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THE business process outsourcing (BPOs) companies and call centres are growing with a very rapid pace and it has become necessary to examine the prevailing human resource (HR) practices. One of the foremost issues in HR is the prevailing demand for skilled manpower and its availability. Hence a survey was conducted on issues such as suitability of the local graduates that included language and technical skills and the overall availability of manpower.

Respondents felt comparatively satisfied with the language skills of local graduates. The mean rating was 4.2 on a scale of 5. Lesser satisfaction was found on the culture fit of the local graduate with a mean of 3.75.

BPOs appeared to be satisfied with the availability of the labour force. In a country where the unemployment rate is high, this is understandable. However, the future prospects may not be the same, if the industry continues to grow at its present geometric rate.

Opinions were also solicited about training determinants such as accent enhancement courses, cultural knowledge courses, basic product courses, confidence building courses etc.

Respondents opined that the need for product knowledge and confidence building course was high with a mean of 4.3 and 4.16 respectively. Surprisingly, the respondents gave low rating to the accent enhancement courses, and cultural courses. The BPOs generally give preference to individuals that have done “A” level or “O” levels. Therefore, there are fewer requirements for accent enhancement and cultural courses.

Opinions of the respondents were obtained on career development and path. Only a small proportion (10 percent) agreed that the BPO firm provides long-term career prospects. The BPO at this stage is at a development stage and it may not have the opportunities for long-term career for most of its employees.

The majority of the respondents that is 70 per cent were found to be earning an income of Rs10,000—30,000 within a short span of four years. No other industry offers such a reward, for new entrants specially considering that most of the employees have non-professional degrees. However in the long term, the professionals in other industries may advance ahead of their counterparts that have joined BPOs.

HR planning is dependent on the future prospects of the industry. The industry at this stage is grabbing whatever business it is getting, at the moment it is not focusing on the competencies it has or wants to develop. Over a period of time the industry has to focus on the competencies so that it improves competitiveness.

The East European countries focus on near shoring, Philippines and Malaysia are concentrating on the service sector and India on software projects. Pakistan too has to identify its area of expertise now.

The manpower in Pakistan has comparatively a better accent than South Indians and Philippinos; therefore this advantage could be used for getting inbound and outbound business of the call centre.

However, the companies may not remain competitive if they remain focused on the function of the call centre. Over a period of time, the firms must focus on activities such as medical transcriptions, insurance claims, research, and auditing.

The Mckinsey Global Institute (MGI) which has made projections up to the year 2008 in the off shoring business. The survey findings were that growths for engineering and finance/ accounting sectors are expected to be 51 and 31 per cent respectively in offshore business. The survey was conducted in 2004 in several Asian developing countries. Some of its highlights are: * Only 13 per cent of graduates from these countries were considered competent to work in the call centres. * City based labour alone can participate in this employment due to lack of infra structural support in non-urban areas. This peculiarity has resulted in shrinkage of labour force thus aggravating problems for the companies.

* Due to tight supply of qualified programmers and call agents, the wage rate in India is on the increase. OECD countries will tap other countries in this zone to exact better economies of scale. * Developed countries prefer outsourcing to countries that possess state of art technology, communication fluency and committed workforce.

Pakistan can exploit this situation and position to compete for a significant global market share. In this regard human resource planning on a long-term basis becomes imperative. Demand is generated from clients abroad in this line of business, yet there is an irregular flow of business. Human Resource Planning (HRP) remains ambiguous.

One acute problem that emerged during the survey was the high turnover in this industry. It is still considered as a “transitional career job” by the employees who presently comprise of students, part-time job seekers and young professionals. This perception needs to be corrected by marketing the right image. This perception may be a result of undue reliance on the student community. Jobs in the off shoring firms are “industry specific” meaning that competencies developed here may not be related to other industries.

Despite attractive wage packages, another reason for a high turnover rate is the monotony of work associated with the job of the call agent and medical transcription. Frequent job rotation and enriching the job description may add variety and autonomy to the job and curtail high turnover. Another solution may be the review of the traditional eight- hour shift schedule and introduction of the concept of flexi timings for employees.

BPO’s were of the opinions that the female work force were found to be more constructive and dedicated than their male counterparts. However, due to the odd timings, the females are reluctant to join BPOs.

It is through training and development of human resource that competitive advantage can be gained. In the Pakistani environment, employers shirk this responsibility blatantly and as such deny themselves a loyal and committed workforce.

A call centre executive disclosed that the total training and orientation expenditure does not exceed Rs 20,000 per agent. The general perception amongst the clientele abroad that the employees from developing countries lack the desired skill in comprehension, fluent conversation, cultural fit and level of confidence can only be transformed by investing in training activities.

Accent neutralization is far less important than clarity of expression and listening skills to intelligently comprehend and capture the problem of the client. Though there is only a remote connection between the customer and the company employee but instant rapport has to materialize between them to negotiate a deal. A confident and a reassuring call agent will cement bonds between the customer and the company.

An attractive feature of working at a call centre is the attractive pay package. Presently, the wage rate is much higher than the prevailing rate in the other industries. However, due to tight supply, the firms are pitched against each other vying for experienced agents.

HRM has already emerged as a cutting edge mechanism to spur organizations towards excellence. HR people in call centres should be experienced, professionally qualified and well versed to formulate HR policies which provides job satisfaction to employees as well as safeguard the interests of the organizations.
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