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Introduction

This event was a consultative seminar involving participants with a direct interest, involvement and experience of promoting good practice in call centre employment. The primary aim of the seminar was to consult those present on the issues and priorities to be included in the forthcoming Guide to Good Practice in Call centre Employment. Participants were invited to share relevant experience and contribute to a broader understanding of the actions that could be taken to promote good practice in call centre employment and training, working conditions and work environments. The secondary aim was to inform the participants about the TOSCA Project, its findings and conclusions to date, and explain the purpose of the forthcoming Guide to Good Practice currently being prepared for publication by the ETUC.

The seminar was organised in consultation with the North West TUC and the Merseyside Call Centre Partnership – a partnership of key players in the Merseyside area in the North West of England, including trade unions and call centre employers. Merseyside is one of the key locations for call centres in the UK, and advertises itself as “the UK’s top call centre location”. The Merseyside Call Centre Partnership is itself a model of good practice in promoting improvements in call centre employment, and for this reason it was decided to hold the seminar in the North West. 

The seminar took the form of short introductory presentations (to set the scene and provide information about current trends and developments) followed by informal round-table discussions.

The discussion was wide-ranging and informative. It provided a great deal of valuable insight into the problems of call centre employment but also the possibilities and potential for improvement through partnership working and strategic developments in this sector. The broad conclusion was that shared commitment and joint work could help to promote good practice and lead to real benefits for employers and employees alike, but that commitment to this was essential.

1. Content

The seminar was divided into four sessions: 

1. Setting the scene (European developments - the TOSCA project and other EU initiatives; the Regional context - The Merseyside Call Centre Partnership)

2. The changing workplace (technical, organisational and management issues; employment and working conditions)

3. People and potential (recruitment and retention; skills, training and development; workplace culture and equal opportunities)

4. Employee involvement (representation, participation and good practice; policies and procedures; consultation and communication)

A copy of the Agenda can be found at Appendix A
2. Presentations

The following speakers gave formal presentations:

· Ursula Huws, Director, Analytica Social and Economic Research Ltd. (representing Analytica / TOSCA)

· Margaret Hanson, Campaigns and Development Officer, North West TUC (representing trade unions in the North West Region)

· Frank Hunsperger, Health and Safety Inspector, Liverpool City Council (Environmental Health and Trading Standards), (representing the Merseyside Environmental Health Forum)

· Julie Ledder, Facilitator, The Insight Organisation (representing the Merseyside Contact Centre Forum)

The seminar was chaired by Paul Philo, Senior Evaluator for the TOSCA Project.

3. Invitation to the meeting and assistants’ profile

Invitations were sent to a wide range of people and organisations, including trade unions, employers, employers’ associations, health and safety practitioners, training providers, recruitment and development professionals and government agencies. The organisations contacted were helpful in identifying people with specialist knowledge in this field within their organisations, and the Merseyside Call Centre Partnership provided advice about different interest groups based on attendance at their own conference earlier in 2002. Although not everyone invited was able to attend, many of those who sent apologies made themselves available to discuss the issues and/or provided us with documentation about their own activities and policies in this field. Some of this information was made available to participants on the day.

Assistance was provided by Linda Butcher (General Manager, Analytica) and Jane Paul (Researcher, Analytica). A copy of the letter of invitation can be found at Appendix B and a list of those in attendance and apologies received can be found at Appendix C.
4. Summary of presentations and round table discussion

Ursula Huws began by introducing the aims of the TOSCA Project, the participating countries and partner organisations. She went on to outline the work that had been completed so far, and the main findings of the research conducted to date. She highlighted the typology of call centres surveyed, the five main types of call centres that had emerged and the issues, trends and developments identified in the conclusions drawn by the Italian partners in their report on the case studies this year. She went on to explain the purpose of the proposed ETUC handbook currently under preparation which aims to provide general guidance on promoting good practice in call centre employment in Europe.

Margaret Hanson outlined the role of the Merseyside Call Centre Partnership, its background, development and current membership and activities. This brought together trade unions, call centre employers, enforcement agencies, training providers and facilitators to develop good practice and promote improvements in call centre employment, training and health and safety, from an initial focus on the health and safety concerns raised by call centre employees and Environmental Health Officers. The partnership is growing in numbers and strength and is undertaking specific activities based on a shared commitment to partnership working and improvement in the sector. It includes the Merseyside Contact Centre Forum, involving the call centre employers, as well as trade unions. She said that the Forum’s support had been a breakthrough, and was leading to real improvements in working relationships. The partnership aims to share best practice, find co-operative ways of working, look at the business case for improvements, and bring together the latest knowledge from all sides about the issues. They held a major conference on call centre health and safety in Liverpool in February 2002. This conference supported a proposal to seek public funding for a specific project aimed at improving health and safety and training in call centres in the area, to be rolled out nationally following evaluation.

Training and qualifications are important issues for call centre workers, she said. It is important that call centre workers are able to obtain appropriate training and knowledge sets for different types of work, so that they can gain ‘transportable’ qualifications that can help them to get work in future, given the generally transient nature of call centre work. Training is also needed in preventing risks at work, such as risks from workstations and display screen equipment. Following a successful bid for funding from the UK government’s Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) Partnership Fund, the Merseyside Call Centre Partnership has just been awarded £50,000 to fund the Merseyside Call Centre Partnership Project, which will produce training tools and materials and will employ two project workers. (Background details about this Project can be found at Appendix D). A conference will be held in April 2003 to disseminate the findings.
Frank Hunsperger gave a presentation about call centre health and safety and the working environment. He expressed serious concerns about health and safety in some call centres, and about the high level of sickness absence reported by many employers. He cited the findings of the recent government-commissioned research into health and safety in call centres and drew attention to the formal guidance issued to inspectors in the recent HELA Circular  94/1 (for details, see Appendix E). The findings were based on extensive research, including feedback from individual call centre workers and their representatives. Environmental Health Officers became involved with call centres because of problems of legal compliance, lack of suitable and sufficient risk assessments, poor indoor air quality, overcrowding, lack of consultation with employees, lack of training in health and safety and risk prevention, problems with display screen equipment and unhealthy temperatures and humidity. Health and safety issues in call centres were found to be closely linked to management style, work organisation and technology, and inspectors are concerned about the combined effects of noise, stress, heat, low relative humidity, management style and burn out. He reported on findings from inspections of call centres in the area. He said that while there were still some very bad examples, the situation has generally improved and there are also some models of very good practice. However there is a need to give more attention to risk assessment and management systems in many workplaces, to go beyond paper policies to look at what is happening in practice, and to address significant problems to prevent work-related ill health and disability. Inspectors are looking to help employers reach a common standard and want to be able to show that sickness absence rates drop as a result of this.

Julie Ledder facilitated the afternoon session on recruitment, retention, training and development, workplace culture and equal opportunities. She began by explaining the role of the Merseyside Contact Centre Forum. This was established about 5 years ago by John Moores University with European funding to share best practice. She highlighted the need to address some key issues such as the transient nature of employment, the high proportion of young people and students involved, the importance of appropriate qualifications, training and development, and the issues of workplace culture and working hours. Recruitment is a major problem, but employers and the other agencies involved have tried to address this creatively. Job Centres have set up specialist call centre training courses, offering training in customer services and information technology, but basic skills training is also needed. A new centre is being opened for disabled people and people with learning disabilities. Employment agencies have had a mixed reputation, but some employers use a lead agency to supply their needs, with the lead agency working with others to fulfil the requirements. Other initiatives have included open days, asking staff to “recommend a friend”, on-line recruitment via the Internet, and the use of assessment centres in the selection process. Retention is also a problem, not always due to wage levels but also due to problems with the whole work package. She said that key issues for employees are working hours (especially flexibility and work/life balance), transport, access to shops and unreliable technology and equipment.

Training and development have seen positive changes, with the introduction of formal qualifications in call centre work. Advisors are being encouraged to gain Call Centre National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), and some employers are using the European Computer Driving License. But training content and focus is important too. Lack of knowledge about how to do the job is also causing stress, and not everyone is suited to call centre work. For example, advisors need different skillsets for inbound and outbound calls; team leaders need to develop professional qualifications; managers need call-centre specific training and qualifications, as they require new skills for systems management and their changing role as call centre managers. Finally, local government is the big growth sector for call centres, with e-government coming on stream. This involves “huge cultural issues”, especially with joint ventures involving both the public and the private sector in delivering public services. Local government has good equal opportunities policies and procedures, and there is a good example of local government developing a whole ‘call centre package’ in partnership with their staff, including skills training and development. But in general she felt that local government has not been used to developing individual employees’ needs or potential and that the sector lacks the concept of a ‘customer’ that exists in the private sector. 

Margaret Hanson introduced the final discussion session by asking how we can best use what we have learned to move on and make working lives better in the future. Unions are still strongest where pre-call centre staff were organised, and difficulties have been experienced in newer call centres that do not relate to past businesses. The make-up of the workforce is also different, with more women and young people who have had less experience of trade unions. Employee involvement is seen as critical to success here, and work on health and safety, the learning agenda and life-long learning are all important.

In discussion, the following issues were raised:
· Performance targets, measurement and monitoring, and the resulting stress, was a major concern. Civil and public service union PCS highlighted the problems of occupational stress and difficulties taking rest or meal breaks when faced with inflexible systems or working time arrangements. They also highlighted problems of occupational voice loss and noisy work environments and abusive calls. There are workplace culture problems with the transfer of traditional jobs to call centres where the tasks, management ethos and professional expectations are very different from the past. Job quality and job content are important and there are real difficulties estimating workloads and call duration, coupled with heavy pressure of work in delivering targets when there are increases in call volume and changes in workloads. Some organisations have perfect policies and paperwork but what happens in practice is quite different. PCS Officer, Jayson Sloss, also quoted an example of inappropriate performance targets that failed to deliver to the service users. Godfrey Smith, Merseyside Call Centre Project Leader, agreed, saying that organisations need to question the value of some measurement methods. He warned against counting for the sake of it – some things are easy to count but necessarily of value to the organisation or service users. In the PCS case, quantitative call handling targets were met but this did not mean service users actually got their pensions, despite the fact that the organisation was set up to deliver pensions.

· Stress prevention is seen as a high priority. Work organisation has an important part to play in stress reduction. The Reality Group has moved to having smaller teams (maximum 12), more personal relationships with staff, more flexibility in timing, and allowances within performance targets for personal time. But it can be hard to achieve a consistent work ethos even within a single company or workplace.

· Voice care training is important. Voice problems are linked to noisy environments, poor equipment and abusive calls. Opportunities to rest the voice, equipment with noise limiters, quieter workplaces and voice care coaching are all possible preventive measures. Phil Pearson, Health and Safety Editor of IRS Employment Review, quoted examples of good practice in voice care training and practice, including use of specialist coaching, occupational health and alternative duties. Rod Barr stressed concerns about noise problems, particularly inner ear noise, and said that investigations were continuing into the problem. 

· Special training is needed for call centre workers dealing with vulnerable groups and people with hearing or learning disabilities. Specialist training provision is available and Lucy Roper, Director of The Skill Station (a specialist training provider), and Peter Edwards, Training and Consultancy Co-ordinator for Broadcasting Support Services, who organises and trains helpline workers, said that some helplines and government departments use these services. They are found to help callers and call handlers alike, improving communications access and reducing stress when handling calls. 

· Abusive callers are another major source of stress and anxiety for call centre staff. Training in handling such calls, adequate support from team leaders, and options for rest and recovery breaks after calls, were vital. Barclaycard include a request for information from managers in their health and safety audit system about what they do about difficult calls.

· The pace and scale of changes in call centres has meant that management of change is an important issue, but many team leaders are under great pressure to ensure targets are met and staffing levels are maintained despite high turnover. Ratios of team leaders to team members varies considerably, the lowest in the organisations represented (Broadcasting Support Services) being 1:4 and the highest reported as 1:25. 

· Union membership and representation is changing. Some unions allow ‘portable membership’ so that members moving to new call centres can remain in their old union but be represented by the new in-house union, and vice versa. Shopworkers’ union USDAW has developed effective partnership working arrangements with large companies such as home shopping outlets. Large new call centres in the area had membership density levels of up to 95% in such cases. USDAW organise around the employer rather than the business function, enabling links to be made between members in different parts of the company. It is important, unions say, to negotiate facility time and communications facilities in call centres so that the union can consult and represent members effectively, and to ensure that employees do get union information.
· Barclays and banking and finance union UNIFI have developed a health and safety partnership throughout the group including its call centres and credit card operations. Seven full-time seconded union safety representatives elected from within UNIFI’s members in Barclays are working alongside health and safety managers and others to promote and improve good health and safety performance. Barclaycard Health and Safety Manager Rod Barr said that commitment is needed from the top and that it is essential that employees and safety representatives are actively involved. However, this does not in any way alter the company’s responsibility for ensuring that the employer’s legal duties are met. 
· The employment implications for call centres of recent changes in UK data protection law were highlighted by Hannah Reed, TUC Employment Rights Officer. The UK’s Human Rights Act also affects the position of employees, she said. Data protection law covers not only customer and client data and the security and confidentiality of financial transactions, but also matters such as electronic monitoring of employees, their movements and work activities and their work performance. It also covers issues such as privacy of employees’ personal communications (e.g. e-mail, bulletin boards, telephone calls) and sickness absence monitoring, health records, medical reports and pre-employment screening. This was described as a ‘legal minefield’ requiring urgent attention by employers to avoid acting unlawfully.
The seminar ended with thanks to all the participants for their valuable contributions, and an invitation was extended to them to attend the TOSCA Symposium in September 2002.
4. Material given to the participants  

Participants were provided with the following materials:

· A letter of invitation and an agenda (with directions to the venue)

· A copy of the new TOSCA leaflet

· Copies of “Raising the Standard – UNISON Scotland’s charter for Scotland’s call centre workers” and their press Release and website details published in June 2002
· Copies of relevant publications from the Emergence and STILE projects 

· Copies of materials supplied by participants about their own organisations and activities.

· Information about how to download TOSCA reports from the website

5. Annexes

· Appendix A
Agenda.

· Appendix B
Letter of invitation

· Appendix C
List of those in attendance and apologies received

· Appendix D
HELA Circular – summary and web link

· Appendix E
Merseyside Call Centre Partnership – Project information

· Appendix F
Raising the Standard – UNISON Charter for Call Centre Workers      

Appendix A
TOSCA workshop on Good Practice in Call Centres
Mechanics Institute, 103 Princess Street, Manchester, M1 6DD

June 18th, 2002

Agenda

	10:00
	Coffee

	10:30
	Introductions

Setting the scene

· European developments - the TOSCA project and other EU initiatives

· The regional context - The Merseyside Call Centre Partnership

	11:15
	Coffee

	11:30
	The changing workplace

· Technical, organisational and management issues

· employment and working conditions

	13:00
	Buffet lunch

	14:00
	People and potential
· recruitment and retention

· skills, training and development

· workplace culture and equal opportunities

	15:00
	Employee involvement
· representation, participation and good practice

· policies and procedures

· consultation and communication

	16:00
	Closing remarks
Tea and coffee


Appendix B
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Social and Economic Research Lid.

46 Ferntower Road, London N5 2JH, UK
Tel: +44 (0) 20 7226 8411
Fax: +44 (0) 20 7226 0813

email: analytica@dial.pipex.com

22nd May 2002

Re: UK Consultative Seminar — Promoting Good Practice in Call Centres
— Tuesday 18 June 2002, Manchester

As part of the TOSCA Project, a major European initiative around call centre
employment, we are holding an important consultative seminar on promoting
good practice in call centre employment. We are writing to invite you to
participate in this forum and very much hope you will be interested in taking
part in this event.

The reason for this seminar is that we have been commissioned to produce a
European handbook (a Guide to Good Practice in call centre employment) and
wish to consult you and others on the key issues involved. The Handbook will
draw on experiences and lessons learned in different companies and different
countries. It will be targeted at all those with an interest in developing good
practice in call centre employment. The ETUC, supported by the European
Commission, will be publishing the Handbook later this year, with Executive
Summaries in all major European languages.

The seminar will take place in Manchester on 18 June for a selected group of
key people involved in the call centre sector. It will be attended by about 35
people with diverse backgrounds but with shared interests in promoting good
practice in call centres —employers, trade unions and call centre workers,
researchers and occupational health practitioners, trainers and recruitment
professionals as well as government and EU representatives.

The seminar style will be informal and will take the form of focused but
informal ‘round table’ discussions amongst all the participants looking at key
issues affecting call centre employment.

We are keen to find out what you, the participants, see as the priorities for
improvement, and how you see the major challenges ahead. We are also keen to
hear from those of you who have developed effective partnerships for promoting
improvements and employee involvement in this area.

The seminar will be free of charge, and a buffet lunch will be provided with
the compliments of Analytica.

A draft agenda is enclosed, together with a leaflet about the TOSCA project
and a map showing the location of the seminar.

Please let us know as soon as possible if you will be able to attend, as places
are limited. And of course please feel free to contact us if you would like any
further information about the project or the seminar.

Yours sincerely o %l_\
;‘! / l/\’-——' .,

Ursula Huws
Director, Analytica

Regz:stered in England ¢nd Wales Company Regisiration No: 2991994 VAT Registration No: 466 2399 17
Registered address: Leo's House, 100 Westbourne Grove, London W2 5RX, UK Director: Ursula Huws




Appendix C

List of participants present and apologies received

In attendance: 

Godfrey Smith


Project Leader

Merseyside Call Centre Project 

Paul Philo

European Director

Labour and Society International 

Frank Hunsperger

Health and Safety Inspector

Liverpool City Council (Environmental Health and Trading Standards) 

Margaret Hanson

Policy and Campaigns Officer

North West TUC 

Philip Pearson

Health and Safety Editor

IRS Employment Review 

Lucy Roper

Director

The Skill Station 

John Nolan

Regional Officer

UNIFI (banking and finance union)

Hannah Reed

Employment Rights Officer

Trades Union Congress (TUC) 

Julie Ledder

Chief Executive Officer

Merseyside Contact Centre Forum

Damian Carr

Regional Executive Committee Member

Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS)  

Jayson Sloss

Regional Officer

Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) 

Vicki Hoey

National Call Centre Forum

Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS)  

Pete Edwards

Training and Consultancy Co-ordinator

Broadcasting Support Services 

Doug Russell

Health and Safety Officer

Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers (USDAW) 

Rod Barr

Health and Safety Manager

Barclaycard (Barclays Group)

Ursula Huws

Director

Analytica Social and Economic Research Ltd

Jane Paul

Researcher

Analytica Social and Economic Research Ltd

Linda Butcher

General Manager

Analytica Social and Economic Research Ltd

Apologies were received from:
Heidi Seybert, European Commission

Sol Mead, UNISON

Stephanie Golden, UNISON

Helen Rose, UNISON ( Vertex)

Debbie Brannan, AMICUS (MSF Section)

Jim Penny, Argos (Reality Group)

Phoebe Smith, Health and Safety Laboratory

Christine Sprigg , University of Sheffield

Dr. Miriam Glucksmann, University of Essex

Dolores O’Donague, GMB 

Professor Susan Lewis, Manchester Metropolitan University 

Liz Williamson, TGWU

John Atkins, ETUC

Alan Denbigh, TCS

Kevin Shaw, CWU

Kevin Armstrong, UNIFI


Appendix D

Merseyside Call Centre Partnership
Summary of Partnership Project background and aims 

Background

The North West has the highest concentration of call centres in the country employing 17% or 68,000 employees. Liverpool has approximately 39 call centres employing 10,000 people with capacity to grow to 15,000. In Merseyside there are over 70 call centres employing up to 15,000 people. They range from organisations with 5 to 2000. Liverpool has been identified as the number one call centre location in the UK and the only UK location to make the European top ten locations for call centres.

Sickness absence levels are reportedly as high as 25% in some centres. The Mersey Partnership (inward investment agency) report the average call centre staff turnover on Merseyside is 22%. With this level of staff turnover and sickness, investment in training and the impact on standards of customer services cannot be beneficial for any call centre business, nor can the effects on staff be underestimated. 

Environmental Health Departments on Merseyside report poor working conditions and a lack of understanding of occupational health issues. The TUC has led a national campaign to highlight some of the well documented health problems such as upper limb disorders.  

The Health and Safety Executive in December 2001 launched HELA 94/1 circular which gives detailed advice to local authority enforcement officers on how to tackle the these problems. 

Almost all call centres have developed over the last ten years, most within the last 5 years. Good working partnerships, industrial relations and consequently healthy working conditions in many cases are not as developed as more established industries. 

The industry is still relatively new. This is an opportunity to establish a new partnership approach to improve health and safety/occupational health within the industry. The Project has potential to benefit 25,000 employees in Merseyside.   

The Government strategy as set out in its report "Revitalising Health and Safety” envisages employer/union partnerships in health and safety as a key way to reduce occupational ill health. 

Project Aims

The Project aims to promote a partnership approach to improving occupational health in call centres on Merseyside, and thereby to help improve health and safety in Merseyside call centres in line with the guidance in HELA 94/1.     Source: (adapted from) Merseyside Call Centre Partnership
Appendix E

HSE Press Release E233:01 - 10 December 2001

HSE study leads to new advice for local authorities on call centres

New advice is being issued to call centre inspectors and employers following an in-depth study of working practices in the industry. 

This is the largest study the HSE has carried out on this significant new industry which now employs up to two per cent of the population - more than the combined workforce of coal mining, steel and vehicle production. Hotdesking, targets, shiftworking, breaks and stress are covered in the research which dispels the view that all call centres are sweatshops. 

Call centres have a unique working environment and working practices can be more intensive than other computer-based office jobs. HSE commissioned this research to keep abreast of the new forms of work and establish the risks they contain. This is one of the most in-depth studies of the industry to date. It is based on a questionnaire for call handlers in a variety of industries including banking and telecommunications. 

Most of the risks that arise in call centres are covered by existing regulations and local authorities, which are responsible for inspecting in most call centres, can enforce them. We are also developing new management standards for stress to help employers tackle these problems. 

Bill Callaghan, chair of the Health and Safety Commission said: 

"This is a new and rapidly expanding industry. HSE and its Local Authority colleagues wanted to be sure that they had access to the most up to date guidance. We want to help those who work in call centres and those who manage them. This research will both help to spread good practice and eliminate those examples of bad practice revealed by the report. It will help call centre employers control the occupational health hazards in this sector and promote a better quality working environment."

HSE issued initial advice to Local Authorities in 1999, based on a small study. This time, unlike before, we have been able to give answers to the problems and flag up specific risks. 

Some of the new items in the advice are: 

· A section on verbal abuse; 

· A revised section on stress; 

· Good practice on lengths and frequencies of breaks; 

· HSE's latest views on hearing and whether there is a hazard to the industry.

The new advice contains examples of good practice on each issue. This includes allowing call handlers who have just taken an abusive call time to recover and discuss it with a colleague. Training should be provided to call handlers so they are fully competent to take calls from the public. This is the first step in avoiding abusive calls. 

From our study we found that around half those in the study had their performance monitored electronically all the time. About four out of five are monitored by the duration of calls and the time lags between them. Over half the interviewed call handlers hot desk and most - seven out of ten - think the targets set for their work are achievable. 

HSE is planning to analyse the research findings to identify the extent of the risks and the main problems. The results will be published next Spring. 

Notes to editors 

Just as in any other office workplace where computers are used the regulations that apply to the industry are the Workplace (Health, Safety and Welfare) Regulations 1992, the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1992 and the Provision and Use of Work Equipment Regulations 1998 and the Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992. 

Copies of Advice regarding Call Centre Local Authority Circular 94/1 (Rev) are available from the Health and Safety Executive Local Authority Unit, Rose Court, 2 Southwark Bridge, London, SE1 9HS. The circular will also be available on internet at www.hse.gov.uk/lau 

PUBLIC ENQUIRIES:
Call HSE's InfoLine, tel: 08701-545500 
or write to: HSE Information Services, Caerphilly Park, Caerphilly, Wales CF83 3GG. 

Published on the HSE web site on 10 December 2001 

Appendix F
Raising the Standard

UNISONScotland’s charter for Scotland’s call centres

Call centres are increasingly used as the key point of contact between service users and providers in both the public and private sector. It is estimated that some 46,000 staff are employed in 220 call centres in Scotland. This makes the sector larger than traditional employment in mining, energy and water combined.

Whilst the rapid growth of recent years is slowing down there is little evidence to suggest that the much hyped rise of e-commerce will significantly replace call centre employment. Instead call centres are developing into all-purpose contact centres incorporating the internet and e-mail alongside telephone based services.

Finance, communications, IT and utilities sectors have well established call centre operations in Scotland. The new growth areas are in the public sector with local government and the NHSiS being encouraged to develop call centres through the Scottish Executive’s 21st Century Government programme.

Working practices in call centres are very different to traditional clerical jobs. The pressure to provide faster and more immediate responses using pre-prepared scripts, together with call monitoring systems have resulted in some call centres being described as "modern sweat shops".

As a major call centre union UNISON Scotland wants to work positively and in partnership with employers in ensuring best practice. We do not wish to dwell on the negative issues, but are determined to ensure that all call centres are brought up to the standards of the best. Providing employees with their rights and ensuring that call centres in Scotland are comfortable and healthy places to work in.

In this Charter we highlight six key principles that should raise the standards in Scotland’s call centres.

Pay
* The need to ensure pay levels are fair, equal, and recognise levels of unsociable hours, flexibility and performance. Competition between companies and increased union organisation, particularly in Glasgow and Edinburgh, has helped to improve pay levels. Whilst there are significant regional variations, Scotland now has some of the best pay rates in the UK outside Southern England. 

However, there are still pockets of low pay with poor recognition of unsociable hours, flexibility and dubious performance related pay schemes. Some call centres have introduced so called personal contracts which are not ‘personal’, seek to hide pay inequality and often include pernicious clauses which limit employee entitlements.

Fairness at Work
* Call centres should have a positive approach to a work life balance. With a high incidence of non-standard hours and a predominantly female workforce, there is a need for fair recruitment and selection procedures that minimise bias. Measures to address work life balance should be introduced, including special leave and childcare. Many call centres operate unnecessarily rigid shift systems that militate against flexible working. Harassment and bullying should be addressed with procedures and training which ensures that all staff are treated with respect.

Job Design
* The production line approach which has been a feature of call centre working practices should be replaced by a positive commitment to job design. Providing staff with a variety of work, multi-skilling and varying job roles together with the safety issues covered below will address some of the major concerns of call centre staff.

Trade Unions
* The opportunity to join a recognised trade union. This should include proper recognition of workplace stewards with the facilities to negotiate with management on working conditions and represent their members in grievances, discipline and related issues.

Training and Development
* Comprehensive induction programmes followed by development training based on needs, with the opportunity to develop broader skills and obtain recognised qualifications. Working in a call centre requires a good knowledge of the services provided by the organisation, how the computer systems work and how to deal with customers. Good call centres understand that properly trained staff feel more secure and a training and development programme can alleviate the often high turnover levels.

Health and Safety
* Specific Health and Safety risks must be addressed through comprehensive risk assessments of the working environment, workstations, monitoring systems and workplace stress.

Call centres have particular health and safety risks related to being seated for most of the day often in a poor working environment with the stress of dealing with calls under close supervision and monitoring. Noise induced hearing loss, voice loss and musculo-skeletal disorders are not uncommon. A trained union safety representative is a vital element of a pro-active safety structure.

This Charter aims to ensure that our members know what they have a right to expect as well as ensuring that employers treat call centre staff properly. Raising standards requires a partnership between employers, their staff and their trade unions. We hope this Charter will help promote best practice in Scotland.

For further information see:

Holding the Line: UNISON’s Guide to Making Call Centres a Better Place to Work.

or UNISON’s own call centre, UNISONdirect on www.unison.org.uk/direct or 

tel: 0800 5979750

Health & Safety Survey 2002
Related press release, Mon 10 June 2002:

Call centre survey highlights continuing health problems

Three quarters of UNISON members working in call centres across Scotland suffer from stress and nearly two thirds have pain in their hands, wrists or back says a survey carried out by UNISON.

As call centres expand across the services from the utilities into local government and the health service, UNISON feels it is necessary to encourage best practice. The survey, sent to 500 members randomly selected across Scotland, also identified high noise levels at work as leading to strain in speaking and listening, and software and process problems.

UNISON today launched its Call Centre Charter - Raising the Standard - which promotes six key principles to raise standards for Scotland’s 46,000 call centre workers. Dave Watson UNISON’s Scottish Organiser for Utilities said, "This Charter aims to develop best practice in this important industry. It recognises that while progress has been made recently, all call centres need to be brought up to the standards of the best."
The key areas the Charter calls on employers to address are:

· fair pay and conditions, 

· positive approach to a worklife balance, 

· better job design, 

· opportunity to join a trade union, 

· training and development, and 

· health and safety. 

It is clear that improvements are taking place in equipment and workstation design, and there is greater recognition of the importance of regular breaks and health checks. Dave Watson thinks that this is because of increasing unionisation. "There is no doubt that unionisation has a positive effect on pay and conditions. " He said’ "Another recent survey found that salaries average £700 more in unionised call centres. Health and safety are also improving, however, as our survey shows, there is still much to do."
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