customers,

employees and human resource management systems’. International Journal of

Human Resource Management, 11: 540–61.
—— (2002). ‘Managing customer services: human resource practices, quit rates and

sales growth’. Academy of Management Journal, 45: 587–97.
Burns, T. and Stalker, G. M. (1966). The Management of Innovation. London:

Tavistock.
Frenkel, S., Korczyniski, M., Shire, K. and Tam, M. (1999). On the Front-Line:

Organization of Work in the Information Economy. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press.

Gerhart, B., Wright, P. M., McMahan, G. and Snell, S. A. (2000). ‘Measurement error
in research on human resources and firm performance: how much error is there and
how does it influence size estimates’. Personnel Psychology, 53: 803–34.

Godard, J. (2003). ‘A critical assessment of the high-performance paradigm’. British

Journal of Industrial Relations, 42: 349–97.
Gutek, B. (1997). ‘Dyadic interactions in organizations’. In C. L. Cooper and S. E.

Jackson (eds.), Creating Tomorrow’s Organizations Today. Chichester: Wiley, pp.
139–55.

Hackman, J. R. and Oldham, G. R. (1980). Work Redesign. Reading: Addison-Wesley.
Holman, D. (2005). ‘Call centres’. In D. Holman, T. D. Wall, C. Clegg, P. Sparrow

and A. Howard (eds.), Essentials of the New Workplace: A Guide to the Human

Impact of Modern Working Practices. Chichester: Wiley, pp. 111–31.
Hutchinson, S., Purcell, J. and Kinnie, N. (2000). ‘Evolving high commitment man-

agement and the experience of the RAC call centre’. Human Resource Management

Journal, 10: 63–78.
Kinnie, N., Purcell, J. and Hutchinson, S. (2000). ‘Managing the employment rela-

tionship in call centres’. In K. Purcell (ed.), Changing Boundaries in Employment.
Bristol: Bristol Academic Press, pp. 133–59.

Koch, M. J. and McGrath, M. C. (1996). ‘Improving labor productivity: human
resource management policies do matter’.  Strategic  Management  Journal, 17:
335–54.

Korczynski, M., Shire, K., Frenkel, S. and Tam, M. (2000). ‘Service work in consumer
capitalism: customers, control and contradictions’. Work, Employment and Society,
14: 669–87.

Lawler, E. E. (1986). High Involvement Management. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Mitial Research (2001). ‘UK call and contact centres study’. Chester, Mitial Research.
Osterman, P. (1994). ‘How common is workplace transformation and who adopts it?’

Industrial Relations and Labour Relations Review, 47: 173–88.
Parker, S. K. and Wall, T. D. (1998). Job and Work Design. London: Sage.

bjir_489.fm  Page 121  Wednesday, February 8, 2006  5:51 PM



122 British Journal of Industrial Relations

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd/London School of Economics 2006.

Porter, M. (1985). The Competitive Advantage. New York: Free Press.
Regini, M., Kitay, J. and Baethge, M. (eds.) (2000). From Tellers to Sellers. Cambridge,

MA: MIT Press.
Schuler, R. S. and Jackson, S. E. (1987). ‘Linking competitive strategies with human

resource management practices’. Academy of Management Executive, 1: 207–19.
—— and —— (1999). (eds.) Strategic Human Resource Management. Oxford:

Blackwell.
Wall, T. D., Michie, J., Patterson, M., Wood, S. J., Sheehan, M., Clegg, C. W. and

West, M. A. (2004). ‘On the validity of perceived company financial performance’.
Personnel Psychology, 57: 95–118.

Womack, J., Jones, D. T. and Roos, D. (1990). The Machine that Changed the World.
New York: Rawson Associates.

Wood, S. and Albanese, M. (1995). ‘Can we speak of high commitment management
on the shop floor?’ Journal of Management Studies, 32: 215–47.

Wood, S. and de Menezes, L. (1998). ‘High commitment management in the UK:
evidence from the workplace industrial relations survey, and employers’ manpower
and skills practices survey’. Human Relations, 51: 485–515.

Wright, P. and McMahan, G. C. (1992). ‘Theoretical perspectives for strategic human
resource management’. Journal of Management, 18: 295–320.

Appendix: Variables Used in Study of SHRM Theories of Practices
and Performance

Market Context
Market segment: Customers were classified as: mass customer only, i.e. the general public;
organizations only, i.e. business firms, government or voluntary organizations; mass customers
and organizations.

Market strategy: Ten single-item measures of specific strategies, namely (a) cost reduction; (b)
product differentiation; (c) concentration on a particular customer, product or area; (d)
continuous improvement; (e) provision of a variety of services; (f) bundling of services; (g) being
highly adaptive and innovative in the creation of new services and products; (h) increasing
presence in international markets; (i) ensuring a low service response time; (j) promoting a brand
name. A five-point scale was used (‘not at all important’ to ‘very important’). A single
dichotomous variable was created for each variable, taking a value of 1 if  the dimension was
rated as fairly or very important, and 0 if  not.

Operational Requirements: Customer–Worker Interaction
Involvement in relationship-building: Measured dichotomously (1 = ‘quite a lot’ or more; 0 = ‘a
moderate amount’ or less), based on a single item asking respondents to rate, on a five-point
scale from ‘not at all’ to ‘a great deal’, the extent to which a ‘typical interaction between the
customer and employees’ could be characterized as relationship-building.

Involvement in selling: Mean score of two items measuring the extent to which customer–worker
interaction could be characterized as (a) a ‘soft sell’ and (b) a ‘hard sell’ on a five-point scale
from ‘not at all’ to ‘a great deal’.

Work Design
Task discretion: Mean score of six items asking respondents to assess the extent to which core
employees typically have discretion over various work tasks. A five-point scale was used (‘not at
all’ to ‘a great deal’, α = 0.71).

Interaction discretion: Mean score of four items asking the extent to which core employees
typically have discretion over interaction with customers. A five-point scale was used (‘not at
all’ to ‘a great deal’, α = 0.70).
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Performance monitoring: Mean of four items concerning the extent to which CSRs had
their calls monitored, the frequency of feedback, and the purposes of monitoring (i.e.
inform disciplinary decisions, improving CSR performance). A five-point scale was used
(α = 0.70).

Human Resource Practices
Performance appraisal: Two items: (a) the percentage of CSRs ‘regularly assessed by a formal
performance appraisal’; (b) the percentage of CSRs who have ‘a formal written performance
plan with defined objectives’. Both were converted into dichotomous variables.

Systematic selection: Two items were used: the percentage of employees who had been
selected using systematic selection tests (i.e. psychometric tests); the percentage who had
been selected against clearly defined job criteria. Both were converted into dichotomous
variables.

Cross-functional teams: Percentage of employees who routinely performed their job as part of a
cross-functional or project team, converted to a dichotomous variable.

Improvement teams: The percentage of CSRs currently involved in process/product improvement
teams, converted to a dichotomous variable.

Flexible work descriptions: Proportion of employees with flexible work descriptions not linked
to specific tasks, converted to a dichotomous variable.

Internal recruitment: Percentage of team leaders promoted from within, converted to a
dichotomous measure.

Training:  Three  distinct  items  about  the  number  of  days  of  formal  training  CSRs receive: 
(a) prior to starting work (induction); (b) in the first year of employment (initial training); and
(c) per year after they have been employed for more than one year (further training). All three
were log-transformed.

Incentives: Two items concerning the percentage of annual pay a CSR derived from individual
and from group-based commission.

Performance: Human Resource Outcomes
Sickness rate: Average number of days taken as sick leave per CSR, log transformed.

Unauthorized absence: Average numbers of days taken per CSR, log transformed.

Quit rates: The logit of the proportion of CSRs leaving in the previous year (excluding
promotions, internal transfers, dismissals and retirements).

Suggestion-making: The logit of the proportion of CSRs making suggestions in the last year.

Performance: Operational Outcomes
Meeting target time: The logit-transformed proportion of calls answered within the set target
time.

Abandonment rate: The logit-transformed proportion of calls abandoned by the customer before
the phone is answered.

Performance: Market Outcome
Customer satisfaction: Recorded level of customer satisfaction at their call centre based on the
best information available. A seven-point response scale, from ‘extremely dissatisfied’ to
‘extremely satisfied’ was used, but transformed into a dichotomous measure where customer
satisfaction equalled 1 if  it was rated either ‘very’ or ‘extremely satisfied’, and 0 for all other
responses.

Controls
Age of the call centre
Age in years, log-transformed

Number of employees
Number of core employees, log-transformed

Appendix (contd)
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Call centre serves an international market
A dichotomous measure, where 1 indicates that over ten per cent of the call centre’s market is
international.

Education level of the typical core employee
A three-group categorical variable, with employees grouped as 1 = ‘O-Level, GCSE, NVQ or
less’, 2 = ‘A-Level, BTec, ONC, SVQ’ and 3 = ‘Degree, diploma, HNC’.

Notes 
1. In the case of both the market strategy items and human resource practices there was little

or no pattern of association between the variables and thus no composite variable could be
constructed.

2. Single dichotomous variables were constructed for the market strategy items and involvement
in relationship-building to both simplify interpretation and reduce the degrees of freedom
used by the variables in the analysis, having checked that no significant effects were being
disguised by this merging of categories.

3. Task and interaction discretion were found, through factor analysis of the responses to the
total set of discretion questions, to be discrete factors.

4. The human resource practice measures that were based on the percentage of CSRs affected
by them (performance appraisal, systematic selection, internal recruitment, flexible work
descriptions, teamworking and improvement teams) were dichotomized (‘<50%’ vs ‘50%+’)
because their distributions were dramatically bimodal.

5. The measures of training, sickness absence, unauthorized absence, age of the call centres and
number of employees were log-transformed as their distributions were highly positively
skewed.

6. The outcome measures collected in the form of a proportion p (e.g. quit rates, suggestion-
making, meeting target time, abandonment rate) were logit (i.e. log( p/1–p)) transformed; the
distributions of their raw forms were logically bounded by 0 and 1, hence their use as
dependent variables in normal linear regression would most likely have lead to ‘impossible’
predicted values.

7. Customer satisfaction was dichotomized as there were very small numbers of responses in all
of the bottom four categories and the top ‘extremely satisfied’ category of this seven-point
response scale.

Appendix (contd)
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