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Chapter 2

The call centre companies

2.1 Location strategies

The studies conducted in the various European countries all come to the same conclusion: call centres have been one of the major sources of new employment in recent years. This leads to the hypothesis that call centres can contribute to the economic and occupational development of economically depressed regions. However, empirical evidence is rather contradictory. In fact the cases examined demonstrate that there are specific reasons underpinning location choices: the availability of technological infrastructures, the ease of recruiting workers, the low labour costs, fiscal incentives, the vicinity of the reference market.

The picture which emerged from the analysis of the case studies is in fact rather varied. There are variations not only between the countries but also within the countries themselves in the different economic and social contexts.

In general, the availability of workforce on the local labour market and of infrastructures are extremely important factors, even more than pay levels. For example, in Germany (G1)
 a call centre is located in a region (Frankfurt) where the average salary is higher than in other regions. Although workers are easily recruited. The call centre is in a university city so there are many students willing to do this job.

To cite other examples, in Bulgaria two call centres (one which offers services in outsourcing (Bu.1) and another ‘social’ type (Bu 3) have been located in the capital because there was more availability of a skilled workforce as well as technological infrastructures.

In general, companies locate the call centres in economically active areas, mainly ‘tertiary’ cities where it is easier to recruit labour with specific characteristics. For example, students, women who want to re-enter the labour market or want to have a part-time job because they have young children (Be 4).

A research conducted in 1999 (IES/TCA, 2001)
 already outlined how the availability of suitable telecommunications infrastructures is a crucial element for the location of a call centre. This has also been reiterated by our inquiry.

For example, some difficulties were highlighted in an Italian case. The low level of infrastructures in the south of the country discouraged a company from opening a call centre in that area, even though there is a large pool of available workforce. The south of Italy was rejected as ‘everything was lacking, from network implementation to professional figures. It would have been too costly’ (It 4) said an interviewee.

However this has not stopped some companies from investing in the South, especially in southern cities that have a well-developed tertiary fabric. A manager explained the reasons for this choice: ‘ the South offers availability of workforce and intelligence,’ and there are also fiscal incentives linked to employment and development policies for the Mezzogiorno (It 5). 

This demonstrates the importance of workforce availability in location choices in a sector that is highly labour intensive even though there is a wide use of technologies.

The large companies have different location strategies compared to the small ones. Many of them locate call centres in county towns or smaller cities where there is the availability of workforce and reduced labour costs. However, the large companies also relocate some smaller centres, keeping the main centre in the cities, as is the case of a French company which conducts surveys/polls (Fr 1). Such a choice lies in the possibility of having a large catchment area of customers. In fact this is one of the most important location factors especially for call centres in outsourcing that supply customer care services.

Nevertheless, the relocation of call centres, as a strategic aspect of customer relations, is also connected to the geographic location of the parent company in the case of large companies with numerous call centre ‘branches’. This is the case for the French electricity supply company that tried to concentrate customer services provided by their own call centres in proximity to its central offices so as to develop the policy of ‘all calls at local rates’ (Fr 3). In the case of another French company (Fr 4), its location in Paris is linked to the fact that ”the closeness of the company’s headquarters is an important factor for organising relations between the headquarters and the place where customer calls arrive".

Another example of a strategy to establish close links with the local market is the case of a French company that manages integrated pension funds (Fr 5). This company has opened several call centres to personalise company-customer relations and maintain the spirit of a local service. In fact regional call centres are also integrated with other activities of the company’s regional sections. 

The vicinity of the local market is also a factor that propels some multinationals to open call centres in the various countries. These companies often take over existent small companies in loco.  For example, a multinational specialised in international inquiries, ‘ needed a base in Italy’ due to language and the vicinity of the reference markets. The company that was taken over was well-rooted in the territory where specific know-how and a network of relations with potential contractors were both present. This would have brought about an enlargement of the customer portfolio without having to foot the bill of setting up an entirely new business (It 3). 

The vicinity of customers and infrastructures underpin decisions to locate call centres in techno parks. Of the cases studied there are two such call centres in Spain and three in Ireland.

The location choices of in-house call centres often depend on logistic aspects. This type of call centre is usually located in the main or administrative offices of the parent company or in adjacent areas. Such a choice is dictated by the possibility to use equipment and technologies already available in the company as reported in a case studied. “The main factor affecting the choice of location was the location of the company head office and main computer system, and other company business functions carried out at this site.  This is a large site with a full range of facilities for diverse business functions – including back office functions, finance and debt collection as well as sales, telemarketing and emergency services” (Uk 1).

Obviously the location choices are also linked to specific situations or company backgrounds. For example, a call centre located in Lille (Fr 5) decided to locate in this city because the company wanted to use existent staff within their regional services office to transfer the new working methods to the staff, benefiting from the knowledge of the sector already possessed by these workers. On the other hand, the call represented an opportunity in this region where there is high unemployment.

Another particular example is represented by an English call centre that provides a range of health information and advice services and is a also a central contact and referral point for emergency services and out-of-hours medical services.

“The background in this case was the existence of arrangements for remote health advice, selected social services, triage, call-out and paging services physically located within the ambulance service headquarters and control centre. These services were established around the core service – the ambulance service, which is the ‘host’ to a range of different services in the area” (Uk4).

Another important location factor is represented by local policies aimed at boosting development in economically depressed areas. This is particularly widespread in Ireland but also in England and even in Belgium, and in Italy, as already mentioned there are cases of call centres that have been opened in ‘grant-aided’ areas. 

The reasons for choice of location are described in an English case: “The site selected was a large ‘green field’ site. Several other large companies also selected the area at a time when the local authorities were keen to attract employers and encourage inward investment to boost the local economy. (Uk 5)

It also emerged that in Ireland, fiscal incentives played a major part in location choices. In the case of pan-European call centres even the vicinity to places where it is possible to easily recruit students from every part of Europe is important.

“The location grants would have been available to this centre, including subsidies for use of a building in an urban renewal area” (Ir 4, 6).

In Germany there is a call centre located in a rural area where location grants from the federal government and the low cost of the premises have played an important role. In this case location was also favoured by the presence of a large pool of workforce as it used to be an old industrial area.

Empirical evidence demonstrates that the determining factors of the location choices of companies are as follows:

· A large pool of workforce

· Level of telecommunications infrastructures

· Availability of premises in techno parks or near customer markets

· Logistical factors linked to the parent company

· Fiscal and financial incentives (grants)

The interaction of these various factors means that European call centre tend to locate in large cities or urban areas, some in techno parks or industrial zones where there is an ample availability of educated workforce and suitable technological infrastructures.

A similar conclusion is being reached by the EMERGENCE
 project, focused on ICT-work related relocation processes, which has studied some call centre cases that provide customer care services. It also emerges from this study that the labour market situation is the most important factor of attraction. Although there are two concurrent trends. On the one hand, there is the push towards rural areas where labour costs are lower and turnover more limited; on the other hand there is the attraction of the large cities where there is a high turnover rate but at the same time, a large potential pool of workforce. The preference between the two possible locations also depends on the type of call centre and its services. If, for example, an international call centre is being set up, a city location is more appropriate as it is possible to retrieve personnel with different linguistic skills.

On the other hand, there are doubts on the feasibility of activating policies to attract call centres to economically depressed areas in order to boost occupation. The motives lie in the short life span of current types of call centres so it would be inconvenient to invest public money in these companies. In fact some studies signal the emergence of new types of work, as for example SoHos (Small office Home office) that exploit new technologies which are the more appropriate to being used in urban contexts
.

2.2 Work organisation in the call centre

Since the 70s when the first call centres were set up in the USA, providing services limited to telemarketing and telephone promotions, there have been numerous changes in organisation models influenced mostly by new technologies and the role call centres have taken on in the market.

The first call centres emerged as ‘minute factories’ as the companies only sold minutes of conversation, today they offer services, placing great emphasis on quality.

At the same time, the range of services provided by call centres has progressively increased, from customer care to telesales until the provision of services previously dealt with by agencies up and down the country, as for example flight reservations or opening an insurance policy. Given that the agents interact with the customers, providing them with information, making reservations, conducting so-called ‘care services’, managing the upkeep of machinery, doing market research and the sales promotion of products and services, they sound out customer satisfaction. 

The call centre has progressively taken on a strategic role, as it is often the link between the company and the final customer. In fact increasingly more companies are creating their own call centres within their structure (in-house) or contracting out to external call centres (outsourcing).

Some services that used to be face-to-face are now done remotely thanks to call centres. This obviously entails greater ‘productivity’ on the part of the workers and greater possibilities for the company to offer services to customers/users. We need only think of the number of people that can be reached by phone or e-mail compared to those that can be reached in person. 

The call centre has become a new essential instrument of communication between the company and its customers, whose efficiency and capacity to respond to different company objectives has progressively increased with the development of the link between IT and telephony technology. In fact there is what’s called CTI (Computer Telephony Integration).

The introduction of new technologies, even in the case of call centres, as in other fields, produces transversal effects on the various aspects of call centres: organisation, workers’ skills, working conditions.

An example of this can be found in an English call centre that offers health services: “New technology has been critical in developing the evolving organisational model, and is part of a much wider programme of investment in e-health and wider e-government services. It influences

· Call routing and distribution of calls between individual call handlers and 

individual call centre

· Monitoring of clinical standards and performance

· Data collection and monitoring of health problems reported through the service

· Information and support available o call handlers and advisors

· Networking with other agencies (both government and NGOs) (Uk3)

Thanks to new technologies some companies manage their call centres spread throughout the different geographical areas as one large virtual call centre. This has given the companies the possibility to have greater flexibility in labour management and to have alternative centres where calls can be routed in the case of faults and to enable the service to be better organised. A good example of this trend can be seen in the call centre of an Italian bank where the calls are handled by a common switchboard to both the Milan and Rome sites. The calls are automatically sorted by codes inserted by the customer who can direct himself onto the appropriate agent for the service requested (It 4).

This system is typical in the sector although levels of implementation vary in the call centres and the evolution is gradual, as reported in an English case: “ Individual call centre were established in different parts of the country. These were then grouped together in groups of five or six call centres (using different systems) from different areas, with limited networking and overflow arrangements between these. There were trials involving different systems during this period. Following this, the next major development was the formation of the virtual national call centre linking all centres into one ‘seamless’ operation (Uk3).

The rapid changes that have occurred in the functions and types of services offered by call centres as well as technological innovations have produced rather varied organisational situations and functioning models.

There are however common features of the various types of call centres although a single organisation model doesn’t exist, so even the applications of the labour factor can vary.  

The empirical analysis demonstrated that the distinguishing variables of the various functioning models in the call centres are mainly: the functions and the level of technology. Combining these two variables allows us to ascertain the various ‘types’ of call centres to which the different functioning models are associated, ranging from the most simple to the most complex. As we will see later on, this has an influence on the characteristics of working conditions.  

Location doesn’t seem to be a key variable to discern the organisation and functioning models of the call centres analysed.

2.2.1 Activities, professions and role of technology 

In the sociological debate on work transformations that has been going on for several years, the optimists speak of environmental and socio-technical improvements but the pessimists believe that not everything that seems new is in actual fact so and where it truly is, it isn’t always synonymous with betterment. In the first group we can place those that perceive the ‘new production modes’ as a way for the worker to repossess sovereignty at work
. In other words, the new professional skills requested, increasingly more based on communication and relationships, improve and humanise what taylor-fordism had ‘dehumanised’. From a constraint in the taylor-fordism era, labour has becomes a resource for companies
. The production paradigms aim to achieve the active co-operation of workers through the direct and personal participation of workers who require greater professional preparation, problem-solving and co-ordination skills in the various work phases with the capacity to self-assess results
.

   On the contrary there are the pessimistic assertions that up-date Braverman’s renowned thesis on the de-qualification of work connected to changes brought on by post-fordism
. The difference with old models, well defined  by Gorz
, consists in the fact that it is always the groups and the teams that function as the essential mechanisms, not the individuals. The members of the groups have considerable margins of autonomy and initiative, but it is an autonomy in work and not of work; whatever the complexity and type, work is highly fragmented and rigorously functional to company strategies. Such functional autonomy would thus have nothing in common with existential autonomy nor with the development of one’s own professional skills.

Going back to the debate on the call centre scenario, on the one hand there are those who sustain that call centres are ‘service factories’, emphasising affinity with the taylorist production line, characterised by repetitiveness, heavy workloads and the concentration of a large mass of workers in one place, calling it ‘IT taylorism’
.On the other hand, there are those that stress the technological aspects, focussing on the innovative role played by technology in the work process and on the repercussions on work contents. 

Call centres, the epitome of new post-industrial trends, have thus been interpreted in these two ways.

Some experts
 underline the innovative aspects of call centres that, according to this approach, should be considered as real knowledge based organisations. The ‘knowledge’ necessary for the call centres to operate is the patrimony not only of the individual agents but also of the technological and organisational support systems (especially the professional team in which the individuals work).

Call centres can be defined as ‘knowledge-based organisations’ because of the nature of the work carried out by the agents. These workers can be classified as so-called ‘knowledge-workers’ because they do a communicative type of job. Other reasons are identified by the nature of the service and role of the call centre in the communication process between company and market. These authors stress the ‘new’ aspects, highlighting the complexity of the tasks done by the agents and the scope of knowledge that they must possess.

According to this perspective, the agent is inserted in a process of continual learning and contributes to the generation of new knowledge
. Even the object of transaction between the customer and the call centre is characterised by a high knowledge content and the same call centre is ‘a collector of knowledge on the customers, a sort of funnel where information, knowledge of problems, habits, frequently asked questions, perceptions, personal and professional details on the customers are filtered.’ (Donati, 1999)

In actual fact, it emerges from the cases analysed that such a vision cannot be generalised as situations vary even the within the same call centre. 

Some characteristics common to the various call centres, such as the repetitive nature of operations, extremely rigid surveillance systems but also other characteristics that we will examine subsequently, would lead us to assimilate work in the call centre with the old taylorist assembly lines. 

Some descriptions reported in the case studies analysed seem to bring to mind this image. To cite a typical example of a call centre that handles inbound calls and provides customer care services, the calls are sorted by a ACD system that automatically routes them onto the first free agent. In many cases, the system recognises the customer from the telephone number or access code and passes the call onto the specific agent required. The agent answers the call, while conversing with the customer, she consults one or more databanks on the computer, requests or introduces information in the terminal, attempts to interpret the customers problem or to find the appropriate procedure to arrive at a solution, sometimes she asks for help from colleagues. During the conversation, or immediately afterwards, the agent updates the database with the information obtained from the client or activates the necessary procedures for any technical intervention required, after which she is ready to handle another call. The same operation is repeated by the agent hundreds of times in the same working day.

In the case of telesales, the agents’ tasks are even simpler. For inbound calls, the purchase order has to be registered. For outbound calls, the difficulty is trying to get the customer’s attention and convince him to purchase the given product. In this case, it is a difficulty not linked to the call centre work but to the ‘sales’ trade. 

Another example of an extremely simplified work procedure is reported in the case of a call centre that provides telemarketing services. In this case, the agent works at a computer linked up to a database but its use is rather passive. Every agent has a list of telephone numbers and manually dials the different numbers. If a person contacted is willing to be interviewed the agent administers the questionnaire and directly digits the information onto the computer. (Fr 1).

Another example is a call centre that operates in the insurance sector where the same standard activities have been given a technological overhaul : ‘two types of activities are done: handling calls and filing claims which are carried out by profile A agent, whereas the second consists in evaluating the damage, contacting the garage and liquidating the claim, dealt with by the so-called profile B agent. After the initial operations, procedures are initiated, if there are the necessary conditions, which lead to the liquidation of the claim. The car-body repairer, who can take pictures of the damaged car by digital camera, sends the documentation via e-mail along with a note on the work to be done and the relative costs. Profile B agent can then proceed with the assessment phase.

As regards complexity, it is greater for profile B agent. Moreover, profile A has to almost exclusively handle inbound calls whereas agent B makes mostly outbound calls. We can thus deduce that agent A does almost exclusively front office work and profile B almost exclusively back office. We have mentioned this point because agent A has a quota of weekly hours for back office work and some of them do deal with small liquidations. Furthermore, the two profiles evidently have different competencies as they respond to different types of requests but when there are large volumes of calls all the agents must do profile A tasks (handling calls) as catering for the customer is considered to be a priority and must come first.’ (It 1).

Therefore even in cases where the work seems to have a ‘problem-solving’ approach, the agents’ tasks and consequently the skills required are relatively modest. 

In fact it should be highlighted that the ‘problem-solving’ approach is limited to the fact that the agents, in most of the cases, find the solutions to the customers’ problems by referring to software provided by the companies. The software is periodically updated with the most frequently asked questions signalled by the agents handling the calls. This process is described in an Irish case: “The agents described their work as solving problems using their own knowledge or the internal database. One said “basically I am listening to complaints. I listen and I try to work out a solution”. Another said “The customer rings, I check if it is a software or a hardware problem, I refer them if it is a software problem and try to find solutions if it is a hardware problem.” Sometimes the solutions involve referring calls or initiating outbound calls back to the customer. (Ir 6)

In every case, the technological level has a great influence on how the activities are carried out and on the skills that the agent must possess. 

This is quite evident if we compare various call centres that provide telemarketing services. It ranges from those that use text messages to those that only use the traditional pen and telephone to those that use CATI techniques. 

Here are a few quotations from a case study of a call centre specialised in telemarketing services:

“An incoming call is redirected through the internet in function of its contents or its sender towards the electronic mail of the correspondent concerned. The message box is automatically linked by means of an SMS-message (small message system) to a mobile phone. Various filters allow the selection of incoming mail on the basis of the sender, addressee, contents, subject of the message or priority level. Moreover, the SMS can be given within a set time bracket or on the basis of an immediate selective message. The consultant is offered two possibilities. On the one hand he/she can read the message through WAP (mobile phone) and reply. On the other hand he/she can listen to the electronic mail and reply. A speech synthesiser reads the (written) e-mail thanks to the "text-to-speech" technology. The consultant can then decide to give an immediate or deferred reply in function of the degree of urgency. The reply can be given over the phone (direct contact), through a preprogrammed e-mail message to be selected on the keyboard of the consultant's mobile phone, by means of a voice message converted in sound file (wav) and sent to the e-mail address of the correspondent or a personalised e-mail created through electronic access. As a result the consultant is notified in real time and is able to reply immediately depending on the degree of necessity. The technology used for outgoing calls is fairly classic and is set up with automatic result encoding software and/or interview recording software.” (Be 1)

Another example is an Italian call centres where ‘the workstation consists of a PC, a telephone and a headset. Each agent can find all the necessary information for the job on the PC. Automatically a software flashes a telephone number of a potential respondent on the screen. The interviewer manually dials the number and if the potential respondent is willing to be interviewed, the questionnaire is administered, rigidly adhering to the set questions. The replies are directly inserted in the PC and registered.’ (It 3)

As already mentioned, technological evolution is modifying some of the agents’ tasks in the this type of call centre.

In the call centre described above, new information and communication technologies have modified the organisation and execution modalities of the interviewers’ work. ‘Prior to the introduction of CATI techniques in the company, the interviews were ‘traditionally’ written on paper and telephone numbers were obtained from specific lists. Today, the interviewer directly registers the replies on the computer and the telephone numbers of the potential respondents automatically appear on the screen. Even the monitoring of the interviews has been automated as the interviewers used to indicate the contacts and interviews made on an index card. Moreover, the new technologies will also have an impact on how the questionnaires are administered, in fact management intends to introduce interviews by Internet – e-mail.’ This will surely improve and speed up the collection of information but not necessarily the skill level of the interviewers who, on the contrary, will have to do increasingly routine operations. 

In a French case (Fr 3), technologies have radically changed the traditional figure of customer advisor. Not only have the skills changed for this figure but also the way of working and communicating with the customers. Relations have become more and more impersonal. 

There have also been cases where technology has substituted work posts. These are call centres that are almost entirely automated where human presence is reduced to the bone, as for instance the case of a Bulgarian call centre that provides information services, e-banking and e-pay (Bu 4). The most stable figures present in the call centre are programmers and technicians who check and monitor the system. Only in exceptional cases, if the customer has specific requirements, is a call routed to an agent. The managers of the call centre intend to insert agents to extend their activities.

However, this phenomenon is limited and the sector remains highly labour intensive. Human resources thus play a strategic role.

The technological drive from Internet enlarges the potentialities of work quantity (growth in new services) and contents through the integration of voice, data and images. In fact, possibilities for agents to interact with the final users increase with the web, through direct assistance with the Web-cam, co-browsing activities, allowing Internet pages to be opened in real time and surfing the net with the guidance of a remote agent. The very latest technologies still are not so common in the call centres analysed but they will undoubtedly have an impact on the professional profiles of the call centre workers who may require different and more complex skills than those currently possessed.

2.2.2 Work models 

 A common denominator of the various call centre cases analysed seems to be the presence of short hierarchical structure within the call centres. Often there are three management levels, an example of which could be: agent ->team leader (if team work is present) ->supervisor ->director. 

Some call centres have adopted work models ‘for teams’ whereas others privilege individual work. Even in this case there aren’t any rigid models in relation to the various sectors and activities carried out. However it does seem that telephone companies with their in-house call centres and call centres that carry out activities on their behalf organise work in more or less large teams, whereas work in call centres specialised in telemarketing is mostly individualised. This is the element that demonstrates a certain continuity in the various countries.

Even the size of the teams varies from one call centre to another. The ‘team leaders’ generally co-ordinate and assist the agents. (UK5) Work is also distributed by the team leaders or supervisors and in most cases: ‘the agents felt they had no control: “all decisions made from top down”. “Operators have no say. Work is distributed as management see fit (Ir 2). 

The intermediate figures generally have several tasks: monitoring and audit of performance, support in the execution of activities, identification of training requirements, on-job training and tutoring of agents, bureaucratic functions such as noting absences, days off, etc..

Here is an example from an Italian case: ‘the co-ordinator is a reference figure for the agents and particularly for the work teams. The agents are divided into 4 teams, 2 for each profile and every team is referred to a co-ordinator. The division in teams is linked to shift work and essentially responds to organisational requirements so as to give the agents the best possible assistance. In fact, the co-ordinator has systematic and daily contact with the agents to resolve procedural problems, etc. as well as for training, planning of shifts and days off.

Apart from the team co-ordinators, another figure has just been introduced - a ‘co-ordinator of the co-ordinators’ - who manages the general planning of the activities and intervenes if there are particular problems. This is a reference figure for the co-ordinators as well as the call centre manager’(It 1).

The fact that work organisation is extremely light and centres on few hierarchical figures is a consequence of the type of work carried out in the call centres and the relative simplicity of the tasks. In fact, often the agents’ tasks do not require the frequent intervention of the supervisor.  In other cases the agents are given limited decision-making autonomy. Generally the agents can find a reply on their computer to 80% of the questions put by the customers. They can ask a supervisor or team leader for answers to any ‘difficult’ questions from customers.

In the case of outbound calls, for promotions and telephone interviews, the agents’ autonomy is reduced to the bare minimum. Most of the companies interviewed give their agents extremely precise directives on the procedures and communication strategy to adopt.

For example, in a call centre which carries out surveys (Fr1) the workers have no autonomy whatsoever because they have to scrupulously adhere to the directives of the questionnaire. There is also great uniformity of skills and tasks requested of the workers as back office work is not required. It is essentially an individual job. Even job rotation is not very common. The variety of the work seldom stems from a change in activities but rather a change in procedures adopted or a change in ‘publicity campaign or market survey of a product’ in call centres specialised surveys and telemarketing. (Ir 5 and also It 5).

This situation is quite paradoxical. On the one hand, company strategies define call centres as the privileged place for communication and relations with customers, on the other hand the same companies, even where teamwork is organised, tend to isolate the agents rather than integrate them. In most cases, the work is only formally done in teams but in actual terms it is done individually.  The isolation of the agents derives also from the physical division of work space as well as some technological features linked to the need to ensure high performance as we will examine more thoroughly later on.

However there are also organisation models tarred to specific situations. An example is a French call centre where the work is extremely standardised, there is no work division and there is no need to have any sort of specialisation. Each agent can work anywhere in a co-operative environment. It should however be mentioned that this is an atypical case of a call centre where there are more mature, educated women on permanent contracts. (Fr 3)

Another telecommunications company (It 7) is experimenting forms of work organisation based on self-directed teams where 4 workers do teleworking from home. These are not agents but higher figures that presumably have a good level of working autonomy: salesperson, administrator, call centre manager and the managing director. (Ir 5)

Carrying out an agent’s work in remote mode is still rather limited. Perhaps it will be economically convenient for companies to allow agents to work in this way. Even for virtual call centres the advantages of remote work are related to the possibilities to save on some structural costs: premises, fittings, hardware and software for the workstations. In actual fact there are some reasons why teleworking as not taken off: First of all, there is an extra cost involved in routing the call from to the centre to the teleworker. Secondly, most workstations in call centres are occupied by more than one person. Remote workstations are more expensive and can only be used by one worker. Third, because much monitoring and motivation is carried out face to face. This gives further support to the complexity of the telework issue, whose possible development is partly linked to the technical teleworkability of a certain task but especially to the repercussions of remote work on the complex network of relations created in a work context between the company and the worker and amongst the workers.

2.3 The management of human resources

2.3.1 Recruitment strategies


The image of call centre agents portrayed by the mass media diverges between a young hopeful who gladly answers customers’ queries and the epitome of the new underclass. The reality, however, is a lot more complex and cannot be so explicitly categorised. In fact the agents are subject to different working conditions and also have varied perceptions of their work.


Although one aspect that is common to the call centre workforce is the fact that they are individuals capable of responding to the companies’ request for flexibility. Despite variations in personnel selection criteria according to the call centres’ line of business, there are common requisites for all call centre agents in the various sectors. 


This means that there are some recurrent social traits of call centre agents, although a standard profile doesn’t exist.


Firstly, agents are predominantly young. The young age of the agents stems from a combination of a series of elements, the first being the companies’ recruitment strategies and the job characteristics. Young people are chosen because they are more familiar with new technologies and so can quickly learn the ropes, however they must have a basic IT know-how at the selection stage. 


For example, it emerged from an English case that “Past experience in customer services and call centre was considered desirable, as was experience and qualifications in other forms of contact work involving e-mail and Internet services” (Uk1)

The idea that young people are more disposed to flexible work and are accustomed to using new technologies also conditions the recruitment strategies of in-house call centres. In this type of call centre there is a propensity to recruit personnel within the company in some cases, although the external market seems to be privileged source. The different strategies usually correspond to the option of using trained internal staff or excess personnel, whereas the bias towards the external market comes down to the strategy to incorporate resources with different characteristics than the internal personnel and in particular young workers. 

Another recurrent element is that the majority of call centre agents have middle to high qualifications.

High school diploma-holders are usually recruited but also graduates or the like. In general qualifications are not important except in some cases.

It so happens that call centres providing technical support look for young diploma holders with specific technical skills. Specialist skills are also requested by particular kinds of call centres such as the social or creative types (e.g. nurse, psychologists, lawyers, insurance brokers).

Qualifications are the credentials but communication and speaking skills must be demonstrated at the selection stage. Usually a test is given after initial telephone contact has been made. The following aspects are assessed: appearance, linguistic accuracy, pronunciation and good telephone mannet. In some cases a link has been found  between education level and communication skills. 

In general, managers base their selection on the following criteria:

· communications and interpersonal skills

· relevant experience (e.g. experience in call handling, the energy sector and/or  customer services)

· relevant technical skills and experience (e.g. internet and keyboards skills)

Personal characteristics were also considered important by managers, in that interpersonal skills and individual attitudes were seen to affect employees’ aptitude for call handling work and not everyone was temperamentally suited to it.

The most common recruitment criteria are as follows: easy telephone manner, ability to learn quickly  and sales aggressiveness.

The ability to keep telephone conversations going with the external customers for the entire duration of a shift is an attribute. This includes the ability to ‘smile on the phone’.

In the recruitment of workforce, the fact that the agent has a ‘standard’ accent is also important. For example an Irish manager ruled out the decision to locate in a rural area because ‘ the quality of diction is not good”. The manager needs people with a standard accent. (Ir 5)

Generally speaking, ‘language’ skills such as accent, tone of voice are judged to be important in the selection of personnel. In call centre catering for a global market, the knowledge of several language is essential. For example in a call centre of a mobile phone company located in Bulgaria, services are offered in 6 languages.

The importance of communication skills is also attested by the fact that psycho-diagnostic tests are also used for personnel selection (aptitude tests prepared by a consulting firm), assessments, simulations and tests to assess communication skills. There are also companies that set tests to assess stress tolerance as one manager told us ‘it is draining to answer angry customers’ (It 6)

The call centre labour market is also characterised by the presence of women that represent up to 80% of the workforce in some companies. There is not only an unbalanced presence of women but also a division of tasks in relation to gender. For example, in an Irish call centre (Ir 2) men usually deal with technical support whereas women are relegated to customer care or sales. The same situation is apparent in a Belgian call centre (Be 4) where customer care is a mainly female activity whereas technical support is male. 

It can be generally said that in telemarketing, market research and customer care, women are preferred. In these types of call centres, there is the conviction that women are ‘culturally’ and ‘genetically’ predisposed to doing interviews, sales and general customer care functions, due to their better interpersonal skills and patience.

Even a personnel manager interviewed (It 7) believes women are more patient and have an aptitude to listening and above all are more willing to accept part-time work and the consequent lower salary. 

For example, many of the women interviewed who have been working for a call centre for years are married, so their wages contribute to the family income. However, in some cases, this job as an interviewer represents a channel or opportunity to re-enter the labour market. (It 3)

As regards stereotypes on women, in some cases, especially the Spanish ones, physical appearance is also indicated as a characteristic of recruitment (S 2; 4; 5).

In any case it seems that women are more suitable and available, compared with men, to accept jobs with flexibility features that can range from reasonably stable employment relationships to part-time hours and pay. 

The type of work offered in call centres seems to have less appeal to men. It emerges from the case studies that most of the job applications received by the company are from women, men just do not apply to the same extent either because they have greater opportunities on the market or because they are not interested in this type of job. This is often influenced by some stereotypes as was ascertained from interviews with some male agents: ‘customers expect a female voice at the end of the line.’

Once unionist told us: ‘It is very much a female-dominated environment, the managing director and supervisors are all women. There is a sort of self-selection going on. Guys that start this job are not satisfied and set their sights on a full time job. Whereas women accept it more as it is a way to reconcile family responsibilities.’ (It 7)

As already mentioned the majority are young people, there are also some cases where there is a significant presence of more mature workers, between 35 and 50 years of age, but they are usually women.

This means that for men call centre work is perceived as transitory and merely a way to access the labour market. For women, it is both an entry channel and a long term job, especially as a means to re-enter the labour market. In the French cases, for example, there was an equal distribution between the sexes when the workers were mainly young students but female presence increases in the higher age bands (Fr 3).

In actual fact there seems to be a mix of figures destined to stay in the call centre and thus form the relatively ‘stable’ workforce, and individuals who are more inclined to get out as quickly as possible from the call centre due to social and personal characteristics. The average stint  at a call centre for the various social figures varies, although the high turnover rate remains a feature of call centre work.

The different composition of men and women as well as the various age groups of agents is linked to a series of aspects but particularly to the types of call centres and to the activities carried out, as well as skills and professional levels requested of the workforce, and the contracts applied. 

The whole area of telemarketing and customer care, as already mentioned, is dominated by women but there is a greater gender mix in the other types of call centres. For example, in call centres in the insurance and banking sector there is a balanced presence of men and older workers, especially in in-house centres. Where there are short-term contracts, there are also more young female diploma-holders and students. In call centres that apply different forms of hour flexibility (e.g. part-time, weekend working), the types of workers are more varied. Presumably in the first case, call centre management prefers to hire people who choose  call centre work because it is transitory or it is perceived as a means to an end. In the case of hourly or weekly flexibility the target of workers ranges from students, young people on their first job experience, women coming back to work or women with small children.

European workers also represent a specific target of workers employed in call centres mainly located in Ireland. In this type of call centre, local workers usually represent less than half of the workforce, the rest are students from various countries who are in Ireland to learn the English language. 

The main channels for the recruitment of personnel, apart from networks of friends and contacts, seem to be advertising and agencies. (Ir 5, 6, Be 4, 5, It 4)

In some call centres this last instrument is used to test out the workers before they are hired. This is the case of a call centre in Belgium dealing with telesales and telemarketing where 35% of the workforce are temporary agency workers. The company offers these workers a 3-month contract, on termination the company decides whether to hire them or not (Be 4)

2.3.2 Training and career prospects 

In a structure based on customer relations, it would be assumed that people play a central role and so the companies invest in their training. Even though the managers interviewed declare attributing much importance to the training of agents, the prevalent culture is technology-oriented and often the agents are not managed as knowledge workers but according to the paradigm of industrial worker, asked to learn how to do a task rather than trained for a profession. 


Training periods are rather short and training is strictly aimed at the execution of the specific task that the agent will have to do.


This is not surprising if we consider the high level of turnover in call centres. It is obvious that companies do not invest significant resources in workers ‘in transit’.


From the information collected in the call centres, it emerges that induction training lasts an average one to three weeks. If there are more technical skills involved, training can even last four weeks. The contents vary in relation to the activity carried out, but in almost all the cases, agents are trained on telephone communication techniques . This also happens in cases where induction training is extremely short, as in an Italian call centre that provides assistance for the lottery and games of chance. ‘When entering the call centre, workers attend a one-week course to learn telephone communication techniques and technical-operative procedures. Afterwards they do a two-day on-job training session with an expert agent.’


Training periods, although always on the short side, vary within the same call centre depending on the activity to be done and the capability of each agent.  For example, workers in the same Irish call centre replied to our questions on the time needed to thoroughly learn how to do the job : one week, two weeks, four to six weeks (two agents), six weeks, ten weeks and twelve weeks (Ir 4).

In another call centre that provides services in outsourcing to a telecommunications company, induction training of agents dealing with customer care lasts 3 weeks followed by a week’s on-job training with an expert agent. The training for debt collection is a little longer and lasts a month (It 6).

Induction training, usually in the classroom and afterwards on-the-job, is often one of the tasks conducted by the supervisors as in an Irish case: “In relation to training, the supervisor reports that all workers and managers receive in-house training as well as day to day on the job training. The average length of induction training is 7 days but it varies according to the agent’s requirements from 1-14 days. Trainees are selected for on the job training through coaching, monitoring and assessment” (Ir 4).

Usually training is in-house even though there are cases where it is conducted in specific schools as the case of a French call centre (Fr 6). Training lasts 6 weeks, 3 in a school and three on the job.

Upgrading of skills is usually progressive and is managed in-house through the organisation of briefings that use up only a few hours of the working day.

Briefings are organised for new publicity campaigns, launching of new products, acquisition of new clients or changes in software, etc.. As seen in some Spanish cases, especially for call centres in outsourcing, training is almost always in-house and depends a lot on client requirements (S 5; 6).

Then there are companies that prefer to organise informal briefing sessions, as in a call centre in the mobile telephone sector where informal meetings are held every two weeks (Bu 2).

From the cases described, there seems to be some inadequacies in the quality of training in call centres mostly because the companies try to cram everything into the few weeks, to save on costs and to make the workers operative as quickly as possible. Given that training is quite limited, often aimed at preparing for a simple task, it does not allow the worker to grow professionally nor to acquire skills that could be useful to broaden career prospects outside the call centre.

Only in in house or call centres where the agents have more complex tasks, have we observed training that could give promotion prospects or marketability. This is also reflected in the salary received.  In all the other cases training is limited to preparing for the task at hand. 

However some best practices should be mentioned. For example, there are call centres where training is broad-based and the company has really invested in the workers. An example is a call centre in the insurance sector where the learning course is varied and starts off with a 40-hour induction period accompanied by on-the-job training which lasts at least a month to allow the worker to be in a position to work on his/her own. The course finishes off with a training apprenticeship in the company and only then can the worker be hired. There is also the constant upgrading of skills conducted by the co-ordinators at the workplace. The fundamental objective of the trainers is to transfer a client-centred work method and approach. 

According to the agents this time is generally sufficient to learn how to carry out the job without any problems given the constant presence of the co-ordinators at the new recruits’ workstations if there is any need of advice and support. 3 months of activity is required to complete the training.

Apart from continual training on-the-job, seminars are also held for all the agents especially when there are new procedures to be explained, sometimes even after hours. Specific issues raised by the agents are sometimes the object of these meetings. 

Some ‘good practices’ in training have also been identified in two call centres that provide services in outsourcing. The first regards a company that does market research and surveys: ‘ If the future agent has the necessary requirements (a reasonable level of education and preferably some knowledge of office automation and the most common software applications, as well as good interpersonal skills as the activity consists in promotion and sales), s/he attends the induction training, once hired there are constant upgrading sessions as different procedures and practices are used for each order. The training and professional course provides the knowledge base which includes three areas: behaviour, techniques, technology.

The induction training lasts a month and includes practical applications, especially through simulations. During this time the general lines of the activity are given, this is followed by periodic progress assessments, introducing other aspects when operations have to be changed or are not executed correctly by the agent. The induction period is essential for the agent to get an idea of the work and to decide whether s/he is willing to do it. If the insertion of the agent works, s/he is given a para-subordinate contract (It 2).

The second case is a company that provides services in outsourcing for a telecommunications company. Changes in services and clients necessitate organisational changes and technical innovations which entails training. In the call centre, 10% of the annual work is dedicated to continual training (S 3).

In these cases, that we can define as best practices, training permits the workers to initiate internal or external career paths. Such a situation is quite rare. The lack of career prospects is one of the critical factors that the analysis highlighted. Many workers complain of their difficulty in having opportunities for professional growth in the call centre and this is one of the main reasons, as we will see later, that leads agents to remain for short periods in the call centres. 


Nevertheless, different organisation models produce various opportunities and sometimes open up some prospects. A first important distinction stems from the type of call centre. In in-house call centres, despite the short hierarchy structure, career prospects can be theoretically available in the entire company, whereas opportunities are limited in call centres in outsourcing. 


As explained in the case of an English in-house call centre: “Although call centre promotion opportunities are relatively limited, wider opportunities exist for career development within the company and at this site, which also houses its administrative, finance, legal, training and development and human resources functions, amongst others. “(Uk1). There is a similar situation in the case of an Italian call centre of a large insurance company. The company is more inclined to invest in the agents present when there is the necessary to cover another job. In this case there have even been agents who have not only changed jobs but have been moved out of the call centre to cover other positions in the company. Given that  there was surplus full time staff, some agents were re-employed in new companies taken over my the telecommunications group. 


Getting a promotion in a call centre is not simple as the hierarchy is rather short. Even some managers interviewed admit that it is not easy to get internal promotion, although not impossible, although false illusions are not given to the agents on promotion prospects. Critical aspects have also been registered in the best cases where the companies have tried to respond to the workers expectations for professional development. This is the case of a call centre for a large Italian telephone company which offered good opportunities for the vertical mobility of workers (It 7) in the initial expansion phase. Thereafter, the managerial positions were all occupied, and given the young age of the management, this brought about a slowdown in the initial boom. Such limited opportunities for professional development in the company are also perceived by the workers: ‘Career prospects are less than at the beginning. I have noticed this difference since 1997, when I came into the company it was already stable but only entirely organised.’ Another says: ‘Career opportunities are few but not completely lacking. Of course it is something that worries me, I tell myself that it won’t be impossible, it’s just a question of time.’


A unionist also underlines the critical nature of this aspect:

‘At the beginning, the first agents had more opportunities. When you enter a call centre you aspire to getting off the headset and not being logged in. However, over the years other non telephone positions have reduced. At present this situation is particularly hard on the more senior workers (average seniority in the company is 3 years) who didn’t make it, whereas the new recruits just grin and bear it.’(It 7)


Even if the situation is a little better in in-house cases, there are cases where career prospects are rare and agents are ‘looked down on’ as the call centre is not fully considered as a company department. This is the case in a call centre of a large French network (Fr 3) where there are no career prospects apart from some positions in the traditional sales offices. This is a company characterised by rigid promotion criteria, both horizontal and vertical. The call centre and the general customer care division are completely separate at the organisational level from the rest of the company. There are similar situations in Spain: “the reality shows that there are way too many agents compared to the opportunities available. So therefore the agents see their possibilities of making a professional career outside the call centre activity rather than in the company” (S 1), and also S 4.


Career opportunities, limited in all call centres, become almost impossible in the very small ones where the workers appear to be aware of this aspect and are either realistic about it or accept it for what it is – a way to make money. ‘Promotion prospects are not bad it’s a small company so you can only go so far”, says one interviewee. Another one declares: ‘“It’s a small call centre  (30 agents) – everyone can’t be promoted! If people aren’t going to stay because they’re only looking for temporary work, what’s the need for promotion?”. (Ir 5)

Workers and managers often express divergent opinions on career prospects. For example, in an Irish call centre: the manager reports that internal job mobility is encouraged and that about one third of the staff have changed job functions in the past three years. One team leader was also promoted to call centre manager. The manager says that average time to promotion for agents is 9 months, and for team leaders 18 months.

On the contrary the workers claim that there are ”no promotion prospects” and agree that there is a high turnover rate - the average length of stay is six to twelve months (Ir 5).

In areas with high unemployment where it is difficult to find another job let alone opportunities for professional development, the workers still aspire to career prospects  even though they are aware of the few possibilities open to them:

‘I think there are career prospects in the company. It isn’t easy to know when and how this will happen but if a person works hard and conscientiously then opportunities will come. Anyway this is a good job for us, especially for those that have a high school diploma. Of course I keep an eye out for other possibilities but not constantly’ (It 6). 

Some companies have tried to respond to agents and unionists’ requests for greater professional development by introducing horizontal mobility courses. This is the case of a French company (Fr 5) where it is difficult to get promotion in the call centre but easy to get transferred to other departments where greater specialisation can be acquired. Another case is represented by a telecommunications company that attempted to respond to the problem by proposing horizontal mobility to the workers and greater complexity of work contents and activities. This is the “one REP  solution“
 where each agent manages clients every step of the way, with thorough knowledge of the company organisation and where to get information. 

This company project has not been well received by the agents as one unionist told us: ‘those who have been here for 4 or 5 years have expectations and find it hard to accept this new project which puts everyone on a par to manage the customer relations’ (It 7).

Even in an Irish call centre about 30% of the staff changes team or function every year (Ir 2). This however hasn’t reduced the high turnover rate that characterised the call centre.

Then there are matters that regard specific national markets. For example, in Bulgaria, there is a consistent turnover among the young highly educated agents, some leave for better jobs, sometimes in other countries: “ Career possibilities for the employed are mainly targeted outside of the cluster call-centre and cluster organisations, depending on the type of work they have been doing, their education and personal ambitions. For example – all agents working on outsourced contract for the international organisation are later going on to a short-term or long-term contract at the headquarters. Some of the agents come back to Bulgaria working at a more senior position afterwards. Others also find work abroad (within the general trend of emigration of young people). Another career path is to join customer departments of big companies at a higher position (sometimes managerial)“(Bu 1).

In short, real mobility for most agents is the one towards the market which means exiting this sector or finding a job in a call centre that offers better working conditions in terms of pay and contract for those that have amassed some experience and can then ‘spend’ it on the market.

The crux of the matter is that often the work learnt in the call centre can be put to little use on the market. One agent said: “The job performed in the call centre (…), not representing a solid professional experience with which it is possible to find a place in the company worked for” (S 2),or the worker acquires expertise only in the ‘sector’ (insurance, etc.) of the call centre (G1, It 3).

An exception and an example of best practice is represented by a call centre in Bulgaria where the work is considered positively by the young people in terms of training opportunities and the acquisition of experience for other jobs, as explained by a manager interviewed: “Over 80 percent of our employees have a higher education. I can definitely say that they consider the company as their own, they feel stable in it. It is not only the high salary that keeps our people with us. The company provides not just possibilities and courses, but programmes for professional development and continuous education. In the company our employees (33 years of age on average) work with cutting-edge technologies, feel themselves professionally integrated in Europe and the world and don’t need to dream about immigrating.” The company also provides scholarships to talented students to study here and abroad. (Bu 2)

The lack of work prospects, that is one of the causes of high turnover in the sector, probably only marginally affects the so-called ‘call centre youths’ who are often students and view this job as transitory. On the other hand, career prospects represent a great hindrance to adult workers who have more difficulties exiting the sector but also for the younger workers who live in contexts characterised by high unemployment where it is not easy to find another job. 

In general a call centre agent has low status, even in countries like Great Britain where the phenomenon first took off and where the first ever European school on call centre management has been opened. In some countries work contracts do not even recognise the existence of the figure of call centre agent or the professional profile is not well defined. Some experts believe that new professional figures need to be found for call centre work, not only supported by specific studies but with subsequent development and career prospects in all disciplines and sectors of customer management. 

2.3.3 Turnover

The high rate of turnover is at present a common feature of call centres. It is estimated that turnover is between 15 and 25% a year; a high percentage especially if compared with turnover rates in other types of companies.

Obviously there are considerable differences between the various call centres, with structures that have a physiological turnover of about 5% to other situations where the percentage rises to 40%.

On average agents stay in the job for a year but there are also some more skilled figures that reach 3-4 years.

The high turnover affects all the countries where the inquiry was conducted, whereas the differences can be found in the sector and typology of the call centre (whether it is in-house or in outsourcing) and to less extent the location, except for the cases reported below.

For example, we have seen that in companies providing survey services and working mainly in outbound, the turnover is especially high, as well as in call centres that work in outsourcing and in pan-European call centres. This last case is quite an atypical example. Only 40% of the workforce is Irish whereas the other come from other parts of the world. “People come over to practise their English and then go home” (Ir 6), says an interviewee.

It is reported in a Spanish case: “we are talking about a population that carries out their job with the idea of changing jobs as soon as possible” (S 3) .

Our case studies demonstrate that there are numerous reasons for the high turnover, mainly related to working conditions and contents.

What clearly emerges in the interviews is how the workers perceive this job as transitory. The reasons behind this perception and consequent high turnover are not only related to the young age of the agents and their desire for new, varied experiences but rather to the elements that presently characterise call centre work,  as constantly raised by the workers in the interviews.

Work repetitiveness, stress and lack of career prospects are the most frequent motives indicated by the workers as the cause for high turnover, even though it is a combination of reasons that actually drives the worker to leave the call centre. There are obviously some subjective differences and others linked to specific work contexts. So there are some, like a Spanish worker, who place greater emphasis on stress ( “It isn’t a job for the rest of your life, due to the high levels of the stress” - S 4), others on the repetitiveness of the work (“the fact that the work has a repetitive character is heavy and psychologically very strenuous; the fact that they experience passing stress and a heavy work pressure in the execution of it”; Be 3), yet others on the lack of career opportunities (“the lack of promotion within the centre  is the major factor in causing operators to look elsewhere for employment”; Ir 1) the general working conditions ( “money, stress, the way staff are treated”; Ir 3), the heavy workloads (“we, the agents in the centre, feel we are working under stress dealing with too many calls” (Ir 3). There are some agents that stress the poor pay levels and the fact that the work is carried out during ‘irregular’ hours: ‘ it is a job without any opportunities for professional growth, stressful, poorly paid and carried out in “unsuitable hours”.”(Ir 1). In this last call centre the average stint done by the workers is quite short, from 6 to 12 months.

The fact that they are given precarious contracts is one of the least important reasons motivating their decision ‘to get out’. There is a general reduction in the turnover in call centres that offer permanent contracts but it is still well above the rate in other sectors of business. 

For example, in an Irish call centre, where the percentage of transitory workers is quite contained, if compared with the situation in other call centres, (students are only 2-3% of the workforce, temporary agency workers about 20% and the rest permanent staff) the turnover rate is still around 20% (Ir 3).

There is also high turnover, albeit lower but still higher than the average for companies in general, in call centres where the working conditions are judged to be good by the agents and in areas where there is high unemployment with few job opportunities. 

This is the case in a Bulgarian call centre where even the workers claim to be satisfied. The turnover problem does exist but it is limited because call centres are a novelty and alternative occupations are hard to come by especially outside the capital.


A similar situation has been found also in the south of Italy in contexts characterised by high unemployment. Here the turnover is even lower (about 5%) and these are also call centres that have just been launched. (It 5, 6)


 The agents’ disaffection for the call centre cannot solely be attributed to working instability, although it is relevant especially in call centres in outsourcing, but rather to the ‘stressful’ nature of the work but also in some cases to the inability to get by on such a low income. On studying a call centre that provides market research services, we were able to ascertain that many of the interviewees who have worked there for many years are married and this salary contributes to the family income. In fact, average pay is about 500 gross Euro a month. It is accepted because often this job is way of re-entering the labour market for many of these women. (It 3)

Call centre work has little appeal for many reasons but one of the most important seems to be the lack of prospects for professional growth and career advancement. This is the reason for high turnover especially in call centres in outsourcing.

Generally in-house call centres offer slightly more career opportunities in other company divisions and in call centres where the activities are more complex or creative, the turnover is lower.  

This is the case of a social call centre where stress derives from receiving calls from people in difficulty. In this call centre there are social operators (psychologists, lawyers, social workers) who stay on at the call centre even though they receive low pay as it is highly motivating and characterised by a good status (Bu 3).

Social representation is the reason why agents accept this job even though they are not particularly satisfied with it. Call centre work is perceived by society to be a ‘white collar’, clerical job although it is attributed with an uncertain status. Social representation is the reason why young people reject some jobs that would give them better pay and perhaps even better contractual conditions.

Obviously in the various national contexts there are some differences. For example, in Bulgaria but also in the South of Italy and in Spain, namely countries (or areas) characterised by unemployment, call centre work is accepted even though it isn’t liked: It is prestigious to work for the parent company, since it is a status symbol. It all began in the first few years of mobile communication in Bulgaria (up to 1998-1999) when a significant growth in customer base was observed. Until then having a mobile was a status symbol, different social researchers argued, even more emblematic was working for the company. Yet, working for the call-centre is rather related to a “secretarial type of work”, but still the brand name is a power and thus positioning the job middle to middle-high in the social ladder.  (Bu 2)

In countries where call centres were first introduced and are now widespread, as in the UK, but also France and to a certain extent Belgium, the agents’ perception of call centre work was not positive: “The consultants interviewed had a negative view of call centre work based on experience of visiting growing numbers of call centre in their areas in the course of their professional work. The battery hen syndrome was mentioned, but they also acknowledged that standards varied. They appeared very concerned about the health and safety risks of the jobs and also about the way that work was organised. They cited as particular problems the lack of job variation and inadequate attention to health and safety issues such as stress, RSI, headset hygiene and the work environment, and apparent disregard by some employers for workers’ welfare. (Uk1)

Even though there are differences between the countries, there is the common view both on the part of employers and workers that call centre work should be temporary and so the high levels of turnover are almost ‘physiological’, part of the call centre’s DNA. This leads the workers to view this job as a means to an end, namely a way to make money, whereas, the managers have varying opinions. Some suspect that high turnover rates are part of a precise company strategy. On the other hand, others complain of a lack of workforce especially for the more specialised profiles and some have even started to activate retention policies. 

The situation remains extremely varied, for example in Ireland there are managers who have no problems recruiting workers, while another pan-European call centre says: “…we sometimes recruit workers from as far away as South Africa and Zimbabwe..”. There is a web page advertising job vacancies for customer service representatives in this centre with specific language skills which states “we offer a good starting salary, private health insurance, relocation package, various incentives and bonus schemes, but most importantly ongoing training, learning and development”  (Ir 4).

Even in Italy, a company located in the capital, in a context that offers many other alternatives to young people looking for ‘odd jobs’, has difficulties recruiting personnel willing to carry out the job of interviewer with some continuity. This is partly attributable to the type of work, ‘which is tiring’ says an agent, ‘many come for the interview, some start, then go away’. Another agents says: ‘many decide to leave because it is a particular kind of work, they find a job that they like more and consider to be less tiring.’ It should also be noted that this is a call centre that offers rather precarious contracts and where the turnover rate is high at approx. 30% .

Given the difficulties recruiting workers, the company has just taken on two pensioners (they have been given the para-subordinate contract). ‘ This, says the managing director, could be one of our future pools of recruitment.’ (It 3)

The perception of this job as means to an end becomes a problem for the company, a Spanish employer says: ‘the workers don’t seem to find other motivations, apart from the pay, to carry out the job’ (S 3). Therefore ‘the workers go to another call centre even for slightly higher pay.’

There are also situations where the employers, even though they consider flexibility to be a strategic element for the company, are worried about the excess rotation of workers as it could impede company development, even more so if complex activities are conducted in the call centre, as demonstrated by an Irish case: “It appears there is an acceptance that work in this call centre tends to be temporary (less than one year’s service) but that most systems in the centre are adapted to this circumstance. However, because of the requirement for knowledge of complex products, it is in the interests of the management to retain staff.” (Ir 3)

Such awareness is forcing some employers to activate policies to lower turnover.

For example, in an Irish call centre that mainly employs students, true transitory workers, management is trying to lower the turnover by offering training courses (Ir 4) and in Belgium, in a call centre where the turnover rate is extremely high (reaching 50% annually) management has modified its own organisation models, attempting to retain some workers by diversifying  the activities. (Be 4) Then there is an English case where the turnover was so high that the manager had to change the conditions. “The employer had set pay rates below the average for the service and it compared unfavourably with other nursing posts with similar levels of responsibility. The problem was addressed following discussion with the two unions involved and new pay scales and grading structures were introduced. These made a significant difference to pay levels and grades. Turnover was now down to an average of one person per month”.

As mentioned previously, high turnover is often part of the policies for human resource management. A particularly emblematic case is a call centre (Fr 4) where management tries to retain only the intermediate levels while the agents are dissuaded from staying in the job for too long. In fact they only deal with outbound calls to try sell a limited number of products. The work is very monotonous and repetitive.

In a call centre which conducts surveys (Fr 1) there is a similar situation. In this case, of the 150 agents, 25 are fairly stable and regularly present, the others are temporary workers. This group is changed 3 or 4 times a year.

The strategy of some call centres is to have a stable core of expert workers, whose number is related to the size and complexity of the activities carried out in the call centre. They give continuity to the work done in the call centre and allow new orders to be taken. These core agents are supported by a large group of transitory workers who do the more mundane, less motivating tasks, pay is poor and there are no career prospects. The company does nothing to retain these workers, instead the managers specifically select young people who are more flexible but highly transitory. Many of them have a higher education and aspire to finding rewarding, satisfying jobs. 

The high turnover is a ‘painless’ way of managing flexibility especially in call centres more exposed to the variability of the market. Instead of being forced to dismiss the workers, companies prefer not to do anything to stop them from leaving of their own free will.

There is somewhat of a paradox in this whole scenario. Managers are aware of the importance of human resources in the functioning of a call centre yet they accept, and at times exacerbate, the high turnover rate. Yet some experts 
 hypothesise that the agent profile can acquire more complex and varied skills than current ones. The progressive integration of the various channels of communication and the shift in the ‘mission’ of the call centres to high added value services could offer workers the opportunity for professional growth and the companies the possibility to construct a professional service for customer management.

According to these experts the essential conditions necessary for call centres to obtain high performance rates lies in the professionalism and skills of the agents, their ability to manage uncertainties and tolerate stress and complexity, giving them responsibility to deal with processes and results. Inadequacies in these areas would immediately have repercussions on the customer relations service. Some analyses conducted demonstrate that there is a direct link between the level of skill and empowerment of the personnel and the level of customer satisfaction
. It should however be highlighted that such conditions require a certain level of stability in the call centre. 
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