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1. Introduction 
    1.1 Situation and problem statement

     Many recent studies have focused on globalization and its effect on group working and communication channels. The increasing interest, of numerous international companies, in reaching large numbers of employees simultaneously, has heightened the need for teleconferencing. In global economy the quality of teleconferencing service has become a central issue for users as the nature of work relationships continues to develop to include remote and mobile workers.

     ACT Teleconferencing is a provider of teleconferencing services internationally. In the past five years the company lost approximately between 20% and 35% of its customers which was possibly due to the double change of location (Amsterdam to Herleen and Herleen to London), personnel change and cost reduction, which resulted in creating five operational centers instead of nine (M. Mensink, 2005). 

     This project was assigned out of concern for the loss of the customers and aimed to find out what the customers’ needs are and what motivates them to use the services of ACT Teleconferencing. In addition, no research has been previously done that surveyed customer satisfaction. However several representatives of ACT Teleconferencing have produced estimates of customer satisfaction, but there is still insufficient data to understand the various perceptions of ACT Teleconferencing services that exist among its customers. Accordingly, ACT Teleconferencing wants not only to offer a better service to its customers, but also to help sales representatives to manage customer experience in a consistent and relevant way.

    1.2 Thesis statement
     The aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between ACT Teleconferencing and its customers. The main aim of this investigation is to assess the ability of ACT Teleconferencing to create highly satisfied customer. It will be shown that the roots of the loss of the customers lie in the failure of ACT Teleconferencing to ensure consistent and relevant communication.

    1.3 Central question and sub-questions 

The central question in this dissertation asks: 

How can ACT Teleconferencing develop a stronger relationship with its customers?

In order to answer the key research question this dissertation will examine six sub-questions:

1. Who are the customers of ACT Teleconferencing?

2. What are the customers’ needs and how best meet those needs?

3. What communicating strategies ACT Teleconferencing currently applies?

4. Are the employees of ACT Teleconferencing committed to customer service?

5. What impact has ACT’s Teleconferencing cost savings on customer satisfaction?

6. What is the gap between customers’ expectations and the actual service experience?

    1.4 Synopsis of the method and sources of data
     A variety of methods are used to assess ACT Teleconferencing. Each has its advantages and drawbacks. The research data in this thesis is drawn from the Journal of Extension (1984), “All employee survey 2004”, Real-Time Collaboration exhibition (2005), Integrated Communication by M. Vos and H. Schoemaker (1999), Corporate Citizenship by M. McIntosh et al. (1998), Global Marketing by S. Hollensen (2004), The Buzz 50 Little things that make a big difference to delivering world-class customer service by D. Freemantle (2004), Marketing management: analysis, planning and control by Philip Kotler (1996). The advantage of this approach is that there is an external validity coming form known sources. It provides a large data with significant information for the study which allows testing the relationship between the needs and wants of ACT Teleconferencing customers. The disadvantage is that there is a danger of assuming the meaning of author’s words. In addition, qualitative method was adopted to provide both descriptive and interpretative data. It took a form of a semi-structured interview with one of the customers of ACT Teleconferencing. The interview was prepared according to the procedure used by Raymond L. Gorden in the “Basic Interviewing Skills” (1992). The advantage of this method is that it enables the interviewer to pursue more specific answers and further questions. As well, the method is not as artificial as the research from literature only and may generate useful insight into the field of teleconferencing. The disadvantage of this method is that there is a possibility of being overloaded with information. It was considered that a quantitative method would usefully supplement and extend qualitative method. The design of the questionnaire was based on the samples of customer satisfaction surveys from the Internet and consultations with the ACT Teleconferencing employees in Amsterdam. The reader should bear in mind that the survey is based on a small sample of ACT Teleconferencing users, which is due to the fact the database of the customers hasn’t been updated in recent years and the change of the management personnel brought limitation in accessing the customer database.  Nonetheless the method was used as it granted permission for direct questioning about the level of satisfaction with the services of ACT Teleconferencing, customers’ relation with the representatives and likeliness of the return to use ACT Teleconferencing services. This method is relatively easy although it demands good question design, or the questions might be misunderstood; economical as the questionnaire was distributed via e-mail, the reason for that was that the target group was the managers of the ICT/Telecommunication department. This procedure enabled generalization and was useful in reviling possible common viewpoint. The survey was conducted in August 2005. Moreover this dissertation includes SWOT analysis, as it is the most practical method in assessing a market and a business. The sources for that method come from official publications issued by OPTA (Independent Regulator of Post and Electronic Communication, 2004), CBS (Central Office for the Statistics) and CPB (The Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis, 2000 & 2005), NASDAQ (2007), Global Marketing by S. Hollensen (2004) and ACT Teleconferencing Company. 

    1.5 Overview of the chapters
     The dissertation is composed of seven themed chapters, including this introductory chapter. Chapter two is concerned with the characteristics of ACT Teleconferencing. It begins with concise history and strategy of ACT Teleconferencing, following internal and external environment of ACT Teleconferencing analysis, and looks at how the company communicates with its clients.  Apart from this, the chapter gives the analysis of All Employee Survey which was conducted by ACT Teleconferencing in 2004, to show how the company manages its employees around the goals of customer and employee satisfaction. Chapter three begins with defining the target audience of ACT Teleconferencing; it lays out theoretical dimension of the research and looks at the needs and wants of the customers.  For this reason a view point of one of the customers of ACT Teleconferencing is included. Chapter four gives an account of how the Customer Satisfaction study was carried out.  Chapter five reports results of the customer satisfaction survey undertaken during my internship at ACT Teleconferencing in Amsterdam, The Netherlands, in 2005. Further more it offers gap analysis of customers’ expectations and the actual service experience based on the previous chapters. Chapter six gives a brief summary and critique of the findings. Eventually, chapter seven gives an answer to the central question and discuss the issue of consistent and relevant communication. 

    1.6 Key terms                                                                                                                
Group working - a team of individuals with similar skills put together for the same purpose of achieving common goal, mutually accountable for the results. 

Communication channels - have a very broad definition; what is meant here are different ways a company takes to deliver business communication.  For example a corporate brochure, web ads, exhibitions etc. 

Teleconferencing - for ACT Teleconferencing (2007) conferencing “allow(s) individuals around the globe to share information and collaborate on projects – without ever leaving home or the office”.  
Highly satisfied customer - psychological state of a customer where his/her expectation or need is fulfilled by a service provider. Those expectations/needs are predictable and can be measured by comparing the actual service with customer’s perception of it.    

Virtual team – according to Wikipedia (2007) virtual team can be defined as “a group of individuals who work across time, space, and organizational boundaries. Members of virtual teams communicate electronically. Many virtual teams in today's organizations consist of employees both working at home and small groups in the office but in different geographic locations”.
Virtual collaboration – while a variety of definitions of the term virtual collaboration have been suggested this dissertation will use the definition sourced from Wikipedia (2007) that describes virtual communication as “two or more people collaborating together to accomplish a task without the use of face to face interaction. Examples of Virtual Collaboration include Audio Conferencing, Video Conferencing, or Computer mediated communication.  The essence of Virtual Collaboration is sharing”. 
Employee engagement – Wikipedia (2001) use the term employee engagement to refer to a concept that is generally viewed as managing discretionary effort, that is, when employees have choices, they will act in a way that furthers their organization's interests. An engaged employee is a person who is fully involved in, and enthusiastic about, his or her work.
Digitalization of an office – here it refers to the use of new technology in the office, i.e. products and services.

2. ACT Teleconferencing
    2.1 Company’s background
     ACT Teleconferencing is a service provider of audio, video, and web-conferencing facilities in North America, Europe, and Asia Pacific that originated in 1990 in Golden, Colorado, USA. ACT Teleconferencing is publicly traded and listed on the Nasdaq Stock Market. ACT Teleconferencing provides teleconferencing service to businesses in over 60 countries around the globe. The area they operate on is a niche market for specialized and customized teleconferencing services. The portfolio ranges from basic automated services, e.g. an audio conference where participants join a conference by dialing pre-assigned number and entering a pass code, to high profile, fully managed events, e.g. Complete Enterprise Solution which includes recommendations for network management, equipment maintenance, room system solutions, help desk support etc.

     ACT’s Teleconferencing strategy is to expand internationally and potentially to become a global player. The goal of the company is to create geocentric way of business conduct i.e. the company’s aim is to deliver a global service where ACT Teleconferencing offers worldwide similar process and procedures for registration, reservations, billings, etc., but at the same time considering local adaptation e.g. operations are in a local time zone and in a national language. ACT Teleconferencing employs local personnel to encourage customer loyalty and greater penetration into a local market as a part of its deliberate strategy. The target groups for ACT Teleconferencing are: enterprise businesses for example Shell, strategic alliances for example with AT&T, and partnerships for example with Polycom, in order to provide better solutions to its clients, for example customized software. ACT’s Teleconferencing commitment to its clients is especially important, which is reflected via end-to-end solutions, local access to global teleconferencing and accountability to its customers to provide high quality service (ACT Teleconferencing).

    2.2 SWOT analysis of ACT Teleconferencing
	CRITERIA
	STRENGTHS
	WEAKNESESS

	Financial resources
	
	Limited budget operating income $ 1,474,000

	Profitability
	
	3%

	Innovation
	Ongoing product and service innovation
	

	Intellectual property
	ClarionCall I&II, ReadyConnect, etc., logo.
	

	Marketing
	
	Advertising, exhibitions,  customer service, telemarketing etc.

	Brand image
	
	Needing more awareness among the public

	Strategic partnership & acquisitions
	AT&T, Proximity Inc.
	

	Human resources
	Experience & knowledge
	

	Geographical location
	
	5 operational centers; over 60 countries globally


Table 1

	CRITERIA
	OPPORTUNITIES
	THREATS

	Sales team
	
	More sales people needed

	Pricing
	
	Price regulation by OPTA & competitors price wars

	Globalization
	Internationalization of the companies, mobile workers
	

	Exchange rates
	
	Translate into $ at a current rate

	Industry specialization
	
	Niche market for teleconferencing

	Economic outlook
	Rapid innovation of new technology
	

	Market demand
	Diversification of communication methods
	

	Legislation
	
	Conditions of access, switching cost regulation 

	Political effect
	Government policies pro virtual communication
	


Table 2
	
	Significant strength
	Strength
	Minor strength
	Minor weakness
	Weakness
	Significant weakness

	Financial resources
	
	
	
	
	
	-3

	Human resources
	
	2
	
	
	
	

	Innovation
	
	2
	
	
	
	

	Intellectual property
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	Marketing
	
	
	
	
	-2
	

	Brand image
	
	
	
	
	-2
	

	Strategic partnership
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	Profitability
	
	
	
	
	
	-3

	Geographical location
	
	
	
	-1
	
	


Table 3

	
	Significant opportunity
	Opportunity 
	Minor opportunity
	Minor threat
	Threat 
	Significant threat

	Sales team
	
	
	
	
	
	-3

	Pricing
	
	
	
	
	
	-3

	Globalization
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	Exchange rates
	
	
	
	
	-2
	

	Industry specialization
	
	
	
	-1
	
	

	Economic outlook
	
	
	1
	
	
	

	Market demand 
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	Legislation
	
	
	
	
	-2
	

	Political effects
	
	2
	
	
	
	


Table 4
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Figure 1 

	SWOT factors
	Classification 
	Relevance to the business future/probability of occurrence
	Planning/strategy influence

	Financial resources
	Weakness 
	Highly relevant
	High influence

	Profitability
	Weakness 
	Relevant
	Medium influence

	Innovation
	Strength 
	Highly relevant
	Low influence

	Intellectual property
	Strength 
	Highly relevant
	High influence

	Marketing
	Weakness 
	Highly relevant
	Medium influence

	Brand image
	Weakness 
	Highly relevant
	High influence

	Strategic partnership & acquisitions
	Strength 
	Highly relevant
	Low influence

	Human resources
	Strength 
	Relevant 
	Medium influence

	Geographical location
	Weakness 
	Relevant 
	Medium influence

	Sales team
	Threat 
	High probability
	High influence

	Pricing
	Threat 
	High probability
	Medium influence

	Globalization
	Opportunity 
	High probability
	Low influence

	Exchange rates
	Threat 
	Medium probability
	High influence

	Industry specialization
	Threat
	Low probability
	Low influence

	Economic outlook
	Opportunity 
	Low probability
	Low influence

	Market demand
	Opportunity 
	High probability
	High influence

	Legislation
	Threat 
	Medium probability
	High influence

	Political effect
	Opportunity 
	Medium probability
	High influence


  Table 5 

     2.2.1 Summary
     Eighteen items on the SWOT analysis measured the internal and external situation of ACT Teleconferencing. 

     Table 1 shows the strengths and the weaknesses of ACT Teleconferencing, where Table 2 presents the opportunities and the threats the company may meet. The strengths are different from weaknesses and the opportunities differ from threats with respect to the significance to the company which is shown in Table 3 and 4 respectively. 

     From Figure 1 it may be concluded that there is a strong relationship between an internal and an external environment of ACT Teleconferencing. There is a sharp upward and downward trend regarding the 18 factors. There seems to be a balanced correlation between all SWOT factors.

     Table 5 shows the correlation between SWOT factors, their classification, relevance to the business future, probability of occurrence and the influence on the planning. It is apparent from the table that there is a group of factors that are crucial for the future of the company. In the first place financial resources were classified as the company’s weakness (NASDAQ, 2007). This is a characteristic of many medium size companies, where the owner puts only a limited amount of capital into business (S. Hollensen, 2004, p. 7). This weakness can not be resolved in a short term; therefore it should be included in the long term strategy, as lack of sufficient financial resources can result in retardation of the services of ACT Teleconferencing. On the other hand the profitability (NASDAQ 2007) although a weakness of the company it will have a medium impact on the strategy as it is less relevant to customer satisfaction which is a main ingredient of the company’s strategy and planning as well as a part of the mission statement (ACT Teleconferencing). In the same way brand image is recognized as a weakness; a consequence of lack of a strong brand image could be unawareness and need for better understanding of a company’s vision; hence highly relevant and influential on planning and strategy making. Marketing, although again a weakness, it earns its lesser influence on the strategy as a consequence of limited financial resources and staff to bring the marketing to the highest level. Eventually the last weakness, geographical location, also has its ties with the lack of the financial resources. A far more effective approach is to expand internationally as that may provide more profitable markets, help increase a company’s competitiveness and facilitate access to innovative products and the latest technology (S. Hollensen, 2004, p. 3). As it was stated in the introduction the company had to downsize its operational centers; on the other hand ACT Teleconferencing continues to grow its virtual locations (ACT Teleconferencing). Apart from this ACT teleconferencing has a couple of strengths; intellectual property and strategic alliances are major strengths of the company. This result confirms that ACT Teleconferencing is aware of its weaknesses and invests in partnership management to support its services, and intellectual property to enhance brand image by product recognition. Other strengths are human resources, which the company demonstrates by employing specialists rather than people with general knowledge to manage the services. It goes without saying that there are opportunities to be exploited. Major opportunities for ACT Teleconferencing are: Globalization and market demand. However it would be a market demand that will be a drive force in planning and strategy because there are a growing number of virtual teams. Secondly, economic outlook and political effect are also seen as an interesting opportunity because they support global communication networks, define technology level in a country, provide funding and initiatives to reinforce new technology development, and build up a positive new technology image (P. de Bijl & M. Peitz, 2000).  In spite of these opportunities there are threats the company is facing with little or no control over it. Major threat is seen in sales team. The company had to downsize, which included personnel reduction, thus they created a threat of not having enough personnel to handle sales operations which can create customer dissatisfaction. Next threat, the company should watch out for, is industry specialization. There is a big competition on the teleconferencing market, which is dominated by the incumbent telecom companies for example KPN that owns high quality infrastructure for telecommunications (CBS, 2005). In addition, alternative sources for conferencing, for example Skype, are emerging. And finally, copy cat companies, for example Arkadin, are on the rise. Nonetheless, ACT Teleconferencing although small in scope makes up with its tailor made services. The threats that the company has little or no control over are: pricing, exchange rate and legislation. Due to easiness of cash flow exchange rates move rapidly and the company has no control over it. OPTA regulates access prices to enter the Dutch market and switching costs to stimulate the competition. Low access prices encourage companies to enter telecommunication market, where low switching costs give a customer freedom to choose the provider at any given time (CPB, 2005, p.66, 74). Although ACT Teleconferencing keep the prices comparable with the prices of its competitors they are not able to compete with the price wars of large telecom companies for example free trial, discount pricing, refunds, multi-buys, etc. (ACT Teleconferencing). 

    2.3 Communication strategies 

          2.3.1 Multi-channel Customer Relationship Management

    McKean (2003, p.1) points out that 70% of customer’s decisions are based on interaction. ACT Teleconferencing is aware of the fact that in order to distinguish it from other medium size businesses they have to provide an excellent customer service. By creating multi-channel communication the company takes the responsibility for customer experience. Nevertheless, most of the channels are internet based, which allow the company to reach a high number of customers at relatively low cost. Customer relationship management is shaped to the environment of each country; what is presented below is a mix of standardized worldwide communication and particular for the European market methods, that take into account the language and socio-cultural differences, for example exhibitions reflect the environment of each country. The Real-Time Collaboration exhibition (2005) in The Netherlands was carried in both languages Dutch and English which reflects Dutch culture of bilingual education. The goal of each of these methods is to increase the sales from the existing customers and to obtain new customers. 

Website – in 2007 the company updated the website to make it more customer friendly experience. What enhance the customer experience are: automated sales process, on-line “tailor made” conferencing, and FAQ page. 

Telemarketing – this channel is used to gather information about the prospective customers or in order to gain a direct response about interest in ACT Teleconferencing services. 

Personal communication – a user have an opportunity to arrange face to face meeting with a sales representative; this however is limited to the places where the operational centers have physical presence. In spite of this small limitation, it’s a very effective channel as it involves both parties to provide relevant communication. 

Intranet – this channel is used by the employees as an on-line knowledge base about the company.

E-mail – this channel is used as a cost effective and consistent communication with the customers. Mostly it is used to provide information. This is directed primarily towards existing customers, past customers, and those who are capable of becoming customers.  

On-line support – available for the employees and the customers to resolve the technical problems they encounter. 

Publicity – annual reports, on-line magazine, press relations, investor relations. In particular these channels are used to aid corporate image development by creating awareness and willingness towards the company. 

Advertising – this is limited to telecommunication magazines advertising due to the high costs of advertising; the other reason is that ACT Teleconferencing provides business to business service therefore personal selling is more effective than mass media communication. 

Personal selling – exhibitions, sales presentations. This channel, although costly, is preferred by the company as it often results with immediate feedback on the services and often involves interaction with numerous parties, for example potential allies, IT sector public, shareholders.  Also creates an opportunity to meet face to face with top management and motivates team working.  

    2.4 The employees of ACT Teleconferencing
          2.4.1 All employee survey 2004 

     Carson (1995, p.759) points out that employees should be viewed as internal customers. Employee engagement plays an important role in defining the company’s future; it describes the leaders of an organization and it is reflected in team spirit. The company has responsibility to help employees to understand the objectives and the changes that are taking place within the company. To measure the employees’ level of engagement the company monitors their perceptions and experiences. This sub-chapter will use the survey conducted by ACT Teleconferencing in 2004 to describe employees’ level of commitment to the customer service. Due to the similarities among some questions and availability of the responses in the appendix A, only majority of inquiries will be commented on. 

Question 3 (Appendix A, p.1): “I feel my team delivers the best customer service possible”

The comments to question 3 indicate that majority of the employees are satisfied with the customer service they provide; however the need for better systems and process, the limited staff, not enough training, etc. could be the reason for motivation absence to provide the best customer service. Hence the company does not engage its employees to reach their full potential in customer satisfaction. 

Question 4 (Appendix A, p.1): “Within reason, I am given the authority to make decisions that are best for the customers”

The comments to question 4 reveal that the company would like to motivate the employees to take the responsibility for the customer experience; nonetheless the employee commitment to that issue is curbed by the lack of clear communication. 

Question 5 (Appendix A, p.1): “ACT’s systems and procedures allow me to adequately perform my job”

The comments to question 5 show that cost savings on the equipment and not clear systems and procedures may contribute to creating frustrated employee, therefore if the employees don’t feel significant to the company they won’t be the company’s advocates in front of the customers. 

Question 6 (Appendix A, p.1): “I’m familiar with ACT’s 2004 goals and objectives”

Turning to question 6 one finds that not all employees are familiar with the company’s objectives and goals. Knowing objectives is critical to any employee, because without knowing the objectives/goals they can’t complete the task. 

Question 8 (Appendix A, p.1): “The goals for me and my team are achievable”

Reference to question 8 reveals that the communication is poor and inconsistent and the tasks too many for too few people, which can lead to employees being inaccessible for the customers, slow responsiveness to customers’ demands/questions and hard for the employees to follow-up the customers’ cases; hence poor acknowledgement of a customer’s needs. 

Question 11(Appendix A, p.1):”My supervisor/manager keeps me informed of important events that affect my ability to do my job”

As the comment to the question 11 points out communication does not engage all the parties concerned.

Question 13 (Appendix A, p.1):”I understand the expectations of my job”

As the comment to the question 13 perceptively states “job expectations are ambiguous (especially when jobs cross departments/functions)”. Like in question 6, if the employee does not understand what is expected from him/her, they can not complete the task. 

Question 14 (Appendix A, p.1):”My supervisor/manager gives me a regular feedback concerning my work”
As the comment to the question 14 indicates there might be a problem of time-management or insufficient communication skills. 

Question 16 (Appendix A, p.2): “My supervisor/manager asks for my input to help make decisions”

The comments to the question 16 draw attention to the fact that there is not enough encouragement to come up with new ideas, and as one might expect to take charge to implement the new ideas. 

Question 17 (Appendix A, p.2): “My immediate supervisor/manager is doing an effective job of leading my work group”

The comments to the question 17 correctly argue that the employees expect a charismatic leader who can be inspiring, accountable, communicative, respectful, etc. 

Question 21 (Appendix A, p.2): “I think the All-employee conference calls provide me with important information”
The comments to the question 21 make clear that conference calls are time-consuming and that vision, new info, questions from employees, etc. are the areas the employees would like to focus on. 

Question 28 (Appendix A, p.3): “Training and development received at ACT has improved my ability to perform my job more effectively”
The comment to the question 28 claims that there has been little or no training available. 

Question 31 (Appendix A, p.3): “What would help me better serve customers in the coming year is…”

The evidence of the question 31 seems to indicate that the employees don’t feel secure in their jobs. There is help and support needed on the part of the management and the co-workers and establishing rewards for meeting the goals. 

Question 34 (Appendix A, p.3): “Overall I’m satisfied with ACT as an employer” 

From the results of the question 34 it must be recognized that overall ACT Teleconferencing is a satisfying employer. 

Question 35 (Appendix A, p.3): “Overall I’m satisfied with ACT as a customer service provider”
The indicator from the comment to the question 35 is that cost savings are an issue to the customer service. 
                  2.4.1.1 Summary
     David Freemantle (2004, p.5) found 10 behaviors which practiced consistently can make a big difference in serving customers. On the whole, these behaviors will determine employees’ commitment to the customer service; nonetheless it is relatively difficult to measure, as it puts an emphasis on attitudes and behaviors of each employee. 

     The evidence seems to be strong that for the most part the employees are satisfied with the company’s policies and procedures. That however does not describe the desire to go an extra mile to make the customer feel special. Individual responsibility for customer experience is curbed by the relatively low employee engagement. For example accessibility, responsiveness and willingness to help a customer could be hindered by the lack of time, low staffing and poor communication. 

     As satisfied employees they do just enough to meet the required expectations. Still, there is a willingness to provide a better customer service, unfortunately the motivation isn’t there. Cost savings appear to be a significant factor; it limits the help and support needed for training and development, and omit incentives for meeting the goals. Motivation, to provide a better customer service, also lies in education; the company could provide greater knowledge about processes, systems, goals, future prospects, etc. 

     The buzz that creates motivation is lacking, still the evidence seems to be strong that there is a commitment on both parts to provide the best possible customer service. ACT Teleconferencing strives for a balance in how they use the resources to the most important segments of the customer care; while the company lacks of financial resources, human resources, in most cases, illustrate the will to contribute to the company’s success. Thus it could be concluded that the employees are proactive in becoming accountable and trustworthy customer service providers. 

3. The customers of ACT Teleconferencing 
     3.1 The environment of the customers 

     The Netherlands now represents a key potential marketplace for teleconferencing services. A study conducted by OPTA (Onafhankelijke Post en Telecommunicatie Autoriteit) (2004) shows that technological development continues to influence Dutch market. Followed by economic reforms, i.e. rise of private sector, liberalization of labor force and markets, convergence of the Internet and wireless technology into communication methods among others, and rising social awareness of the importance of ICT in education, altogether it heightens The Netherlands’ attraction as a market for teleconferencing services.

     Between 2003 and 2005, the ICT sector in The Netherlands has experienced a positive growth within Dutch economy. ICT expenditure in The Netherlands in 2005 was 7.6% of GDP of which 3.9% was allocated to IT and 3.7% was designated to telecommunication. In comparison, in 2005, Belgium spent 6.3% of GDP on ICT; similarly Germany assigned 6.2% of GDP on ICT; US allocated 6.7% of GDP on ICT; whereas UK designated 8% of GDP on ICT. 

     As one might expect, in 2005, The Netherlands had 66 Internet users per 100 inhabitants, where for instance the highest number of Internet users internationally was 69 users per 100 inhabitants in US and likewise in Denmark. Furthermore broadband connection in The Netherlands was one of the highest internationally. Not only individuals profit from technological development; the companies that use Internet to conduct their business grew from 9% in 1995 to 97% in 2005 (Methodology the Digital Economy, 2006). As Collaboration@work(CPB, 2005, p.30)  reports The Netherlands is leading, worldwide, in teleworking. Approximately 9% of Dutch employees are working from home at least once a week. 
     In conclusion The Netherlands is clearly a state where technological advancement is taken seriously. The Dutch enjoy a greater access to new media technology than many other European countries and therefore there is a generation which has the ability and desire to absorb possibilities teleconferencing carries.

    3.2 Interview with Jeroen van der Velden 
     There have always been pioneers whose curiosity assured the evolution of telecommunication. Jeroen van der Velden started his research on team working in the early 90s when he set up a media lab for collaborative working. It was a multimedia lab where first prototypes of desktop video and web conferencing were tested in experimental work-environments. As it was all in the exploratory phase, there were lots of dimensions to discover, like what happens to the teams that work from different locations? How do they perform their task? What does it mean to group cohesion? And, how do they evolve?

     These questions were asked, because currently international groups are faced with lots of problems that time and distance can create during increased information exchange, improving output, and getting feedback, among the others. The need for the corporate network of resources describes virtual team-working; a phenomenon that makes the barriers like geographical location and time zones no obstacle via the use of the new technology. However finding a new medium like teleconferencing is only a halfway towards digitalization of an office, as there is a long process of adaptation and determination of the level of satisfaction users have from utilizing digital communication.  

     As Jeroen van der Velden (2005) says “the innovation depends on whether you really succeed in using these tools” (audio, video and web conferencing etc.) in the organization in a way that it improves your performance”, like the ability to initiate follow up virtual meetings, the ability to transfer the message in the explicit way, the ability to empower the others to make the right decision, and the ability to detailed preparation, etc. This is often challenged by difficulties like cultural diversity and language variety. These are often more ambiguous in the virtual world than in face to face communication due to the limited non-verbal communication and the time space to explain the errors of a language. 

     But even this futuristic world won’t out-root the traditional ways of communication; Jeroen van der Velden (2005) reports “I do not expect that there will be too many virtual teams in any organization that do not come sometimes together”. It’s the base for identity and trust in communicating with others, which makes it vital part of any organization’s communicating process. 

     As it was stated earlier new ways of team working exist in the way people find purpose for the new communication tools. Therefore how do the end users, in general, adapt to new ways of team working? According to Jeroen van der Velden (2005) “there is eagerness”. People are taken by the idea of “new” working patterns that use digital communication. They perceive it as a solution for problems they encounter in working in teams. However the implementation process demands lot of attention, both from the project leaders and the service providers, as there is a gap between hearing the idea and acting upon it. So how can we bridge the gap? Jeroen van der Velden (2005) discovered that “the real work is the best way”. You can have seminars, promotional campaigns, training sessions etc., nonetheless people who get in the field and personally experience these alternative ways of conducting business via video-conferencing, web-conferencing, and/or audio conferencing (among the others) are the ones who are most likely to continue. In this early phase, when you try to encourage the use of digital communication, the target group is the “enthusiastic people”, who are much more perceptive to the change and recognize the benefits faster. That way accommodates the new model of communication where the problem occurs and makes sure it’s adequate to the demands of an organization. But what happens to the less skilled and older generation employees in this new environment? How they are to cope with the change of an organizational structure? Jeroen van der Velden (2005) talks of his experience “young versus old did not play a very large role in new ways of team working”. The idea of the team is that people help and stimulate each other throughout the process. Good start of a project will involve each member and it will be up to them to keep up with the work pressure; therefore willingness to adapt is the key issue for both parties. They have to be honest about difficulties they are facing and respond quickly to the problems. 

     Creative thinking and putting to use the knowledge of many people made the tools (audio, video and web conferencing, among the others) available; but how far we shall go with digitalization of the office will be defined by the necessities of each organization that include audio, video and/or VOIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) conferencing service. However, it’s important to know that, in order to benefit from the new media products like teleconferencing, it must be an integral part of a corporate culture. Only then we can say that traditional face-to-face communication method found a compatible partner, which can certainly add to the efficiency of international collaboration and the way projects are managed upon the demands of new market economy.
    3.3 The needs and the wants of the customers
    Undoubtedly teleconferencing is a crucial ingredient of the global economy. As Naisbitt (n.d., p.925) states: “we no longer have the luxury of operating within isolated, self-sufficient, national economic system”. The global economy has created a stage where our lives are increasingly shaped by the events that are taking place at distance, and traditional face-to-face communication finds itself in the position where it needs to be reinvented in order to mach the demands of fast moving and wide spread market. As a consequence organizations investigated and developed a different manner to regulate and to sustain a competitive edge. Notably companies exploited the advancements of new technologies by incorporating new tools for mass communication, knowledge management, organizational learning and skills, experience exchange, image and morale control etc. into business practices. 

     Teleconferencing is an important tool that in itself has an advantage. It creates the base for starting new services like telemedicine, e-learning, on line shopping etc. Owing to a great amount possibilities teleconferencing carries, one of the most significant current discussions is to discover the needs and wants of international organizations. What is known to ACT Teleconferencing, the services they provide, in general, improve competitiveness, as the target audience do not have to spend big money on the equipment, maintenance, billing, network connection, ID accounts etc. in order to stay competitive. It is becoming increasingly difficult to not to use the teleconferencing services. If we look at the working environment, it’s not only beneficiary for the internal relations, but also in the external relations, as it includes the parties that can not attend face to face meeting due to limited time or geographical location. It’s relatively easy to organize follow up meetings, with fewer expenses involved. Meetings tend to be shorter as they are more tasks oriented, i.e. productive and informative. Following, it increases performance and the quality of work, as the employees are more prepared, self-disciplined and have to a lesser extent the tendency to sidetrack from the subject of discussion. Less time spend on travel means more time to work; therefore more projects can be finished in less time; that highlights the efficiency. “Routine meetings” can be introduced which are much more effective in distributed collaboration. Teleconferencing allows you to reach more people in less time. It speeds up the decision-making process, gives you fast access to knowledge resources; let the problem to be address when it occurs. Encourages positive organizational change where the leader is not seen as the supervisor but rather facilitator. It also increases employees’ commitment to the organization, as there is bigger stress on participation in organization’s life. Next asset takes its roots in the reduction of business trips; that saves, which is of great importance to many organizations, time and environment. Given this evidence, it can be seen that ACT Teleconferencing has a lot to offer and is an indispensable partner in supporting virtual communication to its target audience. Still, while there are many advantages that convince the audience of teleconferencing practicality within an organization’s strategy, there is substantial evidence of teleconferencing weaknesses that put the advantages in question mark. Research published in the Journal of Extension (1984, vol.22, no.5) suggests that disadvantages could be a reason for resentment towards teleconferencing services among potential customers and users, and any technical flows can put them off. To lessen the threats potential customers and users should be careful when evaluating their meeting needs and goals for or against teleconferencing service. One of the most common drawbacks is the technical defects with equipment or errors during the process; often this is due to the complex ways the system operates, therefore frequently it’s hard to identify the problem if you have to check one component at the time. The other aspect of the same issue is that the error could be visible during the interaction only, which is hard to identify outside the moment. There can be a human error derived from unfamiliarity with the equipment and implementation process. Hence, because it requires adequate skills and gives certain amount of unpredictability with the equipment it can be seen as disadvantage. The other draw back is a very impersonal and sometimes complex way of communication that is more challenging in creating an atmosphere of a group bond. The use of teleconferencing services also calls for new meeting skills, writing skills etc. It puts the pressure on the attendee to prepare more in order to follow the meeting and takes out the pleasure of socializing. One-to-one social interaction is not common. To conclude, if the participants are not accustomed to teleconferencing it can be at the time intimidating experience. 

     ACT Teleconferencing looks at both, advantages and disadvantages, to determine what the customers are really buying from them and why they are buying from them and not from the competition.  The “Real-Time Collaboration” (2005) exhibition has drawn attention to the fact that teleconferencing services are astonishingly similar in their basic assistance, i.e. almost all teleconferencing agencies purchase their equipment from one or a few manufacturers. Nonetheless, in case of the specific requirements, there are several differences between providers, which could be the main reason for the customers’ loyalty. These specific requirements, i.e. full teleconferencing service, have been identified as a major contributor for the increase of the customer’s attention. The mix of physical and virtual facilities has also been shown to attract international businesses. Further more, there is an unambiguous relationship between the competence of the staff and trustworthiness. Also, ACT Teleconferencing found that through rules and procedures, for example confidentiality practice, technical support, advice, etc. they offer to the customers not only the services, but the whole buying experience.    
4. Customer satisfaction survey - methodology 

    4.1 Sample size and its characteristics

     The prime audience for ACT Teleconferencing services is organizations  like banks and financial institutions, e.g. ING, ABN Amro and Citigroup; non-governmental institutions, e.g. Green Peace, oil companies, e.g. Shell, teleconferencing agencies, e.g. ACT Teleconferencing itself, Talk&Vision; insurance sector, e.g. Aegon; hotel enterprises, e.g. Hotel The Grand; airlines, e.g. Lufthansa, Austria airlines; consulting firms, e.g. Ernst & Young; industrial enterprises, e.g. Philips; telecommunication sector, e.g. KPN, AT&T; food and beverages suppliers, e.g. Wessanen & Heineken, mostly with an international profile that have an interest in “new ways of team working” or have a particular problem (geographical location, time, efficiency, distribution etc.) that teleconferencing is a solution for. And secondary, within an organization, are the employees. They have compatible needs and expectation as their professional attitudes and customs are shaped by the same forces, i.e. globalization, collaboration, monopolization of the knowledge, etc.  However their level of involvement in the teleconferencing is diverse from ad-hoc users to regular customers. 

     The target group was the managers of the ICT/Telecommunication department in The Netherlands. The subjects were selected from the customer database found in the company’s intranet. The initial sample consisted of 75 customers of whom 16 responded to the questionnaire.

    4.2 Procedures and materials
     To asses the relationship between the customers and ACT Teleconferencing a questionnaire was used and was conducted among a random sample of 75 present customers of ACT Teleconferencing in The Netherlands. A small sample was chosen because of the expected difficulty of obtaining data. The design of the questionnaire was based on consultations with colleagues at ACT Teleconferencing in Amsterdam, The Netherlands, reference to the procedure used by Philip Kotler (1996) and the internet resource about customer satisfaction survey. The semi-structured approach was chosen because it combined the highly structured agenda of ACT Teleconferencing and the flexibility to ask consequent questions. Majority of the questions were close-end which included multiple choice questions, a scale that shows the amount of agreement/disagreement, importance scale, intention scale, rating scale, and dichotomous.  The open-end questions included semi-structured sentence where the respondent can give a number of answers which referred to concrete topic, and completely unstructured sentence where the respondent can answer in almost unlimited ways. The questionnaire was distributed via e-mail; because the target group was the managers of the ICT/Telecommunication department, this resource was the most appropriate and it also assures faster respond and allows the respondent to answer at their leisure than at inconvenient moment. Each participant was given a brief explanation to why the research is carried out with a list of questions and encouragement to voice the concerns which are not mentioned in the questionnaire, however are important to the customer. After a week each of the subjects received a kind reminder to encourage the late customers to take part in the survey. The data used in this study was collected in August 2005, which could be the reason to low and slow response. In September 2005, simple statistical analyses, the percentage as a measure of central tendency, were used to report the correlation between the questions.  

    4.3 Limitations

     The data in the customer database have not been updated in recent months; hence many of the customers have no longer used the services of ACT Teleconferencing. Therefore, it was not possible to investigate the significant relationship between the customers and the company further because the sample was too small; in consequence the results are influenced by subjective opinions and judgments of the researcher. Also, there is a probable bias in the results of the customer satisfaction survey because they wouldn’t be customers if they weren’t happy. 

5. Results Customer Satisfaction Survey  
    5.1 Discussion Customer Satisfaction Survey 2005
     To begin with, there has been no previous research that surveyed customer satisfaction. This study has produced estimates from Customer Satisfaction Survey (2005). Histograms were used to describe the results; however they more clearly show the relationship between different parts of the sample, to show how they relate to the whole this work was carried out with three goals in mind. The prime goal was to assess the relationship between the customers and ACT Teleconferencing. Second was to collect information about the expectations and perceptions of the service. And the final thought was to determine the customers’ loyalty. 

     Consistent and relevant communication is a cardinal principle to relationship building. This view is supported by Freemantle (2004, p.75) who writes: “the more you invest in developing relationships with customers the more successful you will become”. Prior studies on employee engagement (2004) have noted that job responsibilities are not always well defined. The evidence is found in response to the question: ”I understand the expectations of my job” (Appendix A, question 13, p.1), the general response:” ambiguous” says the employees do not know what their job is; hence it is rather probable that the customers’ expectations from ACT representatives (Appendix D, histogram 8,9,10,16, 17, 18) are not likely to be met. Further, engagement is also inhibited by irregular performance feedback (Appendix A, question 14, p.1), not fully met individuals needs i.e. little possibility for training, no rewards for achieving goals, cost savings on equipment, objectives and goals not clearly communicated etc. (All Employee Survey, Appendix A), (Appendix A, question 6, p.1). Nonetheless, it is clearly visible, in the All Employee Survey (2004), that ACT Teleconferencing has satisfied employees, but lacks engaged employees; therefore it is somewhat surprising that in response to the statement “I have a satisfying relation with ACT representatives”, 29% of the respondents agree with the statement and 18% of the respondents strongly agree with the statement (Appendix D, histogram 11, p.6). It could be explained that some of the employees are committed to personalized interactions with the customers. Next, histogram 13 (Appendix D, p.7) confirms that 46% of the respondents do not know who to contact in case a problem occurs. With that, it is fairly certain that ACT Teleconferencing does not provide consistent and relevant information to its customers. In contrast, histogram 19 (Appendix D, p.10) clearly states that none of the customers were dissatisfied with their last experience with ACT Teleconferencing. A further point is, mentioned in chapter 2 (p.7) on communication strategies, that internet plays a vital role in communication with the customers. The data from histogram 3 (appendix D, p.2) suggests that the company needs to better communicate the means of communication as 55% of the customers are unaware of the website possibilities. With no negative responses it can be assumed that the company loses sight of possibly positive interaction with the customers that are unaware of the website. In conclusion, ACT Teleconferencing needs to invest more in building stronger relationship to achieve highly satisfied customer. 

     The second reason for this investigation is expectations and perceptions of the service. Teleconferencing market in The Netherlands is highly developed, with a large number of companies that use the service on a daily basic. The presence of international companies is very large; hence there is a vast appetite for teleconferencing services among the users. Nonetheless, as histogram 1 (appendix D, p.1) illustrates the users have detailed requirements concerning the service provider. The reason why the users chose “easy to use service” as the top priority can be explained that there is a need for simple and fast communication that can be approached by many. Further more the competitors continuously add to their portfolio of services. That is the advantage of big companies like Verizon (broadband and Telecommunication Company) which purchased one of the main competitors of ACT Teleconferencing, MCI in 2006. There is a clear correlation between the range of the services provided and the users’ expectation of broad portfolio. Histogram 2 (appendix D, p.1) illustrates that the range of the ACT Teleconferencing services is superior to the average portfolio in the eyes of the respondents. This histogram does not explain whether or not the company should extend its products/services, that however is less relevant to the company because of its limited resources for the expansion of the services already provided and its long-term focus on in-depth services. Further statistical data revealed that majority do not encounter problems while booking a conference (histogram 4, appendix D, p.2.), it can be speculated that those were the customers who are aware of multi-channel communication. Moreover, it must be recognized that disadvantage of cost savings can be overcome with the right attitude towards customer relationship management. On this basis it may be inferred that the company’s rules and procedures have a positive influence on customers’ perceptions, because the majority of the customers strongly agreed/agreed upon high quality service provided by ACT teleconferencing (histogram 5, appendix D, p.3). Going back to the histogram 1, it was assumed that the main criterion for the selection of ACT Teleconferencing services is substantive, i.e. in conformity with expectations from the service provider and opinion on the quality of the services and its correlativity to the price (histogram 6, appendix D, p.3). As it was mentioned in SWOT analysis the company has little influence on price setting which is regulated by the national institution and powerful competition. In addition, there was a sudden drop in enthusiasm concerning accessibility of ACT Teleconferencing (histogram 7, appendix D, p.7). This confirms the problem stated in the introduction (p.1); ACT Teleconferencing is aware that downsizing the operational centers will have a consequence; to balance it they increased their virtual locations. Following this, from the histogram 12 (Appendix D, p.6) it may be estimated that ACT teleconferencing has a reliable business process. According to the results majority of the respondents had never had problems with the service. The minority, who encountered some challenges, emphasized that the main problem, concerning business process, is technical difficulties (Appendix D, histogram 15, p.8). However it is not clear whether it occurred on the operator side or was it a lack of knowledge about how to use the service. It can be presumed that the problem mostly lies in the unfamiliarity with the service. What points in that direction is the fact that some of the respondents indicated that information about the service was indeed insufficient, therefore the request for easy to use service (Appendix D, histogram1, p.1). On the other hand it is a common problem of many teleconferencing service providers and stands out as a disadvantage towards using teleconferencing service. What is somewhat surprising, many respondents declared that they do not know who to contact in case of a problem occurring (Appendix D, histogram 13, p.7). Interestingly, for those who know who to contact when a problem occurs, in most cases it takes less than a day to be resolved (Appendix D, histogram 14, p.7). In a word, ACT Teleconferencing needs to pay bigger attention to how they are communicating with the customers and how they are educating them about the company’s processes and procedures. 

     Finally, the assessment of customer loyalty reveals an interesting anomaly; although the respondents, in great majority, declared that they would recommend the service to other party (Appendix D, histogram 21, p.11) and also the majority of the respondents recall their last experience with ACT Teleconferencing as positive (Appendix D, histogram 19, p.10), only 39% will definitely use the service again (Appendix D, histogram 20, p.10).

     Additionally the respondents had a chance to submit qualitative data considering the survey. According to one of the respondents the dial-in time with an operator is too long which delays the start of a conference call with 5 to 10 minutes. Other statement was “I would like to comment that my experience is that communication and service were better when our ACT Teleconferencing contact person (s) were in Holland instead of the UK”. This confirms a negative impact of cost savings on customer satisfaction. 
     In response to the question of what would enrich the range of the services provided by ACT Teleconferencing (appendix C, question 3) the responded stated “the possibility of usage of non-commercial 0800 telephone numbers in a teleconference. During the conference one would not be disturbed by technical problems, because that takes expensive time from busy people!” This is a clear statement that ACT Teleconferencing needs to observe closer the needs and wants of the customers.  

    5.2 Gap analysis of customers’ expectations and the actual service experience                                                                           
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GAP 1 Expected Service versus Past experience
· There is a slight decline between the customers’ expectations and the past experience (Appendix D, histogram 1, 4, 19).

GAP 2 Expected Service versus Needs & Wants
·  Rather good than excellent range of the services provided; fairly good than excellent website content; on the whole, moderately easy than very easy to use service; in general, quite a fall in comparison to the quality of the service provided; accessibility rather good than excellent (Appendix D, histogram 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7).

GAP 3 Expected Service versus Customer Communication

·  Relatively inadequate horizontal communication (Appendix D, histogram 3, 13, 15).

GAP 4 Perceived Service versus Relationships with ACT Teleconferencing Representatives
· Overall, somewhat satisfied customers than highly satisfied customers (Appendix D, histogram 11).

      GAP 5 Perceived Service versus Business Process
· Presumably good rather than excellent. Deficiency of human resources & rather poor service design.  (Appendix D, histogram 4,12; Appendix A, question 8, 12)

GAP 6 Perceived Service versus Advocacy & Likeliness of return
· Anomaly. In most cases, little likeliness of return, however big support in likeliness of advocacy (Appendix D, histogram 20, 21).

GAP 7 Expected Service versus Actual Service Experience
· For the most part, somewhat inconsistent and irrelevant communication; and insufficient relationship focus. 

6. Conclusions 

    6.1 Findings summary and its significance
     This paper has given an account of and reasons for the widespread use of the teleconferencing service. It has explained the central importance of teleconferencing in the global communication; the relevance of teleconferencing to globalization is clearly supported by the current findings, in particular in case of the emerging virtual teams. But for the most part it investigated the relationship between ACT Teleconferencing and its customers. In this investigation, the aim was to assess the ability of ACT Teleconferencing to meet the needs of its customers. 

     One of the more significant findings to emerge from this study is that there is insufficient relationship focus internally and externally. It was shown that in spite of ACT Teleconferencing effort to assure the public that they provide excellent customer service only 18% of the respondents strongly agreed with the statement “I have a satisfying relation with ACT Teleconferencing representatives”. Subsequently, a strong relationship between customers’ perceptions and a company’s image has been reported in the literature; as authors of Corporate Citizenship (1998, p.62) said: “with many organizations now pared to the bone, what differentiate them from their competitors are concepts like value, mission, passion and beliefs”, whereas “All Employee Survey” analyses revealed that mission and objectives are not clearly communicated. The second major finding was that although a clear majority of the users of ACT Teleconferencing service would advocate for the use of ACT Teleconferencing services fewer than expected would definitely use the service again. This anomaly confirms the gap between the expected service and the actual service, i.e. a difference between satisfied and highly satisfied customer. 

     Returning to the hypothesis posed at the beginning of this study, it is now possible to state that the loss of the customers presumably lie in the failure of ACT Teleconferencing to ensure consistent and relevant communication. 

     Apart from this, the study has gone some way towards enhancing our understanding of virtual communication and the role it should play in communication studies. In addition the paper may serve as a base for further virtual communication studies. This might be of a particular interest to the students of communication management in such a way that face-to-face communication found a compatible partner in teleconferencing. To quote from “Corporate Citizenship” (McIntosh et al.,1998, p.19): “There has been an increase in people working electronically from home, numbering 20 million in 1996; this is estimated to rise to some 200 million by 2016”. 

     The most important limitation lies in the fact that only a small sample was used to represent the users of the teleconferencing service. Hence caution must be applied as the findings of the survey might not be transferable to all customers of ACT Teleconferencing.

     In addition, this research has thrown up many questions in need of further investigation. Should virtual team working be included in communication management studies? Is teleconferencing threaten by Skype service? Is customer retention a step forward for ACT Teleconferencing in order to reach its full potential? Considerably more work needs to be done to determine what the customers’ needs are and how best meet those needs. 

7. Recommendations
    7.1 Central question answer
To begin with, the question that needs to be asked is: 

How ACT Teleconferencing can develop a stronger relationship with its customers? 

First of all, in order to answer this question we need to return to the problem i.e. loss of the customers which occurred gradually possibly due to costs related changes within the company. However, from the results of the All Employee Survey and from the Customer Satisfaction Survey, it is fairly certain that the roots of the loss of the customers lie in the failure of ACT Teleconferencing to ensure consistent and relevant communication internally and externally. Clear examples can be found in Appendix A, questions 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 20, 21, 31 and In Appendix D, histogram 8, 9,10,16, 17, 18 (in correlation with Appendix A), 7,11,13, 15. Hence the goal is to provide consistent and relevant communication. As a consequence, there is another question: how can ACT Teleconferencing provide consistent and relevant communication? In the first place, there is a need for relationship focus i.e. an engaged employee and a highly satisfied customer. Secondly, the company needs a plan for an employee engagement and an excellent customer service. 
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Problem statement: In the past five years the company lost approximately between 20% and 35% of its customers which was possibly due to the double change of location (Amsterdam to Herleen and Herleen to London), personnel change and cost reduction, which resulted in creating five operational centers instead of nine (M. Mensink, 2005). 

Actions
Any change within the company should be announced openly. The stakeholders should be defined. Next, the leaders need to explain what is going to change and/or what needs to be changed; followed by an explanation why the change is important to the company and what will make it successful, so the employees understand the process of change and its requirements, because only then they can communicate it clearly to the customers. Here, the company ensures the balance between the needs of the company and those of the customers. Additionally, the company needs to encourage employees’ feedback or even new ideas on how to make the change customer friendly, in order to ensure an employee commitment to create a highly satisfied customer. Finally, survey the responses to change internally and externally. Follow up on any questions the internal and external customers raised i.e. provide help and remove barriers. 

Further, the company needs to do things promptly and keep the stakeholders informed. Therefore the company needs to formulate key messages and a communication strategy where the customers come first; here the company creates a dialog around its vision and objectives. Define the challenges the change may bring and develop solutions for them. Ensure the agreement and support for the change among internal customers. It’s important to include the employees for the morale and ownership of the customer experience. Moreover, relate the problem to the current situation, GAP analysis. Recognize the assumptions that were made earlier and redefine them. Express confidence in the positive outcome of the project and to be accountable for the decisions and the outcome. 

Appendixes 

a. Transcript of the interview with Mr. van der Velden, 

“New Ways of Team Working” project leader at Heineken.

b. Employees’ questionnaire 2004.
c. Competitive review of ACT Teleconferencing by Doron Youngerwood.
d. Customer satisfaction questionnaire.
Appendix B
COULD YOU TELL US ABOUT YOUR BACKGROUND?

[ ] In the early 90s (I) did a lot of research on team-working at Delft University. I set up a media lab there for collaborative working. [ ] It was a multimedia lab where we experimented with first prototypes of share environment. [ ] We created first prototype of web conferencing facility. At that moment it was all in the experimental faze and what I did was lots of experiments with multipoint video conference environment and also with shared screens like business games and things like that. [ ] We experimented with different types of video systems and dimensions like awareness and what happens to groups when they can not be together, but have to work virtually and what happens not only to the task they have to perform but also things like group cohesion, how does the group evolves. I did my (thesis) on that topic and afterwards I went into organizational change. I found out that many things which deal with implementing successfully virtual team working have to do with organizational change. It’s not the matter of technology but it’s a matter of lot of dimensions. [ ] You have to tackle all of these dimensions and then you may be successful to really change working habits. After that I did large project at Shell focusing on distributing team working and the last 3 years I have been working for Heineken where the assignment is also to implement new ways of team working. The goal of this project is to improve the performance of internationally working teams and of course there is cost reduction purpose, but on the other hand also the aspect of just improving international working, because currently international groups have lots of problems to fit everything together to really do the task they agree upon, because the time and distance make it difficult to work together.

DO YOU THINK THAT GLOBALIZATION IS THE FUNDAMENTAL REASON FOR THE SEARCH FOR NEW WAYS OF TEAM WORKING?

For the companies I have been working with, globalization has always been a topic because they have always been working around the world. [ ] (However the most important matter is) they can make working internationally more efficient and effective, that they can adapt alternative ways to make the organization more agile. In particular in things like time to market, which becomes more important, you do not have two years to implement something internationally, so you have to find ways. I have examples that for people the issues is not so much that meeting can not be held because there is no money for travel, but it’s more that people can not be everywhere  at the specific time. This alternative ways of working, video-conferencing, web-conferencing, audio conferencing can be an alternative to perform your tasks [ ]. [ ] This new tools offer possibility to have a meeting.

DO YOU THINK THERE IS ENOUGH WILL POWER AMONG THE EMPLOYEES TO ADAPT TO THIS NEW COMMUNICATION MODEL AND WHAT SORT OF TRAINING/INFORMATION DO YOU PROVIDE TO THE END-USERS TO SUPPORT THE USE OF NEW MEDIA TECHNOLOGY?

There is eagerness [ ].  What we found in surveys was that people are very positive towards the idea [ ], the second step is the question will they really use it? [ ] What they also say is that the reasonable part of the meetings that (they) participate at the moment, which were also done face to face, could have been held, very well, via communication tool (audio-, video-, web – conferencing) [ ].  (However) there is high threshold to start doing this.

[ ] (To encourage the use of digital communication), training is a nice example, but the real work is the best way. [ ] The only way to get people, to using this things is to let them experience and I think it’s very important for those who implement this kind of tools that they find the ways to involve employees of organizations and to let them experience working in virtual environment. [ ] I think that is very important, that you start implementing this kind of things with the people that are enthusiastic about the idea. It’s like, you have a solution and you have to find groups with problems that your solutions fit. It can be internationally working groups under pressure, international groups that have difficulties meeting each other (etc).This types of groups are nice target groups. In that case you need a sponsor; and that’s the way, to make first the group leader enthusiastic, and then you facilitate such a group to work (in virtual environment).

HOW DOES THIS NEW STRUCTURE OF GROUP-WORKING INFLUENCE THE EMPLOYEES’ PERFORMANCE?

Some examples are that at first it improves output; it helps teams to make progress and to manage the progress like initiating in between virtual meetings. The effect is that at the moment the groups come together the output is bigger, as people are better prepared. Another issue which is also interesting is that a lot of international projects in many organizations are on one hand striving for the output, in a sense that a product or a decision must be made, but next to that you need also a (human) commitment (and) also the participating groups (must) feel acknowledged, feel that their ideas are taken into account. [ ] Making use of communication tools offers you the possibility for more interaction moments in which you not only ask for input but you also get the results; you also ask for feedback and maybe change the results; you can have more steps in collaboration. 

DON’T YOU THINK THAT THE INTRODUCTION OF NEW TECHNOLOGY SYSTEM COULD ARIZE EXCLUSION FEELING AMONG LESS SKILLED AND OLDER GENERATION EMPLOYEES?

My experience is that young versus old did not play a very large role in new ways of team working. (Although) older employees are often less computer-literate, I know many e.g. in which they found out that the only way to realize their targets was to work with this kind of tools and keep in contact with their group and they were very successful. And you also see that the more computer-literate people take the less literate with them and support them, because they help each other. [ ] Important thing is that if you are a part of the team you have to participate.

WORKING HABITS OF DIFFERENT CULTURES ARE VARIOUS, HOW DO YOU INCORPORATE CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN “NEW WAYS OF TEAM-WORKING”?

Culture is always an issue; and that is also one of the pitfalls for virtual team working. (Nonetheless) you have to cope with that in face to face situation (as well).If you are not able to manage the team which works at one location, because you don’t have the behavior focusing on the output (or) you don’t have management tools (and) behavior; the problems which are in the small group at the same place, will only become bigger and nastier in virtual environment, because you have less means to steer each other. The signals on which people base their decisions sometimes are not transferred via video conferencing. (However), things like new ways of team working, does not mean that people do not come together; it is something extra that they have in the tool kit to have the work done.

WITH INTEGRATION OF DIGITAL COMMUNICATION, DOES IT MEAN THAT “TRADITIONAL” WAYS OF CONDUCTING BUSINESS ARE GOING TO BE OUT-ROOTED?

I do not expect that there will be too many virtual teams in any organization that do not come sometimes together. The meaning of face to face meeting make change a little bit; (We can say) it becomes more important as during this meetings relations are build and discussions about the content are being left for the virtual meetings. One thing that we found out is that if you have a team, and you start working as a virtual team and you have a lot of output to create, it is very important that, in particular kick off meetings, often face to face meetings, are used to really agree on the output, to really seek mutual understanding to why the group exists and to see what the targets are, and what the group is going to bring up. They have to agree on the things [ ], define the moment of virtual meetings.

During face to face meetings the spoken things, in particular on how the team is going to work are very important to discuss there. And if you forget that, then definitely I expect that that group will have problems in between their face to face meetings. 

When we have a very reach medium like face to face, I think that people get to know the meaning of the other ones behavior more. They know whether they can rely on the other person. When the image has been built then there is a virtual meeting they already have an image of a specific person and based on this image they will interpret the signals they get via (audio, video, web) channels. I think always face to face meetings will be important, because it is easier to get to know the other person.

The team which had a bad start will go worse. 

HOW FAR ARE YOU GOING TO GO WITH DIGITALIZATION OF THE OFFICE?

It depends on the type of the organization. [ ] I think that tools are not that interesting and not that innovative. Innovation lies in whether you really succeed in using these tools in the organization in a way that it improves your performance. [ ] New media has to be a part of corporate culture.

Appendix C
Dear Sir or Ms, 

My name is Izabela Hajduk and I’m a student of Haagse Hogeschool in The Netherlands, at the moment I’m acquiring training at the ACT Teleconferencing in the field of communication management.

I’m turning to you with a kind request to take a few minutes to describe your experiences and the quality of the services you received from ACT Teleconferencing so far. ACT Teleconferencing much appreciate doing business with you; therefore we want to make sure we meet your expectations. If you have any questions and/or suggestions feel welcome to state them at the end of the questionnaire.

Thank you in advance for your valuable help.
Yours faithfully,

Izabela Hajduk

1. What do you expect from teleconferencing provider?

· Broad portfolio of services

· Easy to use service

· Competitive prices

· Reliable representatives

· Secure service

· Flexible billing 

· Other:

2. What is your opinion on the range of services provided by ACT?

· Excellent (please go to question 4)

· Very good (please go to question 4)

· Good (please go to question 4)

· Fair (please go to question 3)

· Poor (please go to question 3)

3. What, according to you, would enrich the range of the services provided by ACT?

4. How would you rate the information available on the website of ACT Teleconferencing?

· Excellent (please go to question 6)

· Very good (please go to question 6)

· Good (please go to question 6)

· Fair (please go to question 5)

· Poor (please go to question 5)

5. What kind of information would you like to find on the website of ACT?

6. Overall, how easy is it to book a conference with ACT?

· Very easy (please go to question 8)
· Easy (please go to question 8)
· Somewhat easy (please go to question 8)
· Difficult (please go to question 7)
· Very difficult (please go to question 7)
7. If you think it’s difficult/very difficult to book a conference, what is (are) the reason(s)?

· The instructions are hard to follow

· It takes a lot of time to get connected

· The operator has difficult to understand and hear voice

· Other:

8. ACT provides high quality service.

· Strongly agree

· Agree

· Neither agree nor disagree

· Disagree

· Strongly disagree

9. The price is adequate to the quality of the services provided.

· Strongly agree

· Agree

· Neither agree nor disagree

· Disagree

· Strongly disagree

10. What is your opinion on reach ability of ACT Teleconferencing (location)?

· Excellent

· Very good 

· Good 

· Fair

· Poor

11. To which extent the given characteristics of a sales person are of importance to you?

· Encourages customers to call if they have questions, comments or complaints

Extremely important1     2     3     4    5 not important at all

· Calls the customers shortly after the sale to check if everything is ok

Extremely important 1     2     3     4     5 not important at all

· Sales representative calls from time to time with news about improved services or helpful new product

Extremely important 1     2     3     4     5 not important at all

12. I have satisfying relation with ACT representatives.

· Strongly agree 

· Agree 

· Neither agree nor disagree 

· Disagree 

· Strongly disagree 

13. Did you ever encounter any difficulties concerning teleconferencing service?

· Yes (go to question 14)

· No (go to question 17)

14. Do you know who to contact in case of a problem occurring?

· Yes (go to question 16)

· No (go to question 17)

15. If you encountered any problem, how long did it take before the problem was solved?

· Less than a day 

· Between one and two days 

· Between three and six days 

· A week  

· It is still not resolved 

16. Indicate the time and kind of problem you encounter.

· During acquiring the services:

· Information about the services is insufficient

· Representative of ACT is neither helpful nor friendly

· other:

· During using the services 

· technical difficulties occur (e.g. the system is failing)

· human difficulties occur (e.g. the users are not especially familiar with the equipment)

· other:

· During billing process 

· Billing mistake of overcharging for the services

· Bill sent to the wrong department

· Other:

17. What are your expectations from the customer service representative in case a problem occurs?

· He/she quickly identifies the problem

Extremely important 1     2     3     4     5 not important at all

· He/she helps you to understand the cause of the problem and offers solution

Extremely important 1     2     3     4     5 not important at all

· He/she handles the problem with consideration and professionalism 

Extremely important 1     2     3     4     5 not important at all

18. Please recall the last time you used the ACT Teleconferencing services. How would you describe the experience?

· We were highly satisfied

· We were satisfied

· We were somewhat satisfied

· We were dissatisfied

· We were highly dissatisfied

19. Do you intend to use ACT services in the near future?

· I will definitely use ACT services (please go to question 21)

· I will probably use ACT services (please go to question 21)

· I’m not sure I will use ACT services (please go to question 20)

· I probably will not use ACT services (please go to question 20)

· I definitely will not use ACT services (please go to question 20)

20. What would support your come back to ACT?

21. Would you recommend ACT Teleconferencing services to other parties?

· Yes

· No

Appendix D
Graphs for the Customer Satisfaction Questionnaire
[image: image5.emf]Customers' expectations from a teleconferencing 

provider (prioritized).
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Histogram 1 

[image: image6.emf]An opinion on the ragnge of the services 

provided.
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Histogram 2 

[image: image7.emf]Customers' opinion on the info available on the 

website of ACT Teleconferencing.
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Histogram 3

[image: image8.emf]Easiness to book a conference.
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Histogram 4

[image: image9.emf]ACT Teleconferencing provides high quality 

service.
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Histogram 5

[image: image10.emf]The price is adequate to the quality of the service.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

respondents

strongly agree

agree

neither agree nor

disagree

disagree

strongly disagree


Histogram 6 

[image: image11.emf]Accessibility of ACT Teleconferencing.
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Histogram 7

[image: image12.emf]Customers' relation with sales representatives.

He/she encourages the customers to call if they 

have questions, comments or complaints.
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Histogram 8

[image: image13.emf]Customers' relations with sales representatives. 

He/she calls the customers shortly after the sale 

to check if everything is ok.
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Histogram 9

[image: image14.emf]Customers' relations with sales representatives. 

He/she calls from time to time with news about 

improved service or helpful new product.
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Histogram 10

[image: image15.emf]I have satisfying relation with ACT 

Teleconferencing representatives.
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Histogram 11

[image: image16.emf]Have the customers encountered any difficulties 

using the teleconferencing service.
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Histogram 12

[image: image17.emf]Do the customers know who to contact in case 

any difficulties occur.
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Histogram 13

[image: image18.emf]The time it took before the difficulty was solved.
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Histogram 14

[image: image19.emf]The kind of problems the customers encounter.
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Histogram 15

[image: image20.emf]Expectations from the customer service 

representatives. 

He/she quickly identifies the problem.
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Histogram 16

[image: image21.emf]Expectations from the customer service 

representatives. 

He/she helps the customer to understand the 

cause of the problem and offers solution.
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Histogram 17

[image: image22.emf]Expectations from the customer service 

representatives. 

He/she handles the problem with consideration 

and professionalism.
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Histogram 18

[image: image23.emf]The customers' last experience with ACT 

Teleconferencing.
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Histogram 19

[image: image24.emf]Customers'  intentions towards ACT 

Teleconferening.
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Histogram 20

[image: image25.emf]Would the customer recommend the service to 

other party.
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Histogram 21
Expected Service
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