
Consequently, absentism and turnover in 

call centers can be significant. Many 

individuals working there do so part-time 

or for a short time until a more satisfying 

job is found. These problems place call 

centers into the focus of organizational 

psychologists. How much enthusiasm for 

the job can be expected after some 

months of booking flights for strangers 

on the phone? 

It is, however, in general a fundamental 

contradiction of standardized industrial 

processes that they should be reliable 

routines of organizational fulfillment on 

the one hand and motivating activities 

for those engaged in them on the other. 

On first sight this does not go together 

well in call centers, garment factories, 

and assembly lines. The burden of 

boredom and monotony is, however, 

found at many work places and not 

restricted to what might be labeled 

“simple” work. Routine can be a curse 

for those regularly having to provide it, 

One of the most actual trends in some 

areas of work is its “gamification”. 

Especially in call centers idle computer 

capacities and analytic software are 

used to convert work activities into a 

game. Customer service, a prominent 

area of application, becomes a contest 

in which premiums, titles and the 

applause of colleagues and superiors 

can be won. Nic Fleming from the BBC 

gave recently an extensive overview of 

the approach and its problems. 

Gamification is a modern variant of what 

was known 50 years ago as “job 

enrichment” and in fact, despite all 

progress in assisting technologies, 

solving the problems of people via the 

telephone is a often very tiring and 

unrewarding job. The pictures of endless 

lines of operators donning headsets in 

the newspapers today resemble those of 

typists and telephone operators decades 

ago. They also hint at similarities in the 

tasks which are typically characterized 

by a high level of routine and repetition. 
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On a regular basis it isn’t technical 

devices which fail, it is their operators. 

Besides inattention, drug abuse is one of 

the most common factors. Sharon Smyth 

from the British “hrmagazine” discusses 

new data and analyzes how companies 

cope with this problem. 

Alcohol proves to be the most commonly 

used drug in industrialized countries. As 

a new survey of the Chartered Institute 

of Personnel and Development (CIPD) 

indicates, in Britain drug abuse and its 

subsequent effects costs businesses 

about GPP 6.4 bn a year, about a third of 

it due to increased absenteeism. A 

leading drug screening provider 

estimates that about 3% of all 

employees are "under the influence" at 

work at any given time. Not astonishingly 
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a survey found that 60% of the British 

companies sampled worry that leisure 

time drug use may impact on work. 

Overall, 40% of British companies have 

explicit guidelines with regard to drugs, 

and in safety critical organizations the 

rate is 75%. Currently more than half of 

them test for drugs, and more plan to do 

so in the future. Drug testing has proved 

to reduce drug abuse at work 

significantly. The earlier focus on hard 

drugs has given way to the realization 

that alcohol is quantitatively a more 

serious danger. In addition, drug testing 

today is regularly embedded into an 

educational and procedural framework 

offering support before disciplinary 

action may be taken. A current survey by 

the CIPD found that 60% of those 

employees referred to treatment 

continued to work in the organizations 

after having learned how to cope with 

their problem. 

Given the high failure rate for treatments 

of alcohol abuse these results are 

promising. A majority were able to keep 

the job after treatment. It is also high 

time to address alcohol more 

consequently. There are ethical 

questions connected to drug testing by 

employers, but drunken airline crews 

heading for their flight and just being 

stopped at the gate put the issue into 

context. Testing cannot substitute for 

education and personal responsibility.  
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Equilibrium is the point of optimal 

exchange, and the strategies of rational 

agents have long fascinated game-

theorists. However, many games are just 

too complex for human players as a 

recently published scholarly paper 

demonstrates. Mark Buchanan, a 

columnist for "Bloomberg" and author of 

the forthcoming book "Forecast", noticed 

its practical value early in his blog "The 

physics of finance". 

In a simulation experiment, Tobias Galla 

from The University of Manchester and 

Professor Doyne Farmer from Oxford 

University and the Santa Fe Institute, 

analyzed the strategies in two-player 

games in which success is based on 

experience. Simple games with a few 

moves such as Noughts and Crosses 

become uninteresting fast because the 

strategy is easy to guess. The strategies 

of the players converge at fixed points. In 

complex games like Chess, Go, and 

some cardgames, however, the players 

act less rational, and it is hard for them 

to identify optimal strategies. The games 

follow limited cycles, are random or 

chaotic. The findings challenge the 

classical equilibrium theories, and may 

explain phenomena like the volatility of 

stock markets. Preliminary results with a 

multi-player variant indicate that the 

chances of establishing equilibrium 

decreases as the number of players 

increases. 

Computer simulation studies are by their 

very nature abstract, but convincing in 

their conceptualization. To prove that 

there is equilibrium is one thing, but to 

develop the strategies leading to it 

another. In complex environments with 

many options, individuals seem to be 

overcharged given the limits of memory 

and motivation. Therefore, the study may 

be a milestone for physics entering 

economics, but is certainly comforting 

for anyone not having found the optimal 

path to equilibrium in complex social 

situations.  
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No real 

strategies in a 

complex world 

Dealing with substance misuse in 

the workplace (Mary Carmichael) 
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Data for the US from the National 

Institute of Health 
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Mark Buchanan (2013). Forecast. 

New York: Bloomsbury. 
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Why game theory is often useless... 

(Mark Buchanan) 
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The reason we lose at games 

(University of Manchester press 

information) 
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Complex dynamics in learning 

complicated games (Tobias Galla, J. 

Doyne Farmer) 
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Since some of the richest of the rich US 

Americans “pledged to give” nearly a 

decade ago, philanthropy has become a 

broader movement for the affluent. Kirk 

Semple from the "New York Times" 

describes how the trend toward 

philanthropy spread into the Asian-

American communities in the USA. 

The Asian-Americans are the fastest 

growing group in the US having 

increased nearly 50% in population 

during the years between 2000 and 

2010. With regard to the ease with 

which they integrate they are regarded 

as “Model-Americans”. This population 

boom together with a shift in attitude 

created a surge in Asian philanthropy. 

Philanthropy has a long tradition in Asian 

societies but was typically directed to 

relatives, friends and neighbors or to the 

religious or commercial institutions an 

individual was directly associated with. 

Third-party institutions were seen with 

some skepticism since they proved to be 

not very trustworthy in the home 

countries. Now Asian-Americans 

increasingly give to or institutionalize 

large philanthropic foundations, the 

classic US American approach. Some of 

these foundations channel the money 

back into projects in the home countries, 

others support less fortunate individuals 

in their diaspora. In consequence Asian-

Americans have gained prominent 

positions on boards of renowned 

hospitals, museums, and universities.  

This trend to engage in philanthropy is 

one more reason why Asian-Americans 

AsianAsianAsianAsian----American philanthropy.American philanthropy.American philanthropy.American philanthropy.    

The decline of manufacturing in the US 

has been lamented for more than a 

decade. Now authors like Charles 

Fishman from the “Atlantic” forsee a 

return of some of the outsourced labor 

from the Far East. His argumentation 

raises objections however like the one by 

Alan Tonelson, who sees no reason to 

hope. 

The increased use of a big industrial 

park in Kentucky, designed by General 

Electric (GE) in the early 1950s, appears 

to be a potential paradigm for US 

manufacturing in general according to 

Charles Fishman. The park employed at 

its peak 23,000 people, but became 

close to obsolete later when GE started 

outsourcing to Asia. Now GE has 

installed two assembly lines and will 

invest US$ 800 mn to revive it. This 

could be the first sign of a more general 

trend. First, hi-tech products need closer 

proximity between design, production, 

and marketing. Secondly, the labor and 

transportation costs of productions in 

Asia have risen considerably over the 

years and will continue to do so. Finally, 

the time and money connected to the 

necessary coordination efforts of 

complex outsourced production have 

long been underestimated and 

management is now aware of these 

previously hidden costs. Therefore, the 

US has a chance to fare better in the 

future with regard to hi-tech production 

staying home and possibly other 

manufacturing coming back. Not so, 

argues Alan Tonelson, who represents 

an influential US business association. 

From the statistical side the outsourcing 

trend continues. In 2011, foreign 

producers contributed 37.7% to US 

industrial purchases, a rate comparable 

to 2010 (37.07%) and much higher than 

15 years before (24.49%). 

In fact, it remains to be seen if the 

blossoming plant in Kentucky indicates a  

return of manufacturing to the US. Costs 

will certainly rise in Asia in the next years 

and the outsourcing hype ended when 

besides the lack of proximity 

bureaucratic hurdles and the perils of 

complex partnerships became evident. 

Asia, especially China, is, however, also 

the market of the future with its huge 

population still in need of many goods 

and becoming more affluent. Production 

there may be far from home but close to 

the customers.               

Insourcing boom?Insourcing boom?Insourcing boom?Insourcing boom?    

The return of 

manufacturing? 

The Insourcing Boom (Charles 

Fishman) 
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Alan Tonelson: 'The Insourcing Boom 

That Isn't' (James Fallows) 

www.managing-essentials.com/3au 

Links and LiteratureLinks and LiteratureLinks and LiteratureLinks and Literature    

Asian-Americans Gain Influence in 

Philanthropy (Kirk Semple) 
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Robert F. Dalzell Jr. (2012). The 

Good Rich and What They Cost Us. 

Princeton: Yale University Press. 
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are perceived as role models when it 

comes to integration. With regard to 

philanthropy in general, however, the 

US variant is special because the tax 

system links “philantropy” strongly 

with “tax exemption”. In other 

countries higher income taxes help to 

translate individual affluence into a 

social good. Taxing takes into 

account that generous billionaires 

are rare, as a recent book by Robert 

F. Dalzell outlines. In consequence, 

respect for those giving is more than 

deserved.  
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The expansion of Brazil’s economy in the 

last decade was mostly home-grown 

based on increased household spending 

of the emerging middle class. This trend 

may come to an end as Brad Haynes and 

Vivian Pereira from “Reuters” analyze 

recent indicators. 

Consumer confidence, in the last two 

years fueled by a credit boom, tax 

breaks, and wage hikes, helped Brazilian 

retail to grow steadily with yearly 

increases in sales of close to 10 percent. 

This trend broke in 2012, in which 

household consumption most likely grew 

less than 3 percent and consumer 

defaults on credits rose 15 percent. 

Brazilian household debt doubled since 

2005. Despite this cooling and 

correspondingly modest holiday sales, 

companies remain upbeat and will 

expand or open new locations. Some 

durable goods and clothing retailers plan 

to open more than one new store every 

week in 2013. This planned expansion 

seems overly optimistic looking back at 

only slow growth for existing stores. In 

addition, unemployment is currently at 

an all-time low which drives up costs. 

Brazilian retailers expand significantly in 

a cooling economy. This is contrary to 

conventional wisdom. However, Brazilian 

retail still lacks the homogeneity found in 

other countries in which very few 

companies dominate the markets. In 

Brazil regional players still play an 

important role. Therefore, the major 

players can hardly wait for better times 

to extend their reach and gain the 

benefits of an economy of truly national 

size. However, with certainty the dream 

of national market leadership for some 

will face the harsh reality of aggressive 

competitors and shrinking margins due 

to intense competition. 

Brazilian households start to save.Brazilian households start to save.Brazilian households start to save.Brazilian households start to save.    

Despite the Arabellion, a look at some 

countries in the Middle East seems to 

directly contradict the historical 

assumption that capitalism leads to 

democracy. Pankaj Mishra in 

"Bloomberg" provides insight into how 

this contradiction has materialized itself 

around the Persian Gulf and speculates 

about its future. 

The luxurious new campus of the 

American University in Sharjah, capital of 

United Arab Emirates, is only one of 

many show pieces displaying the 

“patriarchy-supervised modernization” in 

this region. Nearby Abu Dhabi will house 

branches of the Louvre and the 

Guggenheim museum. Not only 

petrodollars finance these cultural 

institutions along with sport stadiums 

and commercial skyscrapers. In addition, 

the region has become a financial safe 

haven for the rich feeling endangered by 

the Arabian spring, and as Mishra puts 

it, “the warlords, mafia dons and new 

plutocrats of Afghanistan”. Under the 

surface, however, tensions are building. 

Besides the affluent expatriates from the 

West there is a vast labor force from 

Asian countries often living under 

deplorable conditions. Parts of the local 

population have been corrupted by an 

“absurdly generous welfare system that 

breeds unmotivated and unproductive 

citizens”. But in the long run over-

spending and a decline of resources will 

make it difficult to maintain a social 

contract based on buying political 

acquiescence. The massive 

demonstrations in some states and 

increased government control in others 

may be the first signs of a widening 

crisis. An expert for the region, 

Christopher M. Davidson, titled his 

recent book “After the Sheikhs: The 

Coming Collapse of the Gulf 

Monarchies”. 

A survey by Pew Research found that the 

formula “free markets = free people” 

has more followers in China and Brazil 

than in what is regularly regarded as 

capitalism's home country, the USA. In 

fact, the equation seems to be a bit 

more complicated, but autocratic rule 

has been questioned and regularly 

abolished nearly everywhere in the 

world.  

Perspectives on the Middle East.Perspectives on the Middle East.Perspectives on the Middle East.Perspectives on the Middle East.    

Optimistic retail 

meets cautious 

customers 

The Bright, Shiny Tinderboxes of the 

Persian Gulf (Pankaj Mishra) 
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Christopher M. Davidson (2012). 

After the Sheikhs: The Coming 

Collapse of the Gulf Monarchies. 
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Pervasive Gloom About the World 

Economy: Faith in Hard Work, 

Capitalism Falter; But Emerging 

Markets Upbeat (Pew Research) 
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Analysis: Brazil retailers to meet 

slowdown with more showrooms 

(Brad Haynes and Vivian Pereira) 
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Whilst gamification was obviously 

invented for motivating less skilled labor 

activities, the idea of working as gaming 

as opposed to just working is a natural 

ingredient of top-level executives and 

entrepreneurs for long. Time Magazine 

spoke of the “age of the gamesman” 

already in 1977 after Michael Maccoby 

introduced a sportive attitude as the one 

best fitting management one year 

before. 

The “gamesman” followed the 

“organization man”, a character 

introduced by William Hollingsworth 

Whyte 20 years earlier, and while in fact 

independent professionals and top-tier 

executives may be able to play business 

games doing their jobs, the majority of 

employees also today remains the 

“organization man” or “woman”. Tied to 

the lower strata of an organization their 

experience and routine is a cornerstone 

of corporate performance. They lack, 

however, the freedom of the 

“gamesman” to pursue new goals and 

develop new areas of activity. It is this 

group which regularly complains about 

boredom at work and a lack of new 

opportunities. Often around their forties 

settled with kids these individuals rarely 

complain openly, but regularly choose to 

withdraw, display a passive resignative 

work satisfaction, sometimes even 

burnout. You often see their real energy 

outside the work place in splendid 

gardens, exposed positions in local 

leisure time organizations, and perfected 

hobbies.  

It is this group which can, if motivated 

and embedded, help a company most to 

reach new horizons or overcome chronic 

organizational impediments. The three 

magical words to develop this 

undervalued asset, as INSEAD professor 

Quy Huy labels middle-management in 

general, are career, teams and rotation. 

Not everybody can make it to the top of 

an organization, but careers should 

extent as long and as far as possible. 

Promotions regularly beat new hires 

when it comes to effectiveness and 

costs. Cross-functional teams can help 

but it is its’ quality of experience based 

excellence which is sought for at the 

receiving end. You do not want an 

experimental artist as your dentist, but a 

skilled professional with a wealth of 

routines delivered to perfection by his 

hopefully golden hands when it comes to 

injections and drilling. 

Routines give freedom, the really difficult 

times in life are normally the weeks, 

months or years of learning and practice 

in which they are formed. You will 

remember your driving lessons, a time of 

concentration, stress and hard training 

until the car was first time backed up 

right. Today you will be able to do that 

swiftly listening to the music of your 

radio or talking to your neighbor. Nearly 

all cognitive capacities used during the 

phase of learning and acquisition are 

today free for other things. 

On the assembly work-floors especially in 

developing countries and in fact in many 

call center activities it is the sole 

reliance on routines and speed 

requirements which make the job 

problematically monotone. Companies in 

the industrialized countries have for 

decades without much success tried to 

cope with this characteristic by job 

rotation, team work, and job enrichment. 

In the end technical automation 

abolished a lot of these jobs and many 

others have been transferred to 

developing countries. Gamification may 

in fact be a method to create a context 

in which monotone routine activities can 

be seen also from a funny and playful 

side.  

Of course, it must be a good game with 

an incentive and content structure 

treating players as intelligent and a 

design rewarding the work activities in a 

meaningful way. The frequently found 

lack of these characteristics lets 

analysts at Gartner Research already 

now conclude that gamification is more 

driven by novelty and hype than by 

actual demonstrations of its 

effectiveness. 

(Continued from page 1) 
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Routines free 

capacity 
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to improve quality and effectiveness of 

an organization directly, but, in addition, 

members learn where their experience 

and routine might be put to a use 

outside their established domain. This 

experience is enriching and broadens 

the skill base. Finally, job rotation should 

be made available to all and be made 

less dependent upon age and location. A 

policy of regular job rotation is a core 

principle in some of the most successful 

Japanese and Korean companies.  
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Managing Essentials is on its way 

to become the premier newsletter 

for general managers, specialists in 

organizational development and 

human resources professionals. 

Managing Essentials monthly 

reviews and abstracts recent 

articles about new approaches and 

best practice in the “human side of 

enterprise” with special reference 

to the challenges encountered in 

international management. 

  

We focus on the essentials of 

leadership, change management, 

organizational learning, recruiting 

and retaining, organizational (mis-) 

behavior and ways to improve the 

impact of management. For these 

topics we identify and pinpoint 

those approaches and insights 

which contain “actionable 

knowledge” or have proved 

themselves in practice. In addition, 

Managing Essentials tries to 

identify inspiring new ideas in and 

outside academia. Our editorials 

evaluate and give the background 

of those central issues from which 

many pragmatic solutions derive.  
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