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evaluation report on TOSCA project

introduction

The TOSCA project is a major study for the 5Th Framework Programme for research and Technology. It is particularly unique and valuable in that trade unions are involved in the study as partners. Its interest is however to all social partners. It provides evidence useful to help the European Union towards its objectives of a “dynamic knowledge based economy” based on information and communication technology. A key to that objective is the social aim of providing good jobs, which involve workers in quality employment with good conditions of work. 

For the EU’s  employment policy "quality of work" is a very important issue at the moment - as of course is a "competitive and socially inclusive knowledge society". The importance given to qualitative aspects of employment and to sustainable working conditions make the TOSCA agenda highly relevant to EU employment policy. This relates both to working conditions (technology, ergonomics, health and safety) and to work organisation (division of labour, cooperation, working hours, flexibility) as well as to contractual aspects. 

In call centre development these dimensions and their interrelations all play an important role. This is why TOSCA and the comprehensive but differentiating approach taken in the project is so valuable for this policy agenda. In other words, the research and the discussions are able to show how different aspect of quality of work with which policy makers are concerned are actually interwoven in current developments of workplaces. TOSCA looked at call-centres as an area of the highest growth of jobs in the Community, which is also affecting existing areas of work. As a participant in the final seminar of the project pointed out, TOSCA did not produce ideology, it reported objectively on what was there in Europe. Such knowledge will surely be useful today and in the future to social partners to improve what is there in Europe.

Following the change in project Co-ordinator (September 2001) the project evaluation strategy was revised and a smaller team (3 persons) was established to form an International Scientific Committee. Care was taken to ensure that there was some continutity between the previous evaluation work which had been carried out and the new Committee. It was further decided that the evaluation should concentrate on the main project deliverables and outcomes.

We based our evaluation of each of the project’s key deliverables on 5 questions, not all of which were equally relevant to all deliverables.  These were:

1. To what extent does the work achieve the objectives for the relevant work-package(s) as set out in the project plan?

2. To what extent does it take account of the existing state of the art and represent an advance on it?

3. How do you estimate the scientific value of the work and the appropriateness of the methodology?

4. How user-friendly are the outputs, taking account of the audiences targeted?

5. How does it take account of comments made by the Commission’s reviewers in previous project reviews?

d1:  inventory

It is very pleasing in reading the resubmitted Inventory and Methodology to see the great deal of progress made since the Second Review meeting of 29 July 2001.These improvements clearly show the dedication and enthusiasm for the project by the new team. Whilst some problems in the original work cannot be changed, what we do now have is a worthwhile, structured document, which adds to our scientific knowledge of the field and is very user-friendly. For the non-specialist a useful Glossary of technical terms is provided at the end. In reading it we were impressed to see how the obfuscating language and diagrams of the original had been eliminated. Unlike the earlier draft there is no attempt to hide problems in the work behind pretentious language. We are satisfied that as far as possible the team have taken account of the comments made by the Commission’s reviewers last year.  We will now go on to examine the “Introduction”, the “Issues raised and consequences for TOSCA case studies” section and the country studies.

To what extent does the work achieve the objectives for the relevant work-package(s) as set out in the project plan?

The revised deliverable is useful that we now have an agreed working definition of a call centre, on which to base the research. It is also useful that it is now acknowledged that we have a sample of call centres in Europe not an inventory, which for many reasons was never possible. The reasons why a completely representative sample of the entire European call centre population was impossible is well argued in the Research issues section. Problems remain in the sample, which are noted in the report. Scandinavia and the Netherlands, areas of high development of call centres, are not included. Internally in the countries surveyed many call centres remain difficult to access, and these may be in areas of high significance e.g Germany reports only 4% centres are in-house call centres, yet is aware from other studies that the figure is probably 62 % 

But in the new draft the use of secondary sources is positive and provides important comparisons and insights and a fuller picture of the countries’ call centre activity.

As conditions vary greatly amongst the countries studied an impossible attempt to impose a rigid framework of study for each partner has now been abandoned. What we now have is an aim to show the “specific aspects of the development of call centres in each country”(Second review), but within a standardised structure for the country reports. Unfounded too-early European-wide generalisations are therefore now avoided in D1.

It is indeed refreshing to see that the work avoids stereotypical assumptions of call centre activities and work, and takes into consideration both the variety of types of call centre and the speed of organisational and technological change in the sector.

Scientific value and appropriateness of methodology
The aim of developing research questions on the basis of the “inventory” supplemented by the secondary sources has been reached. The questions derived from the “inventory’“ are very pertinent and provide a focus for the case studies. They are usefully divided into firstly questions for all of the studies (e.g work organisation and working conditions) and secondly ones that are particularly relevant to one country (e.g Health and Safety in Ireland). 

In this section it is noted that reasons are given at the end of each country’s report for the case studies selected from the survey. We note above the diversity of the profile of call centres in each country and note difficulties of obtaining a comprehensive sample. However given the use of secondary material it seems a pity for reasons of comparison that case studies of key European call centre types could not be obtained in as many as possible of the countries. 

The quality of the individual country reports is variable. The quality in general relates to what has been discovered in the individual countries. This can be seen in how well the countries deal with the headings standardised for all reports. A very high standard is evident in one report, yet in one other the material in several sections is thin. The question of access to call centres has clearly however been a problem in all countries to varying extents and here all colleagues with research experience will sympathise. Countries with trade unions in call centres have generally obtained greater access. The sample obtained in the inventory will to some extent determine the choice of case studies. The criterion for case study choice varies from country to country although in many there has been an attempt to obtain a cross section of sectors and types. In one however criteria and choice of case studies is missing. As noted above, however, sufficient evidence has been obtained and secondary sources consulted to gain relevant and useful questions for those case studies.

In all of the reports to varying extents and in the Issues section  reasons/ hypotheses  are given as to why in those countries “some kinds of activities are more or less developed  than others”  (see Recommendation D1 Second Review). These tentative hypotheses should help to inform the case studies and greater understanding should be obtained for this uneven development

Despite some limitations inherited from the past the “inventory” provides interesting results that support the later stages of the project. 

D2: TOSCA Bibliography

Did the work achieve its objectives?

The object of the work-package was to provide the consortium and external users of the project Website with bibliographical details of studies carried out on the development and on activities of call centres. A large number of relevant publications are listed in the TOSCA bibliography. It is indeed very extensive. The details given on each entry allow the user to access the study or document in question. 

To what extent does it take account of the existing state of the art and represent an advance on it?

The bibliography provides an up-to-date compilation of studies and publications on call centres in a range of European languages. It is therefore an important information source both for researchers and practitioners. 

How user-friendly are the outputs, taking account of the audiences targeted?

The access to the bibliography is made very easy, the tools for browsing the list of documents are helpful. But it is difficult for newcomers to the area, as there is no search facility. It is possible to look for author name and for title, if you know them. If you then by looking at author or title find a book or article then information given is sparse and not always sufficient to find the piece of work e.g. Ursula Huws article on  the weightless economy has no publisher given.It would be useful to include ISBN numbers The user-friendliness could be improved by providing an opportunity to search for key words. We need to refer social partners to other sources for searches on call centres e.g. Google or academic library intranets.  We understand that continuing work is being undertaken to improve this functionality.

D3:  TOSCA Case Study Report

The deliverable D3 is a keystone in the project in that it build on the inventory of call centres in D1 and provides the basis for the TOSCA handbook for dissemination “How can we help”. 

D1 provided the main outlines of call centres in Europe; D3 gives a comparative analysis of case studies from the participating countries. It compares the call centre companies, working conditions in them and the context of industrial relations in the different countries. Finally it indentifies five main types of call centre in Europe, which have been distilled from the research. 
Did the work achieve its objectives?

The aim of work package 3 was to conduct case studies on call centres to collect information on organisation models, work arrangements and working conditions for a comparative analysis and for a synthesis report (D3). The focus was on working conditions of call centre agents and on factors influencing them.

In a few cases it is a pity that our comprehension of this useful work was hindered by some strange English usage and by some paragraphs which did not relate well to their surrounding paragraphs (e.g the section on stress suddenly jumps to give some information about noise and then goes back to stress again).

However the conceptual considerations outlined in the report and the case study guidelines sufficiently cover the various dimensions of both working conditions and influencing factors. On that basis it was possible to collect valuable information in the participating countries.

The aim to carry out at least 6 case studies per country was achieved in all countries but one where the number of case reports is 5. 

The report gives a detailed overview of the characteristics of the sample of call centres studied. The variation in terms of size, activities and business sectors seems to be a sound basis for achieving a balanced view on working conditions in call centres. 

The report on the case study research provides rich and detailed information on crucial issues of call centre organisation and working conditions. In addition, location strategies and industrial relations issues were analysed, issues highly relevant for employment policy, regulation and social dialogue.

It is unfortunate however, as admitted on p11, that the level of information gathered was “not always coherent”. This varied within countries as well as between them. This inconsistency is attributed to the varying access provided to call centre agents by management. Contact to unions and consequent information was also variable relating to the varying presence of trade unions in the companies studied. 

Nevertheless, the case study report (D3) achieves the objectives set out in the work programme.

Did it take account of the existing state of the art and represent an advance on it?

The report refers to the debate on call centres within the social science community.  It takes account of both the first wave of research focussing on Taylorist work structures and the relatively recent perspective on knowledge based organisations. By way of acknowledging the tension between these views and developments and by distinguishing between different types of call centres and call centres activities, the research is taking the state of the art as a starting point and, consequently, provides information that enriches the existing body of knowledge. The typology of call centres used is of particular importance to the discussion on working conditions in call centres and on the options to improve them.

In addition this work provides useful evidence in some case studies on how some “standard” work is being relocated to call centres and therefore contributes to the debate on the quantity and quality of jobs being created in Europe at the present time. 

The scientific value of the work and the appropriateness of the methodology

The research questions are clearly defined and the case study methodology seems to be very appropriate. In international research it is important to consider the trade-off between rigorous research methodology and adaptation to diverse country conditions. The first requires standardisation of procedures, guidelines, and questionnaires etc; the latter calls for openness and discretion for local research teams. The TOSCA project partners used a common case study guideline in order to ensure that the results can be synthesised and compared. On the other hand the guidelines are open enough to allow for country specific operationalisation. 

In the analysis, distinctions are made between different organisational models and call centre activities. This allows the avoidance of undue generalisation. The report gives the impression that the research team made full use of the case study methodology to explore the wide variety of working conditions and to come an understanding of the complexity of influencing factors.

In the main report, little information is given as to how the case studies were actually conducted (number of interviews, selection of respondents, method of interviewing and analysis). However in a useful Appendix (not on the web site) is an outline for TOSCA case studies for the use of the partners, although this does not answer all of the above points.

The forty five case studies are valuable, covering a wide range of call centres in Europe enabling the typology to be produced.It would have been useful for the links between the case studies and the typology to have been rather more overt, to have shown how they were produced from the data.

In our previous evaluation of the inventory we asked if a representative sample of the call centres would be utilised in the case studies. The D3  report( p11) does mention due to the absence of a scientific sample that the study of the case studies is a qualitative one. Indeed a qualitative study is useful for seeing how social actors interpret their situation and give it meaning in call centres. To that end many useful quotations from workers are provided which illustrate many points
How user-friendly are the outputs, taking account of the audiences targeted?
The case study report (D3) has a clear structure; the research results are easily accessible. There is a good balance of more general considerations and conclusions on the one hand and illustrative case study material on the other. 

The report is not only useable by academics. As no jargon is used and the academic debates are only briefly referred to, other target groups such as policy makers, trade unionists and management will find it useful.

The report does contain a concise concluding section both summarising the main results and providing outlooks and recommendations. 

Did it take account of comments made by the Commission’s reviewers in previous project reviews?

In addition however to the concluding section an executive summary as suggested by the third review meeting would further improve the accessibility. 

The project review in July 2001 led to the recommendation that the results should be analysed in a comparative way and that the report should summarise the results on certain topics rather than compile the findings in different countries. The final case study report is mainly structured around topics and includes comparative analysis. It can be concluded that the work has taken account of the comments made by the Commission’s reviewers. 

Conclusion.

This study, like others we have read from the reconstructed project, although inevitably marked by the earlier troubled period, is a remarkably useful piece of work. It does provide quite reliable and useful information and analysis for practioners which did not exist before TOSCA. That it is reliable can be gained from other smaller studies of call centres which produce remarkably similar conclusions. It does provide a research-based answer to the question whether call centre work organisation is heading in the direction of a neo-Taylorist form of production or the knowledge economy view of integrated productive workers in quality jobs. The answer supported by other studies is variation across Europe and within European countries, relating to factors such as the type of call centre. It is praiseworthy that it goes further and contributes to the debate to what extent standard jobs are being replaced by call centre jobs.

Indeed the report is a significant empirical contribution to the  debate about the future of work between the alternative paradigms of the knowledge economy and neo-Taylorism which makes links beyond the world of call centres and is therefore a significant study in the modern Sociology of Work.

D4: Handbook “How can we Help?“

The project was overtaken by the increasing use of the term in academic circles of contact centres, but continued to use and defined the term call centres as it still is in popular usage. It also showed how important call centres are at present as the fastest growing employment area in Europe, and one which is replacing many conventional jobs e.g. Instead of local branch advice from the banking industry to customers the advice is centralised in a call centre.  A handbook for practitioners was therefore important
Did the work achieve its objectives?

The workplan states the objective to produce a report aimed at practitioners working in the field of call centres. The handbook describes the social conditions in different types of call centres and presents the possibilities to improve working conditions. A very good coverage of employment issues is given in the handbook. The information given by the handbook seems to be highly relevant to practitioners in the field. The handbook shows from the research six different main types of call centres in Europe and the analysis and advice on best practice needs to be taken within that framework and the widely varying conditions.

These conditions should be related firstly to the overview given on the types of call centres and working conditions and, secondly, to the illustrative examples and examples of good practice.

The objectives set out in the workplan are achieved.

Did it take account of the existing state of the art and represent an advance on it?

The dimensions of working conditions covered in the handbook are both highly relevant and exhaustive. The large number of examples in the handbook provide good illustrations of working conditions in call centres of different kind in different European countries. 

As a tool for practitioners the handbook is not meant to contribute to more theoretical and conceptual academic discussion, although see below in “Scientific value.”

How user-friendly are the outputs, taking account of the audiences targeted?
The handbook constitutes an innovative way of presenting research results to a wide audience and, in particular, to practitioners. It is very attractively presented with good illustrative photographs. The structure and the way of presenting the content seem to be very user-friendly. Paul Philo had commented on an earlier draft of the handbook and found that too much space and too many tables were devoted to Health and Safety issues. The need exists for a separate book on health and safety issues in call centres but for the handbook it was too detailed. A certain amount of duplication was noted, e.g. part-time workers These problems have been remedied in the final version and it now is much more concise and usable.

Overall the handbook will certainly be a useful basis for the evaluation and the improvement of working conditions in call centres.

Scientific value

Perhaps it is unusual to comment on the scientific value of a handbook aimed at practitioners. The handbook however has its base in the valuable earlier documents. The handbook has benefited from earlier work on the TOSCA project. Consequently a  very useful handbook for social partners has been created. But it also has its own scientific interest. It is unusual to see a practical handbook for practitioners to be created in the world of social science research for the whole of Europe. Similar problems for call centres are reported all over Europe although the context of culture and industrial relations systems remains highly variegated throughout Europe. Nevertheless good practice in one country can with  knowledge and understanding  be transferred to others. It is clearly the mission of the handbook to affect practice upwards for managers, trade unions and employees in Europe. It is a problem for this handbook to decide how much weight is given to bad and good practice firstly because of the need for social science objectivity and because of the danger of deluding ourselves about reality. Clearly in earlier TOSCA deliverables and at the seminars and final conference in Paris much bad practice was discussed along with the good. We think the authors of D4 have taken the right decision in emphasising in this deliverable good practice. Many special sections relating to different issues are given in the handbook. The reason we believe that in this deliverable good practice is emphasised is the hope of changing “reality” for the better. By writing about the good practice the “reality” of call centres that has been documented in TOSCA will, with effort by social partners, be improved because of their knowledge of the positive reality. It is a good example of reflexive social science.

D5: Seminar reports

At least one Seminar was held in each of the participating countries, meeting the requirements of the deliverable. In two countries more than one seminar was held (France 3, Spain 2). They appeared to be very helpful in the dissemination of the project as they were generally well attended by interested parties e. g trade unionists, civil and local public service officials, employers and managers and call centre employees.

Paul Philo was able to attend and chair the British seminar and found it to be informative and useful for practitioners. This was an opinion shared by the participants, who were very keen to find out more about the information about call centres that TOSCA had provided and to contribute their own experience to add to our knowledge.

Some of the reports in the deliverable are short may perhaps have been over-edited in the interests of consistency and brevity
D 6:  Tosca Symposium

Did the work achieve its objectives.?

The object of the symposium was to disseminate the project’s results as a contribution to the dialogue both at national and EU levels. It was planned that the symposium should be relevant to a wide range of organisations and individuals concerned with call centre development. 

The project symposium was held in Paris on 24th of September 2002. It was well attended not only by researchers but also by call centre workers and their representatives. The presentations and discussions are very well documented in the report D6. The report makes it very clear that the symposium was able to reach the aim of disseminating the results of the TOSCA project and to stimulate discussions on most relevant up-to-date issues. 

To what extent does it take account of the existing state of the art and represent an advance on it?

The presentations given at the symposium put the project’s work into the context of wider developments of the knowledge-based economy, located the theme within the tension between the knowledge economy view and the Taylorist office view on call centres, and discussed the country results with particular emphasis on different types of call centres. The presentations and discussions at the symposium allowed for a comparative evaluation of call centre developments and of trade union approaches to organising and to improving working conditions. In this way the symposium can be said to have brought forward the discussion on working conditions in call centres.

How user-friendly are the outputs, taking account of the audiences targeted?
The report on the symposium (D 6) is a concise and clear account of the presentations and discussions at the symposium. It not only presents in detail the general arguments, it also provides interesting examples of country developments, trade union activities and good practice in call centres. The report is very helpful not only as a documentation of the symposium easily accessible to all audiences targeted. It also provides an agenda for policy makers and for the social dialogue insofar as it makes it very clear that priority has to be given first to effective regulation of work in call centres to prevent undercutting of good employers by others and, second, to improving workers’ retention by providing good conditions and training opportunities.

Paul Philo, (rapporteur TOSCA evaluation team)

Joerg Flecker

Nicole Turbe-Suetens

November, 2002
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