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The aim of this study is to understand and answer how robotic process automation (RPA)
in back-office tasks affects agent work and resourcing in contact centers. The questions are
approached from the sociotechnical perspective of information systems theory by looking
at seemingly two separate issues as a singular joint-optimization problem that can have both
instrumental and humanistic objectives.

Literature about robotic process automation is reviewed to understand the technical
component of the study, the automation tool of choice alongside with contact center
forecasting and resourcing to provide the context of the study. Other focal areas of the
thesis are knowledge work, mindless and mindful actions, and work engagement which
shed light on this thesis’ social component, the customer service agent and subsequently
their humanistic objectives. Resourcing focus is on understanding the potential
instrumental objectives, such as operating efficiency and service level performance.

After the literature review the study continues with a qualitative case study of a Finnish
insurance company and its contact center operations. In the case study, semi-structured
interviews are conducted to both development advisors and agents to understand how RPA
has affected agent work and contact center staffing, forecasting, and performance. The
interviews were thoroughly analysed with focus on situations pre- and post-automation,
and the changes ensued in the contact center. User observation of the planning process was
conducted, and Case Company’s internal material was used to understand RPA processes.

After the data analysis, it was possible to understand the agent work pre- and post-
automation and analyse how the introduction of RPA has affected their work. The study
shows that reducing mindless activities from agent work can offer higher engagement and
reduce excess strain, subsequently offering agents more time in their main activity, serving
the customers. Similarly, the data suggests that RPA can simplify the contact center
workforce management processes and help the contact center serve their customers,
especially reducing complexity and offering help with seasonal peaks in demand.

As the study shows RPA can enable more mindful workday designs for customer service
agents and thus affect their work engagement in a positive way. RPA can also offer help
simplifying the staffing process by reducing skills in the contact center’s skill matrix, and
reducing the required workload by taking care of back-office tasks on its own or alongside
with the agents. Based on the existing literature and the case study, the findings are
combined to a table and divided per humanistic and instrumental objectives. These
findings offer new insight to task automation and how it affects the employees who work
alongside the robots, which managers can utilize when choosing new automation targets.

Keywords Contact center, RPA, Workforce Management, Customer Service, Work
Engagement
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Taman tutkimuksen tavoitteena on ymmartad ja vastata, miten ohjelmistorobotiikan
(RPA) hyodyntaminen taustatyotehtidvissa vaikuttaa asiakaspalvelijoiden tyohon ja
asiakaspalvelukeskusten resursointiin. Kysymyksia lahestytdan jarjestelmatieteiden
sosioteknisesta perspektiivista. Sosiotekniselld ldhestymistavalla voidaan nahda olevan
kahdenlaisia tavotteita, sekd inhimillisia etta suoritepohjaisia.

Tutkimuksen teoriaosiossa teknisti komponenttia, ohjelmistorobotiikkaa, seka
kontekstin luovaa asiakaspalvelukeskusten ennustamis- ja tyovuorotustutkimusta kaydaan
lapi. Naiden lisdksi tietotyotd, tiedostavaa ja tiedostamatonta toimintaa seka tyon imua
koskevaa kirjallisuutta hyodynnetian, jotta agentin tyotd voidaan myohemmin analysoida
ja arvioida teorian pohjalta. Agentin ty6 on tutkimuksen sosiaalinen komponentti.

Teoriaosuuden jilkeen tutkimus jatkaa kvalitatiivisella tapaustutkimuksella, joka
keskittyy vakuutusyhtion asiakaspalveluoperaatioihin. Tapaustutkimuksessa haastatellaan
seka asiakaspalvelijoita ettd yrityksen robotiikkatiimia semistrukturoidusti. Tavoitteena on
ymmartda, miten RPA on vaikuttanut asiakaspalvelijoiden tyohon, ennustamiseen ja
tyovuorotukseen, sekid asiakaspalvelukeskuksen suoriutumiseen. Haastattelut on
analysoitu keskittyen aikaan ennen automatisaatiota ja sen jilkeen, seka koettuun
muutokseen asiakaspalvelukeskuksessa. Myos yrityksen suunnitteluprosessia on
suorahavainnoitu ja robottien prosessikaavioita on hyodynnetty tutkimuksen apuna.

Data-analyysin jalkeen on mahdollista nahda miten agenttien tyopéaivien ja tehtiavien
rakenne on muuttunut ohjelmistorobotiikan myo6ta asiakaspalvelutyossd. Tutkimus
osoittaa, miten tiedostamattomien tehtdvien vihentdminen lisda tyon imua ja vihentia
koettua kuormitusta, tarjoten agenteille lisda aikaa itse asiakaspalvelutyohon. Tutkimus
myos osoittaa RPA:n helpottavan resursointia vahentamalld tyovuorotuksen
kompleksisuutta ja tasoittamalla kausittaisten kysyntapiikkien vaikusta palvelutasoihin.

Tutkimus osoittaa, ettd ohjelmistorobotiikan avulla voidaan luoda tyopaivia
agenteille, jotka sisiltaviat enemmain tiedostavampia ja ajattelua vaativia tyotehtavia, ja
taten edistad tyon imua. RPA voi myos helpottaa tyovuorotusta viahentamalla
tyovuorotettavia taitoja ja kokonaistyomaariaa hoitamalla itseniisesti osan back-office
taustatyosta. Aiempaan Kirjallisuuteen ja tapaustutkimukseen perustuen tutkimuksen
paaloydot on keratty yhteen ja jaettu inhimillisiin ja suoritepohjaisiin tavoitteisiin.
Loydokset lisaavat tyokaluja yritysjohdolle, miten taustaty6td voidaan automatisoida
tehokkaasti ja tyontekijoiden tyooloja parantaen.

Avainsanat Asiakaspalvelu, Asiakaspalvelukeskus, Ohjelmistorobotiikka
Ty6vuorosuunnittelu, Tyon imu
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Introduction 1

1 Introduction
1.1 Motivation

As companies around the world and on all verticals continue to strive for higher operational
efficiency and better margins, automations stock stays on the rise. During recent years, the
realm of automation has included even the automation of knowledge work under its wings.
Studying different automation methods such as robotic process automation have seen a
growing trend in academia past couple of decades as the importance of process efficiency
and the savings it brings may be the deciding factor between a successful company and a
failing one. Alongside the sought-after efficiencies, companies have understood the value of
their human capital, the employees, in the ever-changing work environment (Mendes &
Stander, 2011).

Within fields and operations, where turnover and attrition rates are high and cost
savings are always a target, such as contact centers, robotic process automation has been
noticed as one simple yet effective method of automation. Changing the employees work
from repetitive, non-cognitive, and rule-based work to value-adding, advisory work with the
help of simple automation seems a lucrative deal for many contact center leaders. Within
labor heavy fields, where labor costs can result in up to 80% of a contact center’s operating
costs the optimization of the personnel costs becomes and important subject. Studies of
automations benefits are common within academia but understanding the potential hidden
benefits that it may have on the employees can be valuable. (Anagnoste, 2017; Gans et al.
2003; Lacity et al., 2017)

This is especially true for insurance industry, which is also the case study company’s
industry since there are two major deciding factors when choosing the service provider.
According to Peura-Kapanen et al. (2007) the insurance products and services are next to
redundant when selecting service providers but 19% of failed transactions and cancellations
are due to experiences with customer service and practical life with the services. According
to the study the customers feel they need continuous support from the insurance company
both when choosing the products and when claiming the insurances after an accident or other
events that the insurance policies were chosen to protect occur. Peura-Kapanen et al. (2007)
also point out that due to the insurance policies being intangible and hard to grasp, the
customer service quality and availability are key drivers when considering the quality of the
insurance itself. Thus, understanding the value that automation can bring to contact centers,
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both its resourcing function and its employees, makes for an interesting case study and thesis
subject.

1.2 Research problem, gap, and questions

Based on the challenges and motivation outlined, this thesis aims to answer the following
two questions:
1) How does back-office task automation affect customer service agents’ work?

2) How does back-office tasks automation impact contact center resourcing?

This study approaches the questions by first understanding robotic process automation, its
weaknesses and strengths within automation realm and building criteria for task automation
based on earlier research. Alongside RPA we acquaint ourselves with mindless and mindful
actions and work engagement, to understand the motivational factors behind workday
designs in modern work environments where autonomy is not the norm. One such example
of a controlled work environment is contact centers, where customer service agents are
steered to operate within given parameters, rules, and guidelines.

Robotic Process Automation and other business process automation methods have
been popular in both business and academic fields for a while, yet sociotechnical aspects
with information systems realm has not seen a similar rise, at least with RPA. Lacity &
Willcocks (2017) and Willcocks et al. (2019) have identified the concept of triple-win where
RPAs benefits are associated with three separate categories: employee, shareholder, and
customer value and mindful workday designs have been studied in the field of psychology
(Hackman, 1975; Langer, 2000) but this thesis aims to provide understanding on how even
the modern-day Taylorism can be brought up to the 2020s and provide understanding on
how this affects the working life of the agents by combining the two perspectives.
Automation also has a potential impact on resourcing and staffing in the very same
environment and this is approached as the flip side of the same coin. The benefits on the
performance metrics are seen as the more traditional approach in automation academia, and
serve as the context of this study as well as an instrumental outcome.

During the literature review | study contact centers from two perspectives: the role of
a given agent and workforce management, to understand the how modern contact centers
operate to serve their customers in the best possible way. The aim for the literature review

is to provide understanding what are the characteristics for tasks suitable for robotic process
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automation, and how does automation of those types of tasks affect the agent’s work and
contact center resourcing.

After building the theoretical frame the study turns to empirical research, which
consists of a case study of a Finnish insurance company where a handful of back-office tasks
have been automated in recent past. Case study focuses on how robotic process automation
has affected Case Company’s agents’ day-to-day work and what kind of implications has
the automatization had on resourcing. The data has been gathered by direct observations of
their planning process, and with semi-structured interviews on both managerial and agent
levels. The manager interviews are focused on understanding what has been automated, why
those tasks where chosen and what kind of an impact has the automation had on resourcing
and resource allocation. The agent interviews focus is on understanding the automations

effect on the customer service agents work and work engagement.

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This study is concluded from introduction, literature review, empirical research, and
discussions and conclusions. After introduction, the literature review covers robotic process
automation technology, mindless and mindful actions with work engagement, to enable a
characterization for task automation from two separate perspectives. Latter part of the
literature review builds context about contact center resourcing and typical job
characteristics of customer service agents. The review is concluded and summarized to
understand our premise for the following empirical research. Within the empirical research,
the methodology is justified, Case Company’s customer service operation is introduced, and
findings are presented from the data. The following section focuses on discussing the
research questions from both the existing literature and empirical research perspectives and
combining the two. Finally, conclusions are drawn alongside with managerial implications

and naturally the limitations of the study are covered with suggestions for future research.

1.4 Case Company

The case company in this thesis is an insurance company (referred later as Case Company),
which operates solely in Finland. They offer insurances through all walks of life for private
customers and have other subsidiaries and sister companies who focus on other areas outside

of personal insurance, but the focus of this thesis will be on the private customer side.
































































































































































































