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Chapter 3

Working conditions

3.1.Flexibility and employment relationships

Flexibility is the buzz word running through the description and analysis of working conditions experienced by call centre agents. Indeed there are numerous interpretations and applications of flexibility by the companies, affecting all aspects of working conditions. In fact, we can note, in most of the cases studied, the existence of a whole range of types of flexibility recognised and classified in specialist literature: numerical, legal and contractual in the choice of employment relationships (subordinate, freelance, ‘para-subordinato’, temporary, fixed-term, on call); socio-technical, on the matter of work organisation; pay; temporal, regarding the organisation of work hours.  Inevitably, this has significant repercussions on the employees’ working and living conditions.

In the light of new productive paradigms – what we now call post-fordism and post-taylorism – flexibility is plugged by company organisational culture to such an extent that it is constantly appraised and transmitted in management-personnel relations. From their very introduction, call centres have borne the marks of flexibility, generally imprinted in strategies of functional differentiation, tertiarization and outsourcing of large companies and public and private service companies. The term outsourcing, in particular, means the assignment of one or more company functions, even directly linked to production (including recruitment and management of human resources
 to third parties. Some functions which were conducted in house are now extracted and assigned to other or new companies specialised in call centre functions.

Therefore the sharp rise in workers in the tertiary sector over the last decades is mostly due to the externalisation of services, to call centres in particular, previously managed in-house by the industrial companies. At the same time, the tertiary sector and even the public administrations show clear signs of a trend towards the externalisation of more or less significant parts of their traditional work cycle, particularly in the health and local welfare sectors. 

There are numerous reasons that propel companies to intensively use outsourcing: it essentially comes down to an increase in the specialisation and productivity of work in the context of global competition and at the same time, to reduce costs deriving from stable, guaranteed subordinate employment relationships. Profiles that we could define (and admit) as physiological are inextricably combined with others of an undoubtedly pathological nature. In this incessant search for specialisation and cost cutting, very often the contractor companies offload areas of ‘market risk’ onto the call centre structures. This is why call centres, more than other tertiary companies, are more likely to adopt organisational and contractual models centred on flexibility. It is hardly surprising that the most precarious working conditions can be found in outsourced call centres. The following pages will illustrate how the application of company policies on flexibility has a decisive impact on working conditions. Weak, precarious work quality and legal protection are common features in call centres.   

3.1.1. Numerical flexibility

Variability in market demand has a great influence on the call centre work. Such variability in orders tends to take on a ‘seasonal’ pattern. For the companies such a characteristic must mean the easy availability of quantitatively flexible employment relationships in relation to requirements and labour force. Numerical flexibility seems to be fundamentally important in call centres operating in the telecommunications sector. Cases such as Bel. 3 or It. 6 and 7 demonstrate a higher incidence of this factor. What can be noted is that the need for flexibility is usually linked to ‘external’ conditions, namely a demand for services that varies according to:

a) the territorial catchment area

b) seasonal demand flow

c) daily call flow 

   As regards a)- influence of the territory- it can be noted that the activation curves differ in the large urban centres, suburbs and the various geographical areas of a country. The socio-demographic configuration of the geographical areas present in a given territorial context conditions the developments of the total demand for online services.

However, as regards b) – seasonal element – the requirement tends to grow in some periods of the year. The new requests for activation usually occur before the summer and Christmas holidays, whereas on a monthly basis, the requests increase near the end of the month and decrease to minimum levels at the beginning.

All these fluctuations in demand as well as the frequency with which the subscribers or the new card holders call the customer service condition the staffing level of customer care. In the latter case, there is usually a downward curve in the 90 days following the activation which determines the total volume of calls received by the customer care division.

In some cases, especially centres that conduct telephone surveys, companies may even require ‘daily’ flexibility c),  due to the just-in-time adaptation of employment requirements to the fluctuating level of volume of calls. Peak periods often alternate between November-December and June-July when some companies close their balances and invest residual resources in market research. The order times are extremely quick and in certain cases ‘the interviewers are notified the day before’. The ideology underpinning ICT requires people to be available anytime, anywhere, anyway, putting them on a par with technology. 

It is thus quite easy to understand how company requirements for numerical flexibility have had repercussions on the choice of employment relationships applied, conditioning to a great extent the level of specific protection given to the agents.

3.1.2. Employment relationships

The legal regime for the classification of individual employment relationships in the call centres plays an important role as we will see in this part of the report. In fact, the elements of differentiation are as follows:

a) self-employment and subordinate work;

b) under the subordinate category, there are permanent and fixed term employment relations (of these there has been a sharp rise in temporary agency work).

c) lastly, there are increasingly more cases of ‘atypical’ employment relations which are rather difficult to define in legal terms: the Italian example of ‘para-subordinate’ work or on call work, frequent in some North European countries.

Taking these elements as a whole, it is possible to figure out the flexibility and mobility rates of the labour force in each country. 

On the basis of this simplified classification, it can be noted how the experience of call centres presents some peculiar aspects within the national systems of labour law. The forms assumed by  contractual flexibility in the various case studies examined closely follow, at times even magnify, the features of the various labour market models present in the countries
. In fact there are numerous cases where the work in call centres is carried out with extremely flexible modalities (temporary, fixed-term, ‘para-subordinate’ work) and others which continue to privilege traditional subordinate permanent work contracts.

As regards the first point, the subordination/autonomy duo, the most common legal regime is that of subordination. The most widespread cases of self-employment can be found in Belgium and Italy. Here the atypicality mentioned in point c) is applied in a quite unique way, with that strange notion that Italian experts have baptised as ‘para-subordination’ (the so-called ‘co-ordinated and continuous collaboration contracts’). Theoretically defined as self-employment by labour law experts, it receives some degree of legal protection, pension coverage and social insurance given its distinctive features of economic subordination
.
In the Italian cases- where the model of outsourced call centres is almost exclusively applied– the para-subordinate work contract appears to be the most common.  Since such employment relations are not legally defined as subordinate, they benefit from extremely weak protection rights; weaker than any other kind of ‘atypical’ subordinate employment relationship applied in the EU countries (fixed-term, temporary). The duration of the contracts is extremely short (from a few months to a year); there are no limitations to renewal; they can be terminated at any time and without any just cause; social insurance is a lot less than those on a permanent contract (approx. a third ); union rights cannot be exercised in any way; pay is very poor, similar to a starting salary in the manufacturing sector. Nevertheless, a para-subordinate worker can be in a relatively more advantageous position than the so-called ‘casual workers’ (collaboratori occasionali).

In fact, they are also classified as self-employed but are not paid the meagre percentage of social insurance neither are they given the rights conceded to para-subordinate workers.

It so happens that in an Italian call centre which conducts telemarketing, the interviewers have both para-subordinate and occasional collaboration contracts. Of the approx. 120 interviewers, 40 are defined as ‘stable’ by the company, but in reality they are para-subordinates with a year’s contract. These are the ‘most expert’ and ‘available’ interviewers. The remaining 80, mostly new recruits, are given ‘occasional collaboration’ contracts of variable duration, from a few weeks to several months according to workload and orders.

In Belgium there are agents with freelance or ‘on call’ employment relationships in some tiny call centres, e.g. Be. 1. 

A whole section can be dedicated to fixed-term contracts as they are probably the most common of the ‘atypical’ contracts used in Europe by companies (including call centres).

Of the countries studied, Spain makes the most use of fixed- term contracts. Here the experience of the call centres evidently reflects a feature that has become ingrained in the Spanish labour market. A typical case is a Spanish call centre where there are 655 agents on fixed-term contracts compared with 39 permanent staff. Even approx. 50% of supervisors are on fixed-term contracts. However, the contracts are usually renewed so the workers are always the same. By so doing, the company ensures ample margins for ‘manoeuvre.’ In another case – still in Spain – only 10% of call centre agents (in this case a bank) have a permanent contract whereas 70% are fixed- term and 20% are temporary agency workers, so they too are short term.

It should be mentioned that the fixed- term contract model – although rather common in the sectors examined- does not actually cover the full range of orientations and contractual instruments applied. In fact there are countries and company cases where permanent contracts are the most common. This is the case in Ireland, Germany, Bulgaria and to a certain extent in England. On closer analysis, the significance of this evidence is quite different in the various contexts. In the Irish case the prevalence of permanent contracts is due to the fact that call centre work is perceived as transitory by the agents, mostly young students, whereas in the German case, the entire employment system is characterised by greater stability in employment relationships. Perhaps the majority of in-house call centres in this country favours more stable contractual models, as recognised in all the countries examined.

In in-house call centres the agents usually have the same contract as the parent company’s sector but often there is a two-tier labour market in relation to the various company areas and even recruitment measures are not uniform in the company. 

As for the Bulgarian case, the public or social nature of the call centres studied seems to have a considerable influence. 

The company usually has a twofold necessity: an extremely flexible labour force but also a ‘stable’ nucleus of agents who they can trust to rapidly conduct the orders. An interesting example, quite typical of the British cases, is UK.2 that uses a nucleus of permanent staff involved in ‘core’ activities. These figures are usually ICT experts who are difficult to get hold of on the market. Even though turnover is a flexibility valve for this type of company, a group of loyal workers is required to guarantee the service and allow the planning of new work orders. 

Giving the workers a perception of security helps to create a worker-company bond. For example in an Italian call centre the decision to give workers a permanent contract responded to the need to create a satisfying and motivating environment. In short, the company’s objective, by specific request of the contractor, was to have stable workers who were not worried about the risks of precariousness. The principle is that a satisfied workforce will be more committed to their work and especially to customer relations (It.6).

Both temporary and fixed-term employment relationships tend to be renewed at their expiry. For fixed-term contracts, national legislation places precise limitations on the number of possible renewals, usually no more than twice. From this point of view, temporary contracts and those that can be termed as ‘self-employed’ appear to be more adaptable to the extreme flexibility solutions pursued by the companies. 

In various areas, companies are starting to have difficulties recruiting labour. In Italy, for example, on the outskirts of Rome, temporary agency workers who are re-contacted some time after the end of their last stint in the company, are no longer willing to repeat the experience (It.7).

The proportion of permanent workers and those on fixed-term contracts is quite variable. In general, as highlighted in chapter 2, the companies tend to structure the system in concentric circles. The company seems to opt for a small core of permanent staff. The level of stability varies according to importance attributed to a profession or task. Permanent contracts tend to be exclusively given to management, whereas the agents (who are by far the majority) are given temporary contracts (fixed- term; temporary agency).

An example is S.2 where graduates hired as supervisors and employees are given permanent contracts. On the other hand, the call centre agents are recruited through temporary work agencies – they are very young diploma holders without any previous work experience. Then there is a sort of third circle, a reserve army of on call workers ready to set to work as soon as they are ‘drafted’.

As is evident, we are faced with a certain dualism in the internal labour market, already experimented across the board in post-fordist production systems, although it has reached its peak in the call centre sector. Obviously people on permanent contracts working along side those on temporary contracts creates social tension within the call centres. In fact these people do the same job but with different contracts, salaries and conditions. Apart from receiving a lower salary than their employed colleagues who do the same work, temporary agency workers do not have access to bonuses nor to internal training courses. Over the years, such a situation can produce a condition that social psychologists call relative deprivation. The fact that they have no basic rights is heightened by daily contact with workers who do have them and often carry out the same work.

In any case, beyond the formal flexibility of legal employment relations, the substantial flexibility of work contracts should be taken into account, guaranteed by the very young work force with high employment mobility. However there are cases where flexibility is convenient to the workers especially those who view this work as a means to an end. In some cases it seems that the call centre agents have automatically accepted the concept of flexibility without fully understanding what it entails. So they passively accept the difficulties and the fragility of legal protection rights. Then there are others that decide to get out. The overall stress levels, as well as the persistent precarious nature of employment relationships and poor pay mean that a high number of workers decide to abandon the company as soon as there is a more attractive alternative. It could be argued that problems of exit flexibility should not be dramatised as it is the workers who voluntarily decide to leave after a certain period of time. This however should not lead us to underestimate exit flexibility forced on the workers by the companies. A lot of young workers would gladly stay in this job if they had a permanent contract. The Spanish (regarding fixed- term contracts) or Italian (para-subordinate, also fixed- term) cases back up this statement. 

All these various perceptions and behaviours subsist amongst workers in the same call centre. Philip Taylor and Peter Bain, in an academic study conducted and published in the UK
, asked some agents to list what they like and dislike about their job. Here are the results, starting from the aspects appreciated by the agents:

Tab. 1 Top Three Likes

Matters
%

Colleagues, workmates friendly etc
46.7%

Assisting customers, customer contact, giving customers satisfaction etc
40.4%)

Hours, shifts, flexible hours, part-time hours
30.7%

Source: P. Taylor and P. Bain, Trade Unions and Call Centre Survey for Finance Sector Unions, 2000

In fact, even in our inquiry it emerges that most agents are satisfied with the fact that it is a job where you can have contact with people in a ‘young’, modern environment. There is often very little difference in age between management and the workers given the modernity of the activities in the call centres which makes relationships easier and better. Conflicts are thus attributed to individual character or personality (Fr.1).

As for the dislikes, the English research comes up with a list of problems that are substantially similar to those that we encountered although we haven’t quantified or classified them. In the Taylor and Bain study, the list of dislikes were as follows:

Tab. 2 Top Ten Dislikes

Matters
%

Targets, sales targets — unachievable etc.
39.5

Boring, monotonous, answering phone all day, repetitive, no variety
37.0

Management, supervisors — bad, dishonest, general treatment, lack of respect, understanding
34.6

Pressure — stress, not enough time between calls, overloaded, speed-up, understaffing
16.3

Hours, shifts — inflexible, expected to do overtime etc.
13.0

Breaks — not enough, not long enough
11.7

Lack of career opportunities/prospects/development
10.8

Monitoring, surveillance, having calls taped, big brother, scripts
9.6

Customers — difficult/abusive, contact with
8.1

Pay, basic pay, wages, salary
6.0

Source: P. Taylor and P. Bain, Trade Unions and Call Centre Survey for Finance Sector Unions, 2000

As can be seen these are dialectic, often contradictory reactions that every individual agent may experience.

It is difficult to measure the specific proportions of each of these reactions. Our description can only evoke their complexity. From initial enthusiasm to disillusionment, anger then escape or resignation. An aspect criticised by the agents is the autonomy and surveillance of their work. 

3.2. Monitoring and autonomy of the work process

As far as we have been able to ascertain, there is a particularly systematic and severe surveillance/ audit of individual and collective performances right across the board. It concerns number and length of calls handled, pauses, customer waiting time and also the number of calls lost and those transferred. The ‘quality’ of performance is controlled by the supervisor or team leaders. They listen in to the calls to assess the quality of contents and communication techniques used by each agent with the customers. This supervision is the most direct and visible form of control. But there is also another form of surveillance conducted from an invisible remote station on a random sample of agents, only after they have been informed of the activation of this type of monitoring. Ir.4 states that “Agents confirm that managers listen in to their calls. Customer satisfaction, adherence to rules and the number of calls handled are also monitored, and the company makes some use of “mystery shoppers” ringing in to check quality. In addition, absenteeism is measured daily”.

The joint effect of mobile/ room supervision and technological monitoring forces the worker to be self-disciplined, introjecting the entire surveillance system and conforming to company objectives and work pace.

Telecommunications companies in particular and even those in the bank sector assess the activity conducted through the ‘Client satisfaction index’. However the number of calls handled seems to be less important as it depends on the average length of the calls. Whereas respect for procedures is judged to be extremely important (Sp.4; It.7). The companies also check the length of the calls to align the reply potential of the agents to the capacity to cater for all the inbound calls.

Management defines the performance targets and presents them to the workers to receive suggestions on their feasibility. The digital processing of information and its distribution on a network – through the automatic call distribution system (ACD)- allows people to work for a common goal, as individuals and groups, asynchronously from different places, and to order them in network hierarchies. 

The ‘performance indicators’ set a work pace for the whole room and thus must be visible to every station. In older centres, a display is hung from the ceiling in the centre of the room. In structures with more advanced equipment, the agent can visualise the performance indicators directly from his screen. Where percentages of the salary are measured according to calls handled, this work pace can take on ‘by the job’ characteristics, albeit computer-based. 

As can be imagined, the entire system that distributes the workload and controls performance represents a clear legacy of the organisational and socio-technical tradition of Taylor-fordism.

Today a software application can suffice, the common aforementioned ‘call distribution system’ (ACD), to distribute the volume of inbound calls, monitors in real time the number and type of call, number of conversations and waiting times. The quantitative and qualitative monitoring of the agent’s performance and productivity tends to cover the entire time the agent remains at his work post. The legitimate monitoring of work, ends up becoming a control on the worker, his personality, eroding privacy and professional dignity. The control techniques of access to sites can even allow the controller to find out the worker’s political orientations, state of health and various sexual inclinations. The overlapping of production and control devises is a factor that permits the representation and monitoring of situations no longer through analog instruments (cameras, microphones..) but by using the much more powerful prerogatives of digital. The digitalisation of working knowledge, which all comes down to bytes, makes it possible to measure work in an extremely segmented way and to maintain a physical or temporal distance from the controller.

The combination of these factors seems to take on a ‘pan-optical’ model of total and visual control, theorised and celebrated by numerous experts on industrial organisation, from Bentham to Ohno, and interpreted by Michel Foucault as the epitome of the ‘control society’
 that has now replaced the old ‘disciplinary society,’ expression of the old taylor-fordist paradigm of mass concentration (hospital, school, factory, etc.)
. Through the use of original, sophisticated socio-technical devices, ‘the microphysics of power’, as coined by the French philosopher, is now occurring. Foucault predicted ‘a surveillance system that is permanent in its effects even when it is discontinuous in its actions’. An intuition that could find some empirical evidence in our research. From this point of view, the control technique has legal authority, substituting the forms of ethical and legal sanctions of the past with the same technology
.
This surveillance system has proved to be a weakness of the work management system, the greatest according to Edwards
, given its propensity to homogenise the workforce and thus de-motivating it, and so there is the risk of sparking antagonism, conflict or obstructionism towards the company. The technical monitoring system thus takes away direct and personal contact between worker and managerial staff, leaving the worker to self-regulate restricted margins of discretion within a framework of rather rigid and urgent inputs.

The pervasion of this system undoubtedly creates uneasiness amongst the agents. There can be various negative effects of the surveillance and monitoring procedure on the workers. The evaluation can have an effect on total salary, for example not receiving bonuses. In other cases, constant monitoring creates an unpleasant atmosphere among the workers, perceived as a further form of pressure for a job already considered stressful (Sp.3).

Are there qualitative differences between call centres of varying functions or ownership? In social types of call centres, things are relatively different. The figures required are generally more skilled and the work modalities more interesting. It can be observed from the case studies that there is little formality in the management of breaks; the control procedure is experienced by the workers as necessary for the successful outcome of the service; there is greater possibility for the workers to ‘adapt’ the flexibility. Less rules are required because the workers are more motivated and so regulate themselves accordingly. 

Nevertheless, by the same standard as old organisational paradigms, we need to distinguish between the quality of human relations and that of the environment/ergonomics present in each company on one hand, and the contents of the typical performance requested that remains essentially unvaried. This is particularly the case for the autonomy/heteronomy that underpins the execution of a work task.

In the light of these dimensions, the relationship is quite clearly a heteronomy in the case of call centres. As we have seen so far, the company’s power to direct and control work is conducted openly through frequent information briefings to enable the worker to get all the details of the work to be done. Work tasks are then distributed and monitored through the intensive use of IT.

However this ‘objective’ procedure is met with ‘subjective’ perceptions on the part of the workers that are not always critical. The women agents in Italy appreciate the fact that the work is ‘quite simple’; it is repetitive but the monotony is reduced by the continual variation of the matters raised in the telephone inquiries (‘it gives you the possibility to get to know the issues and to dialogue with the people even though you have to keep to the interview script’).

Some of them, in the same company, particularly appreciate customer contact in the telephone conversation: ‘I like this job because I find it interesting to establish a relationship with people and to understand what they are thinking. Even though the inquiry is repetitive, the work isn’t monotonous because there are always different projects.’ (It.3)

It is as if these workers have spontaneously and willingly introjected the flexibility model and working conditions imposed by the company in the workplace.

Perhaps it is different in Bulgaria where the agents are generally satisfied with working in a call centre. In the Balkan country, call centre work tends to be perceived as a social privilege and even a status. This is due to high unemployment but also the perception of doing a ‘clean’, ‘white collar’ job with the use of modern ICT tools. A status that acquires less emphatic worth in Western Europe but in Bulgaria, where until very recently most of the national workforce was employed in the agricultural or industrial sectors, it has greater social prestige. Here are some quotations on this matter: “Where sitting at bureau is a viable factor for choosing a job this is perceived as a “white collar job”, as compared to many cases where young (and qualified people and students) work as general workers, sellers at booths, groceries or street markets, couriers, direct marketers on the street, waitresses or guards). An additional factor is the intensive use of IT. Due to the low level of computer penetration in the country (less than 14 percent), people spend a lot of money on computer training or computer access, even those with a higher education”. There are anecdotal evidences in some universities or schools, where MS Office for example is taught on a blackboard. In this context, the very access to a computer at the workplace is a source of job motivation. In the words of one interviewee: “I can come earlier or stay longer and learn some applications that we’ve been taught but never tried out at school. There are days or hours that are not so intense and I can also upgrade my IT skills” (Bu. 1).

3.3. Work environment, stress and psycho-physical disorders

The paragraph on work organisation is an appropriate introduction to the effects that this can have on the workers, in terms of psycho-physical disorders. A broad range of specialist literature on medicine and ergonomics has dealt with the onset of new critical aspects of work that has an impact on the workers’ psycho-physical well-being. They are related to new types of risks related to ICT and post or neo-industrial transformations in production processes. They are essentially problems linked to the now widespread use of video display units. From this point of view, working conditions in call centres are certainly a sort of litmus paper of how office work is changing today. In agents’ work old negative factors are combined with new emerging ones. Taylorist work pace is combined, in the unique IT setting, with communication/relational skills required by new production paradigms and ways of working. Working by communicating, being at the service of an increasingly demanding clientele, being constantly courteous and working with an untiring problem-solving spirit, defining customer relations through linguistically and emotionally rich communication skills and, at the same time, doing all of this in an extremely serial, rapid and efficient way, means the worker is faced with constant, arduous challenges, previously unheard of.

There are numerous risks related to the quality of office work and its environment. They can be differently classified according to two kinds of factors:

a) the nature of the performance requested, in other words the contents of tasks and the socio-technical organisation of work; in this area we can list psycho-physical stress caused by:

b) monotony and repetitiveness of tasks,

c) intensity of work pace,

d) saturation of time, namely the ratio between waiting time and breaks and time spent actually doing the set task,

e) self-control required in relations with the general public,

f) the general work environment and ergonomics; in this area we can list problems concerning:

g) technological quality of the audio-visual equipment,

h) ergonomics of the work positions (chairs, furniture layout)

i) eye and visual disorders due to static, close visual work

j) noise level in the work environment,

k) the microclimate and ventilation 

l) muscular-skeletal disorders,

m) toilet facilities and the possibility to have easy access to food and drink. 

Disorders that range from stress due to monotony and intensity of work pace to eye problems, tendinitis and muscular-skeletal problems.

The Dublin Foundation, in its Third Report on work conditions in Europe (2000)
, reveals how all workers (some more, others to less an extent) continue to be exposed to physically stressful work environments. 

It is interesting to note that an even more worrying picture emerges for workers on temporary contracts who conduct tasks and jobs systematically more subject to health and safety risks. 

According to the Dublin Foundation Report, stress is the greatest disorder after muscular-skeletal problems. Here is the definition of stress given by the European Commission: “a pattern of emotional, cognitive, behavioural and physiological reactions to adverse and noxious aspects of work content, work organisation and work environment…Stress is caused by a poor match between us and our work, by conflicts between our roles at work and outside it, and by not having a reasonable degree of control over our own work and our own life”.

The corollary of such repetitive and sequential work – even the most sociable and relational – is monotony. European studies reveal that 45% of EU workers judge their tasks to be monotonous and 37% repetitive. Work intensity (intended as pace and meeting deadlines) greatly increased throughout the 90s
. From this point of view, call centres are an emblematic case. 

The agents’ opinions of their own work conjures up an image of a job which is “hard and very monotonous. The time pressure in the work is very strict” (…) “There was some dissatisfaction about the monotonous nature of the work and the lack of promotion prospects” (Ir. 1). On the other hand, already the Report on Euro-Telework
 highlighted that ‘all researches conducted in call centres in the States and EU reveal the symptoms of organisational unease: heavy workloads, stress and the continual turnover of personnel.

The monotony can be a clear symptom of the poverty of the tasks which can even be deduced from the poor commitment of companies to invest in training. Be.4 reports: “The telephone operators are definitely experiencing stress because the work organisation is largely guesswork but also due to the poor training and training culture (see above) and superficial approach (a one-off briefing at the start of a new project).  Against this inadequate organisation are very strict monitoring regulations in place with regard to how the work is carried out and the breaks in between”.

The agent should alternate between headset and back office tasks. In It.6 the proportion is 5 hours for the first activity and 2 for the second. However, if there is a particularly high volume of calls, the agent can spend all of his time on the headset. ‘We would like to do more back office work and be on the phone less’, an Italian agent complains. “Too many calls – the amount of complaints we get makes the job very stressful. You need a break between calls”, adds an Irish colleague (Ir.6). The work intensity seems to be a major problem for the workers. In Ir.3 the agents “reported spending between 2.3 hours continuously at the workstation without a break. If agents do not take another call within a short time they are penalised”.

A source of stress is undoubtedly represented by customer inquiries and the relational as well as specific skills that this requires. According to an Italian sociologist Sebastiano Bagnara
: ‘agents have very little ability to fight stress; they can’t predict the unpredictable! They often find themselves in new situations and must answer questions that they had not envisaged. Consequently when they are under pressure, they rely on personal experience, attempting to resolve unforeseen situations with ad hoc solutions that are obviously inadequate.’ Work intensity, saturation and rapid work pace varies according to volume of calls that changes in certain periods or time slots: “the work could be hectic if there were any technical problems or if there was a sudden rush, and that the period leading up to Christmas was particularly pressurised. The display of call waiting numbers and times overhead was an added pressure at busy times, but could also be helpful in indicating when there was no need to rush” (UK. 5).

Bagnara continues his analysis: ‘two types of stress can emerge in a call centre. The strain from repetitiveness and boredom produced from the excess workload. In this case the solution is simple, just take a break. The second type of stress is qualitative, more serious and widespread. It is one that encroaches on your private life and keeps you awake at night. This form of stress can emerge for various reasons: difficult customers, perception of (and not coping with) surveillance/audits. To cure such a disorder breaks are not sufficient. Instead a work culture that is currently lacking should be rapidly constructed. A culture founded on training and so-called knowledge management, giving young people the knowledge to enable them to defend themselves.’

But how long is an average phone call? Obviously it depends on various factors. More precise information was ascertained only in a few cases due to the reticence of managers interviewed. One of these cases is Ir.5: “The average call length is 210 seconds but this varies according to the different campaigns. Most agents use three separate applications frequently but only have to deal with one screen of information per call. Agents report that about 5% of calls or around 10 per day per agent have to be passed on to another agent”. But in another Irish call centre, a respondent specifies that there is no standard length of communication.

European studies on other call centres confirm a rather short average length: something like 180 seconds divided into two parts: 160 seconds of ‘talk time’ and only 20 seconds of ‘post-call’ and wrap-up’ time
. This means that an agent can handle an average of 120 calls a day. This gives us an idea of the repetitive nature of the work tasks. 

The layout of the centres spans large halls, divided into work pods and stations separated by panels, as well as centres where the space is divided into rooms. However there are various problems related to the work environment, space and atmosphere. The British case refers to the ‘battery hen syndrome’. The situation varies in relation to the age of the equipment and technologies but some problems are recurrent. 

One of these is the reduction of noise intensity and environmental disturbances where a job is being carried out that requires considerable concentration. ‘Call volume is high’ complained an English agent. In a couple of Spanish cases, agents complained of a lack of ventilation. At each work station there is usually a video display unit, a narrow surface  that acts as a desk and a telephone equipped with a headset. In the aforementioned Dublin Foundation Report, the ‘intense noise’ represented the third main factor of discomfort for European workers.

Ocular and microclimatic disturbances are relatively common, as well as minor muscular-skeletal disorders (TMS) whose symptoms are numbness, heaviness, pains in the upper body (neck, shoulder, arm, hands) and in the spine. The workers interviewed complained of headaches, eye-strain, backaches and chronic fatigue (Fr.4). For instance, problems can be caused by sitting for long periods of time which can put pressure on the inter-vertebral disks. A pilot study conducted by Eurostat indicates that TMS was one of the top 10 most frequent occupational diseases in 1995. More recent studies refer to an ‘exponential growth in work-related muscular-skeletal disorders connected to problems with work organisation, conception of tasks, loads, hours and evaluation of workers’ skills’
. The fact that TMS disorders have increased is backed up in the Dublin Foundation Third Report (2000) which states that it is the greatest factor of damage to health from work.

Of the call centres studied, partial countertrend can be noted in UK.4, a call centre in the health sector, where 10% of the nurses working in the call centre had musculo-skeletal disorders from manual handling injuries from past nursing work which prevented them working in other areas of direct patient care. However , they were able to continue to use their skills, qualifications and experience through the call centre as it involved nursing skills but not physical load-bearing activities. 

Other factors of discomfort and stress, different from those closely linked to the work station and the execution of typical tasks, have been found in some cases.

Then there are situations where management encourages competition between the various agents and even this is a source of stress. “The call centre management states that it uses the "American management method" and is aware that this competition is synonymous to the development of stress. For instance, when the conversation with a customer is seen as taking too long, the operator is reprimanded. The management system is very instructional, hierarchic, rigid and does not allow input. The hierarchy sets the goals (quantitative) at information meetings held at each level without really taking customer needs into account : the operators do not only receive goals per year, per semester, per quarter and per item (product), but also a goal of the month to achieve with regard to the product that is to be promoted the most during the month.” (Bel. 3)

This climate of competition also influences workers’ level of satisfaction and creates a bad working atmosphere. Others complain of distances and travelling time necessary to get to the workplace. This is the case of some consultants from an English call centre: “One of the main sources of stress reported here was the problem of being on the road and the stress involved in facing long queues on motorways or having to rely on mobile communications accessed at motorway cafes or from lay-bys during long journeys. Calls from clients were referred to them where necessary and advice was provided remotely by the consultant where the office could not provide it” (UK.2). These are discomforts that do not stem from the nature of the call centres and the type of work specifically requested. Given the traditional nature of these logistical and spatial characteristics, specialist literature usually classifies call centres as a particular type of telework. Perhaps less innovative. In fact, there is no mention of the ‘revolution’ of time and space that was heralded on the advent of home teleworking.

So if work organisation brings to mind neo-taylorist features, the spatial concentration of work, with its repercussions on the urban and transport systems, seems to suggest the comeback of fordism. A type of development that call centres probably share with large hypermarkets.

Lastly, it should be mentioned that the unions’ level of attention on themes regarding the fight against stress and a correct work environment, varies in the different countries examined. From the inquiry it seems that in Great Britain, Ireland and France, this theme is raised and negotiated in union relations with the management. 

3.4. Pay 

Such a variety of organisational models and employment contracts produces just as many differences in pay levels. Indeed a precise comparison would require further efforts with respect to the objectives of our project. To understand the salary dynamics in call centres, it would be necessary to thoroughly compare salary levels by sector in each country. Nominal salaries would then be translated, through cost of living indicators, into real salaries, and particular attention should be given to productivity levels. In reality, we have set a less ambitious objective for our project: to ascertain whether the salaries of call centre agents are in line with average national salaries. Let’s start with the payment criteria. Call centre agents are paid an hourly rate.  Therefore salaries vary according to number of hours worked but also in relation to type of contract. Payment can either be flat rate or on a time basis; directly performance-related, calculated, for instance, by the number of ‘successful’ calls handled. In some call centres there are bonuses linked to company and individual performances (Fr.4) or to specific competencies of the call centres, as with the case of a call centre (Fr.6) in the tourism sector that gives individual bonuses for linguistic skills, given its international market. In some cases of inhouse call centres there are even productivity-related bonuses. In this case, the bonuses are rarely awarded to temporary agency workers.

As can be seen from the table below, the average salaries of call centre agents in the countries examined are not high. In most countries, the salary is below the national average. This is the case in Spain, Italy, Germany, Belgium, England and Ireland. Whereas in Bulgaria the average salary is quite near the national average.

In France it seems that call centre agents generally receive salaries that are similar to the national average when compared with the other countries. However, it should be mentioned that, as highlighted in the Inventory Report (D1), there are significant differences in salaries received by temporary agency workers and permanent staff.

As indicated in the French report: "There is some evidence that traditional forms of exploitation in call centres are becoming counter-productive and that companies are looking for a stable and skilled base of employees who receive reasonable, negotiated pay and conditions. A collective agreement for call centre agents was concluded in August 1999. It consisted of replacing the agreement of “the Bureaux d’Etudes” by that of “Prestataire de services”. With the agreement “Bureaux d’Etudes”, operators were considered as workers doing inquiries, that is to say  they were on very short-term contracts. With “prestataires de services”, they sign contracts as temporary or part-time workers, rather than doing piece-work per hour or per enquiry. In this way they can sometimes become integrated into the company. The agreement was not signed by the CGT because many problems remain on wage rates, work intensity and so on. Negotiations are continuing."

In general, salaries are low, although this varies in each country according to type of call centre, mainly linked to whether the call centre is inhouse or outsourced and by the type of activity conducted. 

For example, as mentioned in the Begium report: " on average, inbound agents earn a little more than outbound agents. Depending on the agent’s skills and the sector in which he or she is employed, wages vary. Apart from the basic wage, the remuneration system also contains supplementary wage components and/or merit pay. According to the Call Centre Benchmark ’99 (Van Vooren, 2000)
, 58% of the call centres make use of ‘incentives’. In 22% of the cases, these are based on the individual performance of the agent, in 15% on the team’s performance and in 21% on a combination of both. In call centres and in the services sector in general, the use of merit pay is more established than in other sectors. In most cases, it amounts to less than 10% of the overall wage mass ".

Even in the Italian case, agents in outsourced call centres receive salaries that are generally lower than workers who conduct similar tasks. Whereas in inhouse call centres the salaries of the agents who are on permanent contracts are in line with average pay levels for similar professional figures.

In Italian outsourced call centres, the poor pay levels are due to the fact that agents in these call centres are often given the ‘contratto di collaborazione coordinata e continuativa’ (para-subordinate contract) so the workers are paid by number of ‘successful’ calls handled or interviews concluded. Substantially they are paid by the job that evidently excludes any form of reward, incentive, year-end bonus or paid holidays. Some agreements have recently been signed between the unions and companies for the introduction of some basic regulations. One in particular is an agreement signed by a group of call centres that conduct surveys (Assirm) which sets € 6,450 gross as the minimum pay for a telephone interview which increases to € 12 for a ‘quantitative’ interview lasting ½ hour. There are also extra premium payments for working nights, Sundays and bank holidays: 20% extra for night work (10pm to 6am) and 15% extra for Sundays and bank holidays.

Company agreements have also established similar pay levels. The pay varies from € 5 in a call centre in Sicily to € 7 in a famous survey company in Lombardy. 

The most expert receive € 7,5 gross, the less expert € 6,5 gross. An average monthly salary is about € 529 gross for 6 hours a day/5 days a week. There are even workers that earn about € 880 gross as they have more experience and work longer hours.

These are low pay levels both in absolute and relative terms, that is to say when compared with average Italian pay levels adopted in other sectors and production areas. It is no surprise that some workers would like to work longer hours to scrape together an income to permit them to cope with the normal requirements of modern life, especially in the large cities. The problem of poor pay is particularly felt by those who have children or live alone, as emerged in the interviews’...you can survive on this salary as long as you live at home, otherwise it is impossible. There are even people here who have children..’ (It.4)

Even in the UK, salaries are generally below the national average, although as can be seen in the table there are worse conditions, in fact a salesperson earns less than a call centre agent. However, Andrew Bibby states that in England: ‘call centre workers are generally poorly paid. Extra premium payments for evening or weekend working may not be paid. Performance-related pay and commission based on sales targets are a common feature of call centre life. Where possible, it is usually more satisfactory to link pay levels to demonstrable competencies. High staff turnover rates in call centres offers a possible lever for unions negotiating to improve pay levels or structures”
.
On the whole, it can be ascertained that pay levels in call centres are generally low, below the average for professional groups covered by collective sector and/or company bargaining. This evaluation has also been reached by other researches on these themes both at the national and comparative levels. 

It should however be mentioned that agents usually stay in the call centre for short periods and this also influences pay levels as they enter the company on a starting salary so there is no time nor possibility to mature higher salaries.

Previously we referred to the interesting study conducted by Taylor and Bain and saw that pay was at the bottom of the workers’ ‘top ten dislikes.’ However, when the workers were asked by the unions to list their grievances according to intervention priorities, 60% of the respondents didn’t hesitate to put pay, salaries and bonuses at the top. It is thus coherent with the fact that this work is perceived merely as means to an end. 

Commenting on this sort of paradox that emerged from the Taylor and Bain study, Andrew Bibby hypothesised, quite accurately, that “for many people, trade unions are considered (erroneously) as being only concerned with pay issues”
. We will come back to this aspect on the chapter on industrial relations and collective bargaining (see Chap. 5).

Tab. 3 -  Gross average salaries in call centres and average national pay levels

Country
Gross average salary
Average national pay levels

Spain 
from € 481 to 732 

Operator € 648,23 

Specialist operator € 676,14 

Supervisor € 742, 68 
Service workers receive salaries that range between € 676,48 and 824,08 

Ireland 
Operator: from € 1.150 to 1.682 

Team leader: from €1.480 to 2.215 
Average pay for clerical workers involved in business services during this period was  28,382 (approx. 2.365  a month)

France
Varies from €1.215 to 1.334 
1.263. Pay varies in the various regions. In Paris the average salary is €1.350, in the North  1.236 and in Rhône 1.250 

UK
A call centre agent earns an average €1.373,76 a month, about € 17.850 a year  
The average pay for employees is 1.572 a month, approx. 20.437 a year. A salesperson earns an average 968,68 a month, approx. 12.592 a year.

Italy 
From  €516 to €878  (in one case, the temporary agency workers work 30 hours and earn € 568)
Average annual pay for employees based on main national sector contracts was € 25,000 in 2000 (about €1.923 a month) for centre-north regions where there is also the presence of widespread addition company-level bargaining. In the South, where there is no or little company bargaining, the average is approx. €18.500 (about € 1.423 a month). 

Belgium
From €1691,01 to 2.150 for a tele-agent with three years experience.
The average annual pay for administrative staff, switchboard operators, marketing assistants is approx. € 31.000. on the basis of 13 monthly payments, the salary is approx. € 2.384 a month.

Germany
Average monthly pay: 

agent € 1.636 – 2.147 

IT-Technician € 2147-3579 

Supervisor € 2.199-4.193 
The average salary of a worker is € 2.160 

Bulgaria 
From € 144 to 170 


Average overall pay is € 133, in the telecommunications sector it is € 158, in the financial sector it is  € 248 

3.5. Work times

Temporal flexibility in call centres covers all kinds of forms, patterns and solutions. The most common are:

· part-time (horizontal and vertical)

· modular work times

Regardless of the agents’ skills, there is a tendency to ask for the individual’s availability to work part-time, a work arrangement that is extremely common in all the companies in the countries involved in the inquiry. Such an arrangement, applied along side shift work, allows the better staffing of the telephone service which is sometimes available 24 hours a day. 

This helps to make the work less tiring and stressful. The work hours can vary during the week depending on the target of respondents and hours when they can be available to answer the interview questions (e.g. shops, companies, families). In a call centre that conducts telemarketing activities, the agents do 4 or 6-hour shifts a day with 15-minute breaks every two hours. Generally the interviews are conducted between 3pm and 8.30pm when targeted at individuals, whereas morning hours are covered when targeted at companies.

To cope with the variability of the market, part-time is often reduced time rather than a real part-time arrangement. In fact, particularly in the Italian case, the weekly work hours are rather long and there is a discrepancy for those on subordinate work contracts, between the work hours indicated in the contract (formally part-time) and the hours actually worked. It is thus an illicit use of the part-time work formula. 

This is the case of an Italian call centre in the telecommunications sector that uses the part-time arrangement to respond to variations in the workload throughout the day. This leads to the overall lengthening of work hours, a common phenomenon in the whole ICT sector. In the last two years, the work hours of IT operators in the USA has increased by 30% (pay by only 6.6%. In an Italian call centre an agent said: ‘I like the work a lot even though the shifts are exhausting. The centre closes at 11pm but we rarely manage to get out on time.’

The operators do 4 or 5-hour shifts, although 6-hour part-time work is being experimented by  explicit request of the union delegates. Indeed this seems to be the appropriate number of hours to maintain a good level of attention and to receive higher pay. 

In Ireland, the UK and Spain, where part-time work is particularly common, its use seems to suit the requirements of young students that often work as telephone operators.  Many operators view this job as transitory but at the same time would like to have less flexibility in the type of contract as well as hours. In call centres that conduct surveys and interviews, for example, young people are mostly employed, who are happy to have flexible hours and do not request any work stability as it is only a stopgap job. 

In any case, call centres that conduct surveys follow normal work hours with an extension to allow certain targets of population to be reached for polls/surveys. In many cases, the work hours are standard, with the exception of call centres that deal mostly with customer care or particular socio-health services that are operative 24 hours a day.

However, it emerges from numerous testimonies that the part-time arrangement is tolerated rather than chosen by the workers. 

It is not always possible to establish the quota of workers that willingly choose temporal flexibility, especially in the case of some categories of workers. It was stated in an English case (UK.6) that “It was not possible to establish what proportion of staff were willingly flexible, since flexibility was a requirement of the job. However, consultation with the staff around new flexible working patterns revealed that where they could exercise choice based on personal preferences, and where there was a wide range of alternative options and working patterns, workers were much more willing to be flexible than had previously been believed. Weekend and bank holiday working were much more popular than evening shifts, with additional overtime payments for some shifts. Available options included:

· rotational shifts

· split shifts

· shorter weeks

· longer weekend shifts

· school holiday shifts

In a French case (Fr.2) there was the perception that the agents with a part-time contract  are the first to be made redundant when there are staff cutbacks. In other words, the part-time arrangement is part of the pattern of concentric circles that the companies use to manage the work flexibility of the labour force.

There are also ‘modular’ hour models targeted at meeting workers’ needs. This emerged from a German case (G.1) where the organisation of hours is arranged with the staff. Work hours that span from 8am to 10pm is divided into two shifts but the workers can express their preferences. In this way, management is more sure of the planning and it also makes organisation easier. In an English call centre that offers services in the health sector (UK 3), some nurses have chosen to work there to have flexible working hours to allow them to cope with family responsibilities. Others decided to do this work because of physical disorders (back problems, etc.) that prevented them from conducting their normal profession. It is reported that “flexible working arrangements made it possible to attract more staff on a part-time basis whilst meeting business needs”. In this case, 17% have a second job (Uk.4).

All French cases have had to adhere to a norm that forced them to reduce weekly working hours. This has led the management to think up rather original ways of modulating work times. In the case of Fr. 5, management recognised the stressful nature of the work and so reduced working hours from 35 to 31 hours, 20 minutes to prevent staff from leaving the company. 
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