IRES _____________________________________________________________________________________TOSCA - case studies report

Chapter 1

Call centres in Europe

Introduction

Work is relocating across borders, and jobs that used to be conducted in a set place can now to be done thousands of kilometres away. So if a German books a flight by phone, his call could be received by an operator in South Africa, whereas an inquiry made by a French person could be handled in Marocco just as some Londoners who phone their bank for information on their last banking operation could be given satisfactory answers by someone located in India or China. These dynamics are part of the more complex phenomenon generically defined as ‘distance work’
, remote work, or e-work that is epitomised in call centres. 

Alain Touraine states ‘in 1970 it was only possible to imagine the formation of a post-industrial society, today, however, the information society and globalisation are sufficiently visible to necessitate concrete analyses. Today we need studies not predictions, understanding not hypotheses.’

Indeed this research is aimed at understanding a part of this scenario, namely, the call centre universe. 

The first example of a call centre service dates back to 1968 when an American judge obliged Ford, by explicit request of a consumer association, to set up a toll-free phone line to help customers make complaints. However, it isn’t until the 80s that real call centres begin to develop. These are service structures only apparently reliant on a rather traditional technological instrument, the telephone. The combined use of new remote communication technologies with telephone technology (Computer Telephony Integration), in fact, brings a significant added value to the functioning of the old telephone, creating new company functions and transforming others. Call centres have become a global phenomenon permeating all production sectors.  In fact, direct customer-related activities have increased sharply. Companies attempt to humanise relations with their clientele through customer care, conducting market research and offering new services online. There are even new emergent ‘creative’ call centres that operate in design, publishing, advertising and public relations sectors, where some companies assign part of the work to specialists in contact with the staff by telephone or e-mail. In the last few years the PA have been setting up call centres to improve service provision. At first, call centres consisted of a switchboard and operators that answered incoming calls but successively the evolution in technologies transformed the operators from ‘switchboard operators’ to ‘high added value employees’ and the call centre structures ‘from cost centres’ to ‘profit centres’
.

Call centres might seem to be a world apart, quite distinct from the ‘production universe’ as it has its own specific technology: devices to distribute calls so that the user on hold is directed onto the first free operator, operating systems incorporating worker performance indicators, headsets, etc.. Even the language and internal communication are quite unique. The customers are classified by numerical codes, calls coming into the centres are termed as ‘inbound’, whereas those from the centre to the outside are termed as ‘outbound’. In this ‘New Economy’ environment, technical English terms have become common in all languages, for instance the Italianised version of ‘log in’ is ‘loggarsi’.

Nevertheless, call centres are faced with age-old production problems: labour force shortages, poor worker motivation, high turnover and latent dissatisfaction. 

There is scant information on call centre companies, their activities and key functions. Publications can be found on particular aspects or general studies but it is still difficult to understand this world. Often these problems derive from the companies reticence to divulge information on their structure, customers, technologies as they are perceived as their own private ‘patrimony’ of competitive strategy. It is no surprise that information on this new phenomenon is reported in newspapers and scientific journals. It seems that information on this kind of work has been relegated to the news columns where alarming stories on working conditions in these new factories are published. Today, however, the importance of call centre agents is starting to be recognised, indeed they are increasingly being called ‘customer relations managers’. There seems to be increased awareness that the transformation in markets and technologies is also changing the work conducted in call centres, aimed at greater specialisation and the necessity for continuous training.  

Call centres do not represent a traditional sector as they do not correspond to any of the traditional categories used to classify industries and jobs. This means that it is difficult to quantify their number and the people that work there. The framework has also become more complicated by the variety of situations that are generically classified as call centres. 

In fact, it can be said that they span all sectors and contrary to what is commonly believed, the activities involve a wide variety of skills, organisational forms, work practices and contractual forms. 

Some centres employ professionals with a high level of education and expertise, whereas others require only basic skills. Even the various professional profiles change according to the activity conducted in the call centres: agents that handle toll-free phone calls, telephone interviewers, telesales agents, customer care agents, debt-collectors, financial advisors and increasingly web agents. It would be almost impossible to list them all. What is certain is that there is a mixture of old and new jobs. In some cases only the equipment has changed but not the work contents. Furthermore, some call centres can serve a global market whereas others are specifically targeted at national or local areas. Some provide a 24-hour service whereas others are only operative a few hours a week.

There are also call centres, called in-house (inside a company) that deal with customer care services and so-called outsourced call centres that offer services on the market, namely to other various types of companies from different sectors that for a limited period of time require a specific service, whether it be a market survey, a toll-free phone line or flight reservations. 

Often a combination of in-house and outsourcing is used. This occurs, for example, if the in-house capacity is not sufficient at particular times of the year or day. In this case, low added value calls are usually handled by external call centres.

There are some common reasons that explain the expansion of call centres in all European countries.

Firstly, a great impetus came from the liberalisation of the telecommunications market and the consequent reduction in prices. In fact present infrastructures allow an international call to be made at a considerably lower cost than the past and it is now normal for call centres located in a country to serve a customer-base that covers several countries around the globe. Even though the airline companies were the forerunners, other sectors soon followed suit, providing software assistance or e-commerce services through call centres.

Increasing sophistication and availability of technology, and the better quality of digital lines have augmented the added value of services just as the growth in remote forms of access to information,  especially through mobile phones, has infinitely extended the potentialities of these types of services. 

A further surge in the growth of call centres comes from increasing competition that has forced companies to take customer care more seriously.

With the rise in information on offers available on the market, consumers demand higher service quality. A significant part of the population has also become more familiar with the practicalities of remote services, possessing the necessary skills and familiarity to use them to the full. 

All these factors have contributed to bringing about a boom in call centres. In Anglo-Saxon countries, the growth is attributable to some factors: the English language that allows several markets to be covered, especially the American one, the high level of telecommunications infrastructures as well as the institutional conditions of the labour market that allow recourse to flexible, economical labour force. In the specific Irish case, the sharp rise in call centres has been facilitated by the high education level of the workforce with IT skills, by the fact that more than 50% of the population is under 30 years old but also by a generous fiscal and grant system offered by the government.

Of the other European countries, Portugal, Greece and Scandinavia countries have a modest presence of call centres for various reasons. In the first two countries the motive is the low level of telecommunications development, whereas in Scandinavian countries it comes down to the reduced availability of workforce. 

Lastly, in the European scenario, countries like Spain and Italy register exponential growth rates even though they started a little later than the other leader countries in the sector. Italy in particular has the highest growth rates.
 

When we think of the New Economy, scenarios connected to ICT use spring to mind, almost like an automatic reaction. This is also the case for call centres. However, the study we have conducted demonstrates that the risks for workers do not stem from the introduction of new information technologies but rather the organisational and legislative contexts in which the workers are inserted. This should thus represent fertile ground for the social actors. The union has to balance tensions between individualism and solidarity, competition and co-operation, rising to the challenge set by the new forms of work modes.  This means rethinking the instruments used to dialogue with the workers and even the negotiation contents. But States and governments also have a part to play: to support union action through appropriate welfare policies (from work policies to training policies). And lastly the companies need to find the courage to take on the social responsibility of doing business.

We aim to propose an in-depth, reasoned analysis of the call centre segment of new IT jobs that, as we will see, presents some critical elements, in the hope that this work can contribute to fuelling productive social dialogue.

1.1. Objectives of the case studies

The main objective of the TOSCA project was to conduct a comparative study of call centres in a group of European countries, analysing the various organisation models, work arrangements and their impact on working conditions. Assuming call centres as emblematic structures of the current transformations triggered by ICT diffusion in companies, the final aim of the project was to collect, through the on-site inquiry and the processing and comparison of the results obtained, elements to assess grounds for union intervention in this type of structure. This required a careful analysis of working conditions in call centres to assess whether they represent, as it may seem, an expansion of the Taylorist production model extended to new sectors, or if these structures are part of a new type of production arrangement.

There was also an analysis that highlighted the main features of call centres in each country.

The Call Centre Inventory (D1)
 allowed us to outline the main characteristics and evolutionary lines present in the various countries.

Workpackage 3 (ex WP4) was targeted at the comparative analysis of these aspects with particular reference to the working conditions of call centre agents.

A series of case studies formed the basis of the comparative analysis. These case studies contain detailed information on trends in call centres and on factors that play a decisive role from the socio-economic and organisational perspectives. The objective of this stage in the project was to carry out a qualitative type of study and specifically, an on-site research aimed at outlining current dynamics in call centres. 

In particular the main characteristics of call centres were analysed: the sectors involved, the activities conducted, the size, and the characteristics of the workforce. Weightier problems were also analysed, such as the decision to relocate, causes of turnover, personnel selection criteria and organisational models adopted in the call centres. 

Particular attention was dedicated to the analysis of working conditions to identify typical elements, such as working hours, pay levels, contracts but also environmental and safety conditions. Problem matters were also assessed, such as the use of contractual and temporal flexibility, widespread in both forms and often necessary due to the type of services offered, or organisational problems or other factors linked to the company’s production requirements. 

Other aspects examined were the monitoring of worker performance which causes frustration and stress amongst the agents, and the various sources of dissatisfaction linked to low pay and precariousness from the various forms of contractual flexibility.

Lastly, some key aspects of the inquiry were analysed: skills and competencies required by the workers in the call centres. This led to the importance of examining the training of the agents, as well as the reasons why the companies are not always willing to invest in training. On the one hand, the agents’ intermediate education level leads us to imply that they have work aspirations and experience that could be put to better use on the market; the repetitive and stressful nature of the work leads to a high turnover rate, making it difficult for the unions to contact these workers, hindered also by the hostile behaviour from the companies. 

The relevance of these issues varies in the different countries. Establishing differences and similarities in the countries allowed typical, common trends and national specific traits to be outlined. This requires a more structured observation of tendencies at the European level to measure the socio-economic impact of these new forms of work organisation.  

1.2. Methodology

The group of call centres analysed in the observation phase was chosen by taking account of the inventory (D1) and by considering the socio-economic characteristics of each country. In fact the call centres considered to be the most emblematic of national traits were chosen, whose characteristics highlighted current trends in the countries involved.  Each partner carried out some case studies (see Table 1),  adhering to common guidelines to facilitate the comparative analysis of the countries. This was then followed by an endeavour to summarise the data collected in order to make de-codification and interpretation easier. 

Tab. 1 Case studies acquired

PARTNERS
CASE REPORTS
N° QUESTIONNAIRES

BELGIUM
5
5

BULGARIA
6
6

FRANCE
6
6

GERMANY
3
3

ENGLAND
6
6

IRELAND
6
6

ITALY
7
7

SPAIN
6
6

TOTALE
45
45

To aid comparative interpretation, two different but complementary inquiry instruments were devised to organise the production of the materials in a standardised way: 

a) a grid for the development of the case studies, containing guidelines and comparable indictors (see appendix A1);

b) a questionnaire aimed at collecting objective data on the characteristics of call centres (see appendix A2).

As will be illustrated in the following part, both outlines contained direct questions to ascertain the organisation models and working conditions in the call centres.

a) Grid

The grid allowed the analytical collection of aspects on the functioning of the call centres with a particular impact on working conditions and employment arrangements. A first series of questions was aimed at getting general background information on the call centre, namely: location and the reasons behind it (presence of infrastructures, telecommunication costs), reference sector and activities conducted, type of customers, size, reference market, opening hours (operative 24 hours a day), etc.

A second series of questions concerned the specific characteristics of the workforce (personal and professional characteristics) and selection procedures as well as qualifications required by the agents at the selection phase.

Further questions were aimed at discovering specific aspects: influence of new technologies on organisation models; work arrangements (in teams, individually, task rotation..), career prospects and turnover.

To understand whether work is heavy, repetitive and hazardous to the workers’ health, a series of questions were set on working hours, shifts, wages, contracts, workload and repetitiveness of work but also the ‘environmental’ and safety conditions.

As regards industrial relations, questions were aimed at getting information on union representation in the centre as well as the unionisation rate. Furthermore, an attempt was made to outline the possible causes of difficulties encountered by the union with the agents and employers in this type of structure. 

Each partner was asked to summarise each case study in a report of 8 to 10 pages (see cases studies in appendix B).

b) Questionnaire

The second inquiry instrument used was the questionnaire.

A questionnaire was filled in by the researchers for each case study containing standardised information which was then padded out with more specific data. The questionnaire aimed to sketch a general picture of the call centres studied. To do so, the simplified information already requested for the grid was used, for example reasons for location, reference market, sectors, activity, size, general characteristics of the agents, organisation model and technological equipment used, main contractual forms applied, etc..

Given the absence of a sample, the data obtained through the questionnaire was statistically processed only for descriptive purposes. Being a qualitative study aimed at examining the aspects which had emerged in the quantitative inquiry, it was decided to describe the main characteristics deduced from the on-site inquiry to aid the interpretation of the cases. 

It should be mentioned that some difficulties were encountered in the comparative analysis due to 

incongruities and lack of information, for example, on pay levels and other contractual elements.

In fact, the level of information gathered on specific points was not always coherent. This led to inconsistencies between the various countries as well as between case studies in the same country.  This can be attributed to the varying availability of management to provide the requested information and in allowing access to the agents for the interviews.  Even contact with the union in the company presents disparities given the absence of union representation in many cases (see chapter 4).

The qualitative approach allowed a horizontal analysis of the main issues related to call centres which will be examined in the following chapters. However, we believe it is useful to outline the general characteristics of the call centres in the introductory part of the report. 

1.3. General characteristics of the call centres

This part is aimed at giving a description of the main characteristics of the call centres studied as a prelude to the successive chapters. It should also be reiterated that the analysis supplied information with no statistical significance given the limited number of case studies. 

As depicted in the table below, which cross-examines the various national cases with the reference sectors, the call centres chosen represent various sectors and so gives a picture of the varied call centre universe.

Tab.2 - Number of case studies for every sector in the partner countries

Sectors
Countries



Belgium
Bulgaria
France
Germany
Italy
Ireland
Spain
UK
Total

Public sector

1




1
2
4

Energy


1




1
2

Financial services

1
2
3
2
1


9

Software -

It support telecommunication
1
1


3
4
2

11

Research


1

1



2

Voluntary sector

2






2

Travel


1





1

Entertainment




1

1
1
3

Outsourcing - multisector


1


1
2
1
5

Telemarketing –market research
1







1

Other
3
1





1
5

Total
5
6
6
3
7
6
6
6
45

These are call centres that organise their work both in house and in outsourcing.

Half of the cases are in house or in a combined condition of independence and interdependence (13 of the cases). Furthermore, about half operate in a network with other call centres whereas the rest are independent.

As regards activities, it should be considered that in all the countries some activities are more frequently carried out. It was thus decided to study a higher number of structures dealing with some specific areas such as customer services, telemarketing and telesales. (see table 3) 

Tab. 3 – Activities conducted

Activity
N° structures

Customer service
32

Telemarketing
17

Telesales
14

Counselling
10

Technical support
8

Financial and accounting services
7

Research 
5

Debt processing
2

Other
4

As regards size, the whole range, from tiny to large centres, is well represented. As demonstrated in the analysis, this variable is fundamental to defining the various types of call centres. 

Tab.4 - Size of the call centres

Countries
Number of worker
Total


Until 30
From 30 to 120
Over 120


Belgium
2
1
2
5

Bulgaria
5
1
--
6

France
3
2
1
6

Germany


3
3

Italy
1
3
3
7

Ireland
1
2
3
6

Spain
2
2
2
6

UK
1
1
4
6

Total 
15
12
18
45

Following the criterion of prevalent type of locations for the call centres, the cases examined are mainly located in a metropolitan area or in a city (31 cases), and this is especially so in Italy, France and Bulgaria. On the other hand, the English cases are located in small towns (3 cases) and in Belgium, rural areas. Just as the areas in which the structures are erected, are mainly highly  economic  attractive, although not in all the countries; in fact some national features were taken into account. For example, in England only one case is located in a highly economic attractive area whereas four other cases are located in low economic attractive areas. There are 9  total cases located in low economic attractive areas present in England (3), Italy, Germany (two in each country) and in Ireland and Belgium (one in each).

Most call centres cater for a national market (29 cases), few for a local market (9 cases).

The level of technology present in call centres is generally middle to high: in 17 cases, besides the telephone, there are link- ups with databanks and in another 16 cases more advanced systems are used, including automatic answering systems; moreover, in 8 structures the most simple as well as  the most complex technologies are both used.

Most call centres, 27 out of 45, handle inbound calls, whereas 14 of these both inbound and outbound.

As regards the workforce, there is the greater presence of young people in all the structures observed, especially young people under 30 and between 30 and 45.

As for gender, in 32 cases most of the personnel are women. In terms of qualifications, agents mainly have high school diplomas in most call centres (in 25 cases), with a majority of graduates in 7 call centres. 

Most call centres are operative up to 16 hours a day but there are also call centres with reduced hours (less than 11 hours a day).

In almost all call centres, work organisation is structured in teams, although a moderate percentage of individual work is also present (14 call centres). The organisation model based on team work is prevalent in the cases in almost all the countries with the exception of cases in England and Bulgaria where the organisation models is equally distributed between the two modes. Moreover, there is task rotation in only a few cases.

Training in all of the centres studied is on-the-job (in 36 cases), but in 25 there is also induction training. 

Despite the prevalence of agents on temporary and atypical contracts in all the structures studied, there are also many cases where agents are given permanent contracts. This is especially so in the cases in Germany, Ireland and Bulgaria and in some cases in Italy.

Tab. 5 – Permanent contracts

Percentage of contracts
Call centres

Up to 50%
12

From 50 to 80%
12

Mor than 80%
18

Total
42

From the point of view of industrial relations, the situation is rather varied and linked to the various national cases. Half of the call centres studied are covered by a collective contract, 15 by a national contract, 9 by a company contract. The two extremes are represented by Bulgaria, that has no such contract
 and France that has a collective contract in all the call centres interviewed.

In 29 call centres there is a representation system at the company level.

The most common forms of union representation are ‘Health and safety committees or representatives’ mainly present in England and France (5 cases in both countries), followed by ‘Union representatives’ mainly present in France (6 cases) and to less an extent in Italy and England (4 cases in each of the two countries). The ‘Shop stewards’ committee’ is present above all in France (6 cases) and to less an extent in Spain and England (4 cases each) and ‘Worker representatives’ mainly in France (in 5 cases). 

Tab. 6 – Forms of union representation


N° strutture

Health and safety committees or representatives
20

Union representatives
19

Shop stewards’ committee
16

Worker representatives
14

Union representation
7

Others
8

Giving advice and information are the main union activities within the call centres (respectively 24 and 23 cases).

There doesn’t seem to be a high unionisation rate, only 9 centres have above 20% and 3 of these exceed 65% (Ireland and Belgium).
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� Even Germany doesn’t seem to have any but only 3 cases were observed. 
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