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next. Conclusions and some future research directions are discussed next.
2. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

Theories of high reliability organizations (HROs) have been proposed in the recent past (e.g., Bigley et a. 2001;
Roberts1990; Waller et al. 2003). HROs are essentially organizationsthat operate high-hazard technol ogies such as
a nuclear power plant, air traffic control, etc. These organizations are characterized by complex tasks, intensive
interactions among organi zational actors, and highly unpredictable situations which resultsin high degrees of risks
that are systemicin nature and are pervasivein various organi zational work processes (Weick et a. 1999). Nonethel ess,
barring exceptions, these organizations are able to produce organizational outcomes and results of the required
minimum quality with ahigh degree of reliability, i.e., in arepeated and regular manner, and are, therefore, called high
reliability organizations. Recently, someresearchers(e.g., Grabowski et a. 1999; Ramanujam et al. 2003; Voguset a.
2003; Waller et al. 2003) have suggested that the principles of HROs can be applied in main-stream organizations as
well.

Recent studies show that many companies are increasingly becoming reliability-seeking and are continuously and
effectively staying ahead of their competition and technol ogical obsolescencethrough vigilance and intenseinnovation
inan extremely unpredi ctable and fluctuating environment (Voguset al. 2003). Weick et d. (1999) call HROs harbingers
of adaptive organizationa formsthat can beused inincreasingly complex environmentsthat most business organizations
facetoday. These authors have proposed a critical HRO cognitive mechanism termed collective mindfulnessthat, if
carefully managed, can both increase the comprehension of complexity by organizational actors and loosen tight
coupling among several interdependent activities, thereby promoting the effective management of the systemic risks
that pervade various processes in HROs. There are five processes of collective mindfulness and they are discussed
next.

2.1. Preoccupation with Failure

Actorsin HROs are continuously wary of failures and potential surprises. For example, Bierly and Spender (1995)
studied the crew members of a nuclear submarine who were constantly worried about an encounter with a Russian
submarineor areactor accident. Weick et a. (1999) suggest that worries about failure can bring more attentivenessto
all risk factorswith peopl e treating near misses seriously and becoming morelikely to report errors.

2.2. Reluctanceto Simplify I nter pretations

Simplificationsare potentially dangerousin high-hazard organizations because they limit both the precautions people
take and the number of undesired conseguences they envision. Actors in HROs actively seek out multiple and
divergent viewpoints and perspectives to understand current situation rather than depend on one single dominant
perspective (Schulman 1993; Weick et al. 1999). Actors in HROs also constantly negotiate and renew informal
agreements among them (Carlo et al. 2004; Schulman 1993).

2.3. Sensitivity to Operations

Sensitivity to operationsisacognitive processthat allows actors to understand the meaning of the current situation
in an overall context (Vogus et al. 2003; Weick et al. 1999). Actorsin HROs try to comprehend and understand the
meaning of the current moment within an integrated framework of the overall situation. Executivesin HROs achieve
thiskind of “situational awareness’ through acombination of shared mental representations, situational assessments
with continual updates, knowledge of physical interconnectionsand parameters of plant systems, and active diagnosis
of thelimitations of preplanned procedures (Weick et al. 1999).

2.4. Commitment to Resilience

Commitment to resilience is the ability of the organization to cope with dangers that have occurred and to bounce
back from errors and mistakesthrough constrained improvisation (Weick et al. 1999). Variation rather than invariance
in reliability-enhancing activities is necessary to cope with the unexpected (Bigley et al. 2001; Weick et al. 1999).
HROs pay enormous attention to anticipating possiblefailure modes and al so devel op acapacity for resilienceto deal
with failureswhen they occur.
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4.1. TheFirs Party CollectionsProcess

Thefirst party collections processisessentially the outsourcing of part of the Accounts Receivables (A/R) process by
theclient firmto GCRM. GCRM’s Customer Service Reps (CSRs) then act transparently on behalf of theclient firm
to: follow up with the client’s customers about payments, answer billing inquiries, research billing discrepancies, and
engagein billing dispute resolution. CSRs call customers based on “ customer treatment plans’ that are devel oped by
GCRM in conjunction with clients, both before an A/R becomes overdue and after it becomes due aswell. GCRM
signsan SL A with theclient and chargesthem on afee-for-servicebasis.

4.2. TheThird-Party CollectionsProcess

The third-party collections process is aso an outsourcing of part of the A/R business process by a client firm to
GCRM. However, inthiscase, GCRM identifiesitself asthe agency making thecall to collect itsclient’sreceivables.
Thequality of the“paper” (receivablesaccount for aparticular purchase order) ismuch poorer inthis case; the client
hasaready classified thisdebt “ under collections’ and may writeit off against reservesheld for bad debtsif it remains
uncollected after acertain period of time. GCRM workson a* contingency fee” basisinthird party collections; i.e,, it
receives a portion of the collected amount asits feeif it is able to collect the collectible amount. GCRM works in
conjunction with client’swishes even for third-party collections and triesto maintain amicabl e rel ationship with the
client’s debtors because the client may still wish to conduct business with those customersin the future.

GCRM collectorsareclient-aligned, i.e., the clientsknow who their collector(s) is(are). Further, the collectors“ own”
aclient claim after it is placed and handle it from “cradle to grave.” A GCRM collector makes all decisions and
recommendations about aclaiminitsentirelife cycle guided by client policiesand instructions, if they exist, andin
consultation with the client as well as all the other stakeholdersin GCRM including the sales rep, the relationship
manager, the quality manager, and senior management. GCRM collectors are quite well-versed in commercial law.
Although third party collections business may seem likeatypical “ Call Center” businessoperation, itisnotasimple
call center operation because collectorswho make debt collection calls makeimportant financia decisionsthemselves
that have adirect impact on the revenue and bottom line of the company.

Thethird-party collections processis depicted infigure 2 below.
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Figure2: Third-Party Collections Process

4.3. Risksin Global Third-Party Collections

Debt collectionisahigh-risk businessin general . The debtor may not pay the debt at all —they areaready in default.
TheCommercial Law League of America(CLLA) estimatesthat the commercia collectionsindustry isableto collect
only 47% of the commercia debt owed to client firms. Further, the cost of collection, including litigation, may exceed
theamount of debt itself posing additional risks. Collectors make anumber of risky decisionsabout how much amount
to collect based on their estimation of how much amount the debtor may be able and willing to pay, whether to
provide them with installment plans, whether to waive the collection fees, how much timeto give the debtor before
following up again, etc. Further, all these decisionsare madein an environment of adversarial relationships between
clientsand their debtors escal ating therisksfurther. Relationship management with clientsis equally risky. Collector
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which arereviewed on adaily, weekly, and monthly basi s by appropriate managers and as soon asany metricisout of
expected range, appropriate action istaken by the manager. GCRM managersalso conduct fivefilereviewsfor debtor
calls, fivefilereviewsfor attorney calls, five of collectors’ dictated |etters, and listen to five phone callsper month to
understand error patterns and trendsand give feedback and correct. GCRM Assistant Vice Presidents monitor collections
callsremotely and unobtrusively from their computers and acollector isimmediately given feedback after thecall if a
call did not go well to recover from thiserror and to ensure that the error does not occur in thefuture. Collectorsare
aso allowed to put their client’sfilein another collector’squeueif their interaction with the debtor wasn’t positive and
they feel another collector may be more successful in collecting.

4.4.5. Under -Specification of Structures

GCRM processes and routines, although highly ingtitutionalized and metric-driven, are highly flexible. GCRM adapts
their systems and processesto meet customers' needs. They describeto their clients various possible waysto work.
Although thereisapre-defined structurefor claimsassignment to collectorsintermsa* claimsdistribution policy,” the
managers have override capability for claims distribution on a case-by-case basis. Further collectors set their own
workloadsfor theday fromthe*“queue” of claimsthat they have. Thisensuresthat they are ableto spend the amount
of time that may be needed to resolve aparticular claim with adebtor.

2. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK

We havefound some preliminary but compelling evidencethat GCRM employs some high-reliability risk management
principlesin their organization and that this providesthem with the capability to have abetter than industry average
debt collections performance at an aggregate level. We are planning to collect data about the use of five processes of
collective mindfulnessat theindividual collector level to assessif individual-level collectionsfailuresarein any way
predicted by individual differences in the utilization of processes of mindfulness. We are also planning to gather
actual data about claims collection and to conduct a survey of collectorsto develop atheoretical understanding of
high-reliability risk management at theindividual level. We hope to present detailed results at the conference.
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