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Chapter 4

Industrial relations

4.1. A varied European scenario

In the chapter on industrial relations and the union, we decided to make some attempts at classifying and comparing the cases/countries before going on to actually examine and compare the cases in each country. The reasons for this choice lie in the substantial differences that still exist on this matter in European countries. These are differences in institutional, normative, political-organisational and cultural profiles as well as with actors and social partners
. In other words even though the socio-organisational development of call centres presents great similarities, the regulative framework on which this development is based, is very different from one country to another. 

For the aspects dealt with in our research, the following factors are particularly significant for a comparative analysis:

· Level of formalisation and institutionalisation of industrial relations;

· Rate of centralisation and decentralisation of the bargaining system,

· Extension of cover and level of effectiveness of collective contracts,

· characteristics and rights of union representation in workplaces,

· unionisation rate and union models,

· type of individual work contracts,

· type of guarantees offered by the labour market and by work contracts.

The specific configurations that can be triggered by the intersection of all these variables tend to distinguish not only a national system with respect to another but also, especially in countries with greater system informality and voluntarism, the individual company cases. 

Abundant comparative publications and essays offer some classifications of national system typologies of social law and industrial relations.  In this way some national characteristics emerge, as for example:

· the intense emanation of laws in countries such as Germany, Austria, Sweden, France and Belgium compared with a higher level of voluntarism in the UK with the application of Common Law (voluntarism, abstention);

· the diffusion of tripartite policies for social concertation that can be a) old: Austria, Scandinavian countries, Germany, Holland b) recent: Italy, Portugal, Spain, Ireland; c) absent: UK.    

· The highly collaborative and pro-active tradition of industrial relations in Scandinavian countries compared with the reactive and conflictual models of the British tradition and especially in the past, the Mediterranean countries;

· Single channel (of all the workers) worker representation models in workplaces (typical in the USA and partially in Italy
 ) or exclusively union-oriented (shop stewards in the UK, Spain and Bulgaria) – or double, with the joint presence of union (union stewards or delegates) and elective bodies of all the workers (Germany, Belgium, Greece, Spain, Italy, France, Croatia).

· Countries characterised by high individual work flexibility (UK, Ireland), with broad-based welfare protection in the labour market (Denmark, Finland, Holland, France, Belgium) and others with lesser flexibility (especially outbound) and greater guarantees in work contracts (Germany, Sweden, Italy, Portugal, Greece). A case like the Spanish one proves how a rich legislation of collective and union protection (Ley Organica; Estatuto de Trabajadores) can be side-stepped and bypassed by legislation on individual work contracts so flexible (especially on fixed-term contracts) as to hinder the real installation of the union in workplaces.  Despite having substantially pro-union legislation, Spain and France are countries with the lowest unionisation rates.

· Then there are some countries in Central-Eastern Europe (PECO) where the great fragility of the entire production framework has a negative effect on the consolidation of industrial relations. However, they often manage to apply modern regulations; Bulgaria, one of the countries involved in the project, can be included in this typology.

4.2. Union representation in workplaces 

A particular terrain of analysis and comparison traditionally regards national worker representation systems in workplaces
. It varies from country to country due to:

· Setup and legal criteria (laws and/or bargaining)

· Minimum number of employees required to go ahead with elections/nominations,

· Functions (information, consultation, negotiation, power of veto),

· Issues dealt with in participatory and/or negotiation practices (work organisation, hours, health and safety, wages, etc.)

The European Observatory on industrial relations, based at the Dublin Foundation, has classified the various typologies of representation in workplaces, using some key criteria.

Chart: Comparison information and consultation bodies at workplace level, EU countries, legal provisions technological and organisational changes

PRIVATE
Country
Threshold employees
Representatives involved
Nature
Issues

Denmark
35 (5)
Works council (co-operation committee)
 Information and consultation
Changes affecting organisation of work - including production methods, technology, employment levels and company structure - collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Finland
30
Local union representatives and employees
 Information, consultation and negotiations (where any changes affect employees)
Business situation/prospects and changes affecting employees in areas of working methods, work organisation, new machinery, workplace, products/services, closures, major expansion/cutbacks, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings. 

Sweden
None
Trade union representatives
 Information, consultation and negotiation (on important alterations to activity, work or employment conditions and collective redundancies)
Business situation/prospects, employment policy, changes to organisation and working conditions, important alterations to activity, work or employment conditions, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Austria
5
Works council
 Information, consultation, negotiation (changes causing considerable disadvantages for employees only).
Business situation/prospects, cutbacks/closures, outsourcing, mergers, work organisation changes, new working methods, new technology, change of purpose, changes causing considerable disadvantages for employees, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Belgium
100 (20-50)
Works council (>100);

Trade union delegates (>20-50)
 Information and consultation
Business situation/prospects, employment situation/prospects, events/decisions with important consequences for enterprise, restructuring plans, new technology (with consequences for employment, work organisation or working conditions), collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Germany
5
Works council
 Information, consultation and co-determination (on various structural and production issues)
Business situation/prospects, alteration of production facilities, new machinery, new production processes, new work organisation, alteration of workplaces, new work methods/production systems, changes in equipment, closures/cutbacks, mergers, structural changes, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Luxembourg
15 (150)
Staff delegation (>15) and joint committee (>150)l
Information and consultation
Business situation/prospects, employment situation/prospects, new or changed sites or machinery, new or changed working and production methods, all economic and financial decisions with decisive impact on structure of enterprise or employment levels (notably on production, mergers, acquisitions, decrease/increase in activity, organisational change), collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Netherlands
35 (10)
Works council
 Information, consultation and veto ("social" decisions - eg changes to occupational profiles, skill requirements etc - only)
Important strategic decisions, including production levels and methods, work organisation, new technology, new investments, company structure, employment levels, changes to occupational profiles, skill requirements, working conditions and organisation of working time, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Ireland
None
Trade union representatives (or elected employee representatives where unions not recognised)
Information and consultation
Collective redundancies, transfers of

 undertakings.

UK
20
Trade union representatives (or elected employee representatives where unions not recognised)
Information, consultation and collective bargaining
Collective redundancies, transfers of 

Undertakings, health and safety in the workplace, systems of work, working conditions, emergency procedures, business planning and corporate policy.

France
50 (11)
Works council (>50)

Staff delegates (>11)
Information and consultation
Business situation/prospects, employment situation/prospects, mergers, acquisitions, sell-offs, changes in production facilities, closures, new operations, subcontracting, new technology (with consequences for employment levels, qualifications, pay, training and working conditions), collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Italy
15
Unitary union workplace structure (Rsu)
Information, consultation and bargaining
Employment situation/prospects, technological, organisational and productive changes, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Greece
50 (20)
Works council (>50)

Trade union delegates (>20)
Information, consultation and co-decision (only on awareness-raising on new organisation methods and use of new technology, and training/retraining plans)
Expansion/contraction of operations, new technology, change in employment structure and levels, awareness-raising on the organisation methods and use of new technology, training/retaining plans, collective redundancies (and short-time work), transfers of undertakings.

Portugal
None
Workers commission
Information and consultation
Business situation/prospects, organisation of production units and implications for employment, equipment, plans for company restructuring, closures/cutbacks, measures resulting in reductions of employment or working conditions, changes in work schedules and classification systems, changes in company location, training/retraining, skills, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings.

Spain
50(6)
Workers committee (>50);

Staff delegates (>6)
Information and consultation
Business situation/prospects, employment situation/prospects, production, subcontracting, reorganisation of production affecting workers (substantial modification of working conditions, redeployment, functional mobility etc), changes in the legal status of company (eg mergers and acquisitions), employment restructuring/changes, reductions in working hours, transfer of facilities, training plans, new or changed work organisation, collective redundancies, transfers of undertakings

Source: EIRO; Proposition European Council Directive

This comparative framework allows us to better understand some national features of union and/or worker representation in the call centre companies.

4.3. Collective bargaining

A second and crucial aspect for comparison concerns national collective bargaining systems. Here the comparative elements essentially concern:

1. Extension level of collective bargaining,

2. legal efficacy, namely the mandatory force, of contracts,

3. level of centralisation/decentralisation between the various levels.

Regarding the first two aspects, we can say that the extension of collective contracts by law brings certain and lasting validity of provisions between the signatory social partners. Such an extension, called ‘erga omnes’ can concern a branch of activity or all the sectors. According to the European Commission – DGV (Industrial Relations in Europe – 2000), it is generally applied in member states where the unionisation rate is lower (for example in France and Spain), thus ensuring the equality of treatment between workers and fair competition between companies. In reality, through particular administrative procedures, even countries with higher unionisation, like Austria and Germany, guarantee ‘erga omnes’ power to contracts. In Great Britain and Scandinavian countries, collective contracts do not have erga omnes validity, as in Italy, although a consolidated legal provision in actual fact confers this validity.  

A third element of comparison is the identification of relations between the various levels  (intersectoral, sectoral, company-level) in each country where negotiation between the social partners usually takes place.

Wage bargaining levels are a particularly significant indicator to evaluate the level of centralisation/decentralisation of collective bargaining. 

EIRO has drawn up the following classification.

Wage bargaining levels in the European Union and Norway 

Country
PRIVATE


Intersectoral level
Sectoral level
Company level

Austria

XXX
X

Belgium
XXX
X
X

Denmark
XX
XX
X

Finland
XXX
X
X

France

X
XXX

Germany

XXX
X

Greece
X
XXX
X

Ireland
XXX
X
X

Italy
XX
XXX
X

Luxembourg

XX
XX

Netherlands

XXX
X

Portugal

XXX
X

Spain

XXX
X

Sweden

XXX
X

UK

X
XXX

X = existing level of wage bargaining; XX = important, but not dominant level of wage bargaining; XXX = dominant level of wage bargaining.

Source: EIRO

Apart from specific wage issues, this frame certainly sheds some light on the analysis of negotiation practices in the various call centres present in the European countries. From the inquiry conducted, we have found that:

· company level negotiation in British cases and to a certain extent in the French ones;

· intersectoral level of large social tripartite pacts sets a regulatory frame on pay issues in Belgium, Italy and especially Ireland;

· the sectoral level is the setting for company-level negotiation in Spain (telemarketing sector) and in Italy, where the contractual reference sectors vary according to type of call centre (telecommunications, engineering/metal sector, telemarketing companies).

Is there a national sector collective contract exclusively for call centre agents? Generally speaking, there isn’t. Call centre workers are referred to the various sectors of collective bargaining for union representation and negotiation in each country according to the type of call centre
 . In the UK, where there are 70 unions that adhere to the central union body, the TUC. Collective bargaining in the call centre companies is conducted by many different unions, albeit they are now increasingly co-operating to ensure that the secotr is fully unionised. We can here quote: the public employees’ union (Unison, RCN, FBU, PCS), employment agencies providing call centres staff (GMB, TGWU), the telecommunications union (CWU, Amicus), the radio-television union (BECTU), the gas union (GMB), banking and insurance (UNIFI), transport (TSSA, TGWU), and other more.

In Italy, where the bargaining system is centred on the national sector level, the call centre workers can refer to the metal workers’, telecommunications, postal service, banking contracts and so on. However, a significant percentage of workers with para-subordinate contracts are not covered by collective bargaining as they are applied only to subordinate workers. Although a national and inter-company level agreement has been recently signed for call centre agents who conduct marketing and surveys. 

In Germany some aspects of call centre work have been regulated by general legal provisions on, for example, Sunday working. From the union-contractual viewpoint, the agents are covered by  HBV, DAG (the organisation that traditionally represents white collars) and after the large union merger of all public and private services, by VER.DI, a federation affiliated to DGB. Even in Germany there isn’t a national sector collective contract specifically for call centre agents. However central DGB and VER.DI offices are currently involved in drawing up forms of contractual co-ordination to harmonise the treatment of these workers. 

The situation is different in Belgium. Here the call centres are regulated according to which joint sector committee they belong to. These committees regulate the national collective bargaining system. This system of committees, made up of 130 sectors, covers 90% of the private sector in Belgium. One of these committees deals with ‘white collar’ workers that are not covered by other sectors. This particular committee regulates basic conditions for over 300,000 workers, too broad-based to deal with the specific aspects of the call centre universe. 

In Spain most call centre agents are covered by the national contract of the telemarketing sector. A national agreement was signed with UGT and CC.OO in 1998. Such an agreement regulates some typical bargaining matters although it is inadequate to guarantee employment stability, according to the unions.

In France, social partners dealing with call centres have attempted to stipulate a sectoral national agreement to introduce common regulation on short term contracts. It seems that this attempt has failed and there isn’t even a specific national sector contract in France. There have however been forms of common co-ordination and regulation in the telecommunications sector, whereas the reference contract for agents in call centres managed by large companies is automatically the one applied in the rest of the company. Lastly, there are the independent call centres that are free to decide whether to apply the contents of a sectoral collective contract. 

On the matter of contractual levels, the contents of collective negotiation should also be considered. What is the situation in call centres regarding contents? In all the cases, the most frequent demands made by the workers, with varying priorities in each country, are as follows:

· pay levels;

· greater stability of length of work contract;

· ergonomic improvements at the work station;

· prevention of stress and monotony

· defence of privacy

Ergonomics and stress are sufficiently covered by community and national norms that are increasingly more aware of these aspects. Indeed numerous directives, national laws and collective agreements have been issued on these matters, attributing specific competencies to worker representation bodies (or delegates). On the other hand, pay and contract stability can rely on specifically national regulation frameworks.

As Andrew Bibby mentions in his article: “the most ambitious initiative yet undertaken was perhaps that of the ‘Call Centre Action Day’, organised for 4th November 1999 jointly by FIET and Communications International, prior to their merger into UNI. Recruitment leaflet templates were made available on the Internet to be adapted for individual national use. Leafleting of call centres was reported from many countries, including Australia, Sweden, Ireland, UK, Germany and France”
.The list of issues considered in agreements with companies are as follows:

· Health and safety 

· Pay and benefits 

· Stress, working time and workload 

· Equal opportunities and training 

· Harassment at work 

· Poor working environment and equipment 

· Respect and proper consultation 

· Social benefits 

· Child care facilities…



In February 2001, the EU Commission on social dialogue in the telecommunications sector adopted new guidelines on telework
. They also have direct implications on call centres. Some of the objectives contained in the text are as follows:

· arranging the flexibility of work organisation,

· giving individual workers greater responsibility for planning and execution of work,

· humanising work and improving the work/life balance,

· improving work quality and productivity and creating more job satisfaction.

These guidelines can act as a spring board for negotiation on better work conditions in each country and in the companies.

As regards pay, in Belgium and Ireland (here just in the public sector  - see the PPF agreement) pay dynamics can be heavily conditioned by tripartite agreements on income policies, whereas national legal systems, through codes of conduct and legislation, regulate type and stability of individual work contracts and their general guarantees. In Ireland, the nationally agreed wage programme does not operate in most Irish call centres because they are private companies, not public companies; this is particularly the case if they are not members of the employers association IBEC.

On the matter of employment stability, union demands in some call centres usually depend on the general legislative framework which regulates labour market flexibility. This is especially the case for atypical work contracts: particularly short-term, temporary and in Italy ‘para-subordinate’ work. It so happens that the fight against employment precariousness in Spanish call centres is a backdrop to a general battle, raging for several years, to reduce the excessive use of fixed-term contracts. Every advancement on rights for para-subordinate agents in Italy will depend on serious legislative provisions that confer significant social and work rights to this vast group of workers. In the meantime, Italian unions are attempting to negotiate less precarious rights and work conditions for the entire universe of para-subordinate work. Call centres will be particularly affected by the success of this campaign.

Union intervention and negotiation on work environment, stress and ergonomics are crucial. In the previous chapter we listed and examined the major psycho-physical risk factors for workers: stress, monotony, workload and also muscular-skeletal and/or eye disorders (TMS), noise, poor ventilation, etc.. In fact some of the complaints and negotiation requests put forward by the workers regard this range of problems. On these matters, the unions tend to adhere to some recommendations. Collective bargaining is thus supported by national legislation on health and safety at workplaces. The EU directive on visual display units which has been taken in by all member States’ legislation, prescribes correct, hygienic environmental conditions on work environment, equipment, technologies, breaks and work operations.

Even national legislation, induced by a significant number of directives issued by the EU, is updating current norms on health and safety at workplaces.

EIRO, an agency of the Dublin Foundation on working and living conditions, has produced intersectoral comparative studies on this matter. Here is the situation in some European countries.

Chart : National legislation on employers' obligation to address psycho-social risk factors, exceeding terms of EU Directive (89/391/EEC)

PRIVATE
 Country
Regulations

Belgium
The Law on the Well-Being of Workers at Work (1996) and the Royal Decree on Internal Prevention and Protection Services oblige the employer to take specific measures in several fields of health and safety in order to ensure the welfare of workers at work. Measures must be taken to deal with `the psycho-social burden caused by work´ , and an employer's internal health and safety service must `study the workload and the psycho-social risk factors´ and `prevent mental and physical occupational fatigue´ . Though not in specific terms, direct mention is thus made of the origins of stress (psycho-social risk factors) and of some consequences for the health of workers (physical and mental fatigue).

Denmark
Regulations include, in addition to the Work Environment Act, a specific Order on the Performance of Work, which provides rules on work organisation. It refers to the rhythm of work, monotonous and repetitive work and isolated work, and states that these must be organised in such a way that they do not involve a deterioration of the mental or physical health of the worker. Specifications are thus made relating to psycho-social factors in respect of: quantitative requirements (rhythm of work); content (avoiding repetition); and social relationships (isolated work). Work organisation is related in detail to the health of workers.

Germany
The Law on Health and Safety states that `labour risks may be caused by ... the forms of work, the working time, the amount of work and the relations between the three factors´ . It thus details psycho-social risk factors in respect of: quantitative requirements (amount of work); and requirements arising from the conditions of performance (working time).

Netherlands
The Working Conditions Act refers specifically to the employer's obligations with regard to the rhythm of work, from the viewpoint of control: `the worker must be able to influence the rhythm of work´ and damage caused by an excessively high or low workload must be avoided. With regard to social relationships, it states that `the employer must protect the worker from aggressions, violence or sexual harassment´ .

Norway
The Act Relating to Workers' Protection and Working Environment (AML, Article 12) not only refers to work organisation and technology but also adds the work schedule and pay systems, and states that `they must be established in such a way that they do not expose workers to undesirable damage caused by strain to their physical and mental health.´ Furthermore, `working conditions must be arranged in such a way that they allow workers to have reasonable opportunities for professional and personal development through their work,´ and `work must be organised in such a way that it provides a varied content and contacts with other persons, and in planning work one must give the workers opportunities for self-determination and professional responsibility.´ In other words, Norwegian law specifically indicates psycho-social risk factors and establishes obligations aimed at avoiding them with regard to: work content (which must be varied and give control to the workers); social relationships (which must permit contact with other persons); compensation (pay systems must not lead to the risk of mental or physical damage); work planning (which has to ensure personal and professional development); and the conditions under which the work is done (working hours that do not cause mental or physical damage). Without using the word `stress´ , the legislation refers to some of the factors that cause it and to how to avoid it.

Sweden
The Work Environment Act (chapters 1 and 2), refers to work content, technology and work organisation, which must `be designed in such a way that they do not expose the workers to undesirable physical and mental damage due to excessive strain that leads them to suffer sickness and accidents´ . The aim of taking into account the work content is that `work should involve a compensation in the form of diversity in work, satisfaction, social participation, and personal development.´ There is also an explicit mention of the employer's obligation to avoid solitary work. Mention is thus made of psycho-social risk factors in respect of: work content (diversified); social relationships (no solitary work); and compensation (personal development, social participation). Guidelines are provided whose application will involve avoiding some forms of stress.

Source: EIRO Observer, Work-related stress and industrial relations, Comparative Supplement, nov. 2001

It is then up to the unions to bargain for and assess implementation, adapting the guidelines to meet the real needs of the workers.

Chart: Collective agreements relating to stress

PRIVATE
 Country
Regulations

Belgium
In 1998, the central social partners reached a national agreement on the prevention and treatment of stress (agreement no. 72). It defines stress, the obligations of the employer with regard to preventing stress and information and consultation procedures with workers' representatives. The national intersectoral agreement for 2001-2 ( BE0101337F) recommends that the 1998 agreement be implemented at lower level - the effects are not yet known.

Denmark
In Denmark, collective agreements often refer to the provisions of the legislative framework on psycho-social factors (the Order on Performance of Work, see table 1 above). In May 2001, for the first time, a national sectoral agreement mentioned the subject of stress, though it did not deal with it explicitly. The social partners in the industrial sector - the Central Organisation of Industrial Employees (Central Organisationen af Industriansatte, CO-industri) and the Confederation of Danish Industries (Dansk Industri, DI) - reached an agreement on procedures with regard to problems in the psychological working environment ( DK0106124F). It states that problems concerning wellbeing and the psychological working environment are, to the widest possible extent, to be resolved through direct co-operation between management and employees in individual enterprises. To the extent that the social partner organisations are to be involved in the resolution of problems, this will be on the basis of either the rules for settlement of industrial disputes or the basic Cooperation Agreement between the parties. This agreement was the reaction of the industry social partners to a government proposal to extend the powers of the Working Environment Authority (Arbejdstilsynet) in cases concerning the `psychological working environment´ . The industry agreement has led to disputes between trade unions. The Union of Female Workers (Kvindeligt Arbejderforbund, KAD) and the industrial section of the Union of Commercial and Clerical Employees (Handels-og kontorfunktionærernes Forbund, HK) are in favour of the intervention of the Working Environment Authority in this area, because dealing with the issue through collective agreements is not effective where employees are in a weaker position.

Germany
Collective agreements on stress have mainly been negotiated at company level. They deal with procedural aspects, such as introducing in risk assessment indicators for work-related stress (eg at Sanacorp Pharma-Handel), and substantive aspects, such as specifying changes to improve the situation in the company according to the results of a psycho-social risk assessment (eg at Berthold GmbH & Co KG).

Netherlands
While most sectoral collective agreements relating to health and safety do not deal explicitly with stress, many deal with some of its causes. The agreements commonly deal with excessive workload (according to studies, this is often caused by efficient production, which reduces idle time, and by staffing cuts). Most agreements contain obligations to study the problem and its prevalence. A minority of the agreements establishes objectives for reducing the problem. In the public sector, agreements have the same formal content, but in place of or in addition to excessive workload, they deal with health problems arising from relations with public service users.

Sweden
A few of the 50 or so national sectoral agreements on the working environment deal with aspects of stress. For example, the graphical industry agreement deals with stress as a factor in musculo-skeletal disorders.

UK
Agreements on stress are mostly concluded at company or workplace level and deal with procedures (eg an `accord´ on stress between the GMB general union and the London Borough of Tower Hamlets), but there is a sectoral agreement with a substantive content dealing with work-related stress. In 1990, the National Union of Teachers (NUT) began to work on work-related stress suffered by teachers, including research that found several causes related to work organisation (inappropriate models of work, excessive or unnecessary requirements and inappropriate and intimidating forms of management). Eventually, in June 2001 a national agreement was reached by teachers' unions and local educational authorities on protecting teachers from excessive workload (to be implemented at local level at the end of 2001). Teachers will be able to `bank´ any work cover provided beyond current limits, enabling them to uses these banked hours to reduce their working day or week.

Source: EIRO Observer, Work-related stress and industrial relations, Comparative Supplement, nov. 2001

Specifically regarding call centres, this means alternating headset work with tasks that allow the workers to stretch their limbs and take the strain off their backs.

To improve the quality of the work environment, much attention is given to air quality by increasing ventilation to avoid risks from stagnant air and the presence of smoke.

Undeniably some companies, aware of the high level of stress the workers are subjected to and to limit extremely high turnover rates, are becoming more aware of workers’ needs. In some exemplary cases, programmes targeted at operators and managers have been planned. These are call centres where the unions play a decisive role in bringing about improvements. As reported in the UK: “Staff retention and stress were seen by managers as major issues in call handling work” and stress is viewed as “the key health and safety issue.”

In UK 1, for instance, the company introduced an extensive stress prevention and stress education programme for call centre staff with workshops at different levels: 

· awareness-raising amongst staff (with talks and on-site massages),

· stress prevention training for team leaders and managers (covering identifying stress in teams, managing stress prevention, and how to get or give help),

· stress issues for senior managers and executives (legal duties and responsibilities, court cases etc.).

This is certainly an example of good practices. In fact “There is a dedicated health and safety manager for the call centre, with health and safety training for all staff both on induction when they start work and at regular intervals thereafter. There is a well-developed health and safety policy and occupational health and safety management system, together with extensive facilities for health promotion, medical advice and employee assistance. Company welfare facilities include a gymnasium, free medical centre, health screening and advice for pregnant employees, a subsidised staff restaurant and designated rest areas (“break-out areas”) within the call centre’s open plan offices. These are also refreshment areas and staff are encouraged to drink plenty of the fresh chilled drinking water provided to prevent dehydration. The building is a smoke-free environment, including these rest areas” (UK. 1).

In the UK, the unions affiliated to the TUC that have witnessed the increasing employment of agents have launched the campaign ‘It’s your call’; for two weeks (in February) a toll-free phone line was operative to make complaints and ask for advice. More than 1,000 operators called (70% non union members) to denounce problems in the workplaces. From this dialogue the TUC was able to collect material for a report on call centres. The most frequent complains regarded excessive surveillance (25% of calls), lack of breaks (15%), general health and safety (13%) and more specifically stress (8%). For each disorder, the English report suggests possible remedies. For example the presence of a expert on ergonomics in the company, adequate training to prevent or cure muscular-skeletal problems and to make management more aware of and recognise cases of stress.  

On the matter of the monitoring of workers, Italian legislation of 1970 (‘Workers’ Charter’, art.4) to safeguard the worker’s dignity and privacy, forbids the employer to use remote control devises, whether they be audio-visual or computer-aided without the worker’s knowledge and without the approval of the union representatives in the company and also art.8 that prohibits information on the workers’ political opinions to be archived.

The 1970 law incorporated and specified the fundamental values of the Italian Constitution on the right to dignity and confidentiality (arts. 13 and 15).

In the period in which the Charter was introduced there was no way of predicting the incredible ICT developments that have occurred in work. In any case it still has a certain level of application in new telematic work processes. Collective bargaining has in some interesting telecommunications cases adapted the ban on remote surveillance mechanisms to specific company requirements. Already in the 80s, pioneering union agreements against the tapping of inbound and outbound calls from extension lines of the company switchboards were stipulated in Telecom Italia. Similar regulation has recently been agreed with the unions in the same group, which is also the largest company that manages call centres in Italy.  

The legislator has recently issued new norms on IT offences (law no 547/93) and on electronic documentation (law no. 513/97) for the protection of all citizens and not only employees. In order to  protect these rights, the Guarantor of Privacy has recently stated (communication 23) that Electronic Mail must be considered as private correspondence and as such cannot be violated. But it is this protection that is leading companies to forbid any use, even minimal, of ICT devices to communicate with the outside, leading to the substantial isolation of all workers and the impediment of liberal surfing of the net.

To reduce uncertainty for the social partners, it is perhaps possible to look for a new balance   between rights to guarantee the worker’s freedom, dignity and access to communication (whether they be permanent or para-subordinate workers) and legitimate control on the part of the employer or contractor.

4.4   The union

There are great differences between countries on union matters; this is the case for:

· Membership;

· Presence of one or more intersectional confederations;

· Ideological and cultural tradition;

· Internal organisational models;

· Current strategies to maintain and increase membership.

At the national level, there are great differences in general unionisation levels.

Union density, namely unionisation rate out of total active labour force (excluding pensioners) is an important criterion which is commonly assumed as an indicator of the union’s strength. Other elements of interpretation and evaluation can be ascertained from the extension of contractual coverage and sector ramification, participation in union elections, contents and quality of collective contracts (…….), the potential to mobilise workers in industrial action, involvement in public policies and even visibility of union leadership in the media. However, the unionisation rate, perhaps because it is easily comparable, is the recurrent element in industrial studies. 

4.4.1.  Unionisation in difficulty 

Data available at the international level is certainly difficult to interpret given some important national traits. Nevertheless some data denoting trends can be extrapolated. On the basis of data processing and some studies conducted over the last few years
, we can note how there have been negative trends in unionisation in most countries in the last ten years just when the effects of globalisation have started to take hold. It’s easy to imagine the social, logistic and contractual consequences of increasing work fragmentation, as highlighted in the previous paragraphs, on the practicability of union action. The socio-legal status of the agent reflects these tendencies in quite an emblematic way.

According to 1998 ILO data, between 1985 and 1996, unionisation reduced by 19.2% in Austria, 37.2% in France, 17.6% in Germany, 33.8% in Greece, 27.7% in the UK, 50% in Portugal, 42% in Argentina, 16% in Japan and 21% in the USA. To these significant groups of countries, we must then add, still according to ILO data, the collapse of most of the ex-soviet block countries, the so-called PECO
. However Belgium and especially Scandinavian countries register positive trends in unionisation with rates well above the European average. These are countries that share the so-called ‘Ghent system’ where the unions manage publicly funded unemployment insurance.  As is evident, this model not only supplies the union with a powerful incentive for membership but also allows the transformation of negative economic and social consequences like unemployment into organisational advantages for the union
. In this system the reasons that motivate the worker to become a union member are not merely related to employment and the results obtained by the union in the workplaces. Still with reference to Europe, that continues to be the area with higher unionisation rates, in the last couple of years there have been positive rates in Spain, Holland and Italy. 

Data on the present situation is provided by EIRO. 
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Country
Union density

Denmark
87.5

Finland
79.0

Sweden
79.0

Belgium
69.2

Luxembourg **
50.0

Ireland
44.5

Unweighted EU average
43.8

Austria
39.8

Italy**
35.4

Greece
32.5

Weighted EU average
30.4

Portugal*
30.0

Germany**
29.7

UK
29.0

Netherlands
27.0

Japan
21.5

Spain
15.0

USA
13.5

France
9.1

* 1999 figure; ** 1998 figure; *** estimate.

Source: EIRO and national figures

Today the union is cumbered by flexibility factors that individualise work contracts, fragmenting them into smaller and smaller economic realities - until self-employment. This situation makes opportunities to diffuse and consolidate social representation at workplaces more complicated than in the past
. Moreover,  a confused sense of one’s own professional identity, highlighted in empirical researches into self-perception and self-awareness of new work identities, has distanced many young workers, both typical and atypical, from every kind of association that cultivates social binds and collective action. This has led to ‘the passivity and submission of a generation, pursuing a no future ideology, totally unaware of their rights.’
 Call centres reflect this complication in many ways. Nevertheless, as the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) has pointed out, the nature of call centre working should make it amenable to traditional industrial relations: "Call centres are the modern version of mass production, usually fertile ground for the trade unions. Centres often employ several hundred operators in vast premises".

4.4.2.  Membership strategies 

Today European unions are extremely busy trying to keep up with the pace of change, maintaining and extending their membership
. A first group of measures is rigorously organisational; the prevalent model regards mergers between affiliated unions. The entire history of unionisation is riddled with fusion/separation phenomena. Today Germany is certainly the country that has done the most on this front
: after IG Metall merged with the textile, wood and leather federation, there was another huge merger between public and private service sectors which led to the foundation of ‘Ver.d.i’. In 2001 there were thus 8 sector federations affiliated to the central DGB. Call centre workers are today members of Ver.d.i.. In Austria the union has set about reducing its sector representation to three. In Scandinavian countries there is still the problem of a separation, increasingly anachronistic, between the blue collars’ union  and white collars’ union. Numerous unions have traditionally been present in the UK. This union model based on the trade/craft leads to a high level of division. In the UK
 the number of unions has reduced by about 70, the majority of which do not exceed 50,000 members. The merger that led to the constitution of Unison a few years ago, has put it in first place for membership, exceeding the Transport & General Workers Union (TGWU). The call centre agents are represented by many different unions: Unison but also UNIFI (finance), CWU (telecommunications), AMICUS (insurance, airline and flight information), BECTU (radio-television), USDAW (retail service, shopping catalogues), TSSA (transport).

In Mediterranean countries, the greatest problem is the age-old division between confederations of different political inspiration, whereas religion has had an influence in Belgium and Holland. At the confederations level, there is a slow, general trend towards the reduction in number of sectors.

A second approach is the implementation of a broad range of measures, some very creative and original, aimed at attracting workers to the union, especially young people and precarious workers. Communication and information are considered to be priority objectives. This is achieved through call centres and toll-free phone lines, particularly common in the UK, help centres in Italian Chambers of Commerce and the sponsorship of local sports and musical initiatives (Denmark; GB). In Great Britain, the TUC has set up a training centre for union activists on recruitment methods (‘Recruit a friend’ campaign). In Germany militants who manage to recruit more than 10 new members are given CDs and other benefits as rewards. In Holland, union bodies exclusively targeted at young people or women have been set up. These are experiments whose effects will be assessed in years to come.

From the national case studies, it can be estimated that union presence in call centres is well below the national rate. This is particularly the case in Belgium and Italy. In the latter there is a considerable gap between the unionisation rate in call centres and the national average.

In French and Spanish call centres the figures accentuate the already low national unionisation level. Whereas in the UK and Ireland, there are middle to high rates among call centre agents with peaks that greatly exceed the national average. 

Taking a more thorough look at the reasons behind the relative success of British and Irish unions  would require further inquiry and study. First of all it would be important to outline the formal and substantial stability/mobility rates of British agents. It is well-known that employment in Britain is characterised by a high level of flexibility, considered to be higher than countries in the European continent. On the other hand, we have noticed that permanent contracts are more common in these countries than in the others, for example, Italy, Belgium and Spain.

Other reasons may lie in the historical evolution of the sector in Great Britain. In fact, the first call centres were set up in the most unionised sectors (public employment) and in working class areas with a well-rooted union culture.

It should also be recognised that the British union has made more of an effort than the other national unions to organise initiatives to recruit new members. In the paragraph on collective bargaining we mentioned the telephone help line set up by the English union for call centre agents.  Even Bibby suggests unions should “maximise the possibilities of the new technology for recruitment and organising purposes”
. A recommendation English unions are carefully pursuing , bringing its rewards. Defending call centre workers through call centres is an example of an original initiative, as the telephone service makes it possible to provide information and advice to workers with such ‘nomadic’ employment features.

Let us just mention the Italian case where the large confederal unions (CGIL, CISL and UIL) have set up specific union structures for the representation of atypical workers (temporary and parasubordinate)
. By law these figures are technically autonomous but economically subordinate. From this point of view, the effort of Italian unions is focused on pushing for the introduction of an adequate legal framework capable of offering legal certainties and fundamental social rights of which Italian para-subordinate workers are almost completely lacking. 

Andrew Bibby who has closely examined the unionisation problem in call centres, offers some suggestions. In his opinion: “The experience of trade unions who have tried organising in call centres suggests that a carefully planned recruitment strategy, executed with close and indeed almost military attention to detail, is likely to be much more successful than a more ad-hoc approach. Clearly there are more opportunities if the union is given the chance by the employer to talk direct to employees. One of the most effective ways of recruiting call centre staff is to have union access to new employees during their induction training, and this should be negotiated as part of a union recognition agreement. However, even if this sort of facility is granted, the time available is likely to be very limited and needs to be used to the full”
.

4.5 National and company cases
4.5.1 Spain 

Regarding the six Spanish cases, the general regulative framework is set by the Workers’ Charter that regulates the roles and activities of union and worker representation at workplaces and by the national collective agreement of the telemarketing sector. A sufficiently broad framework to allow each call centre to adopt quite specific measures. Already on the issue of work conditions, it was possible to highlight how some important parameters – pay and working hours –differ considerably from one company to another although the same national sector contract is applied. 

It is perhaps useful to mention how the telemarketing sector in Spain occupies approx. 40,000 workers, 90% on a fixed-term contract. The telemarketing employer association (AEMT) represents 90% of the companies in the sector.

On the matter of union representation and industrial relations, there are companies with a certain level of union presence and others where it is very weak or completely absent. We can put cases Es.1, Es.3, Es.4 and Es.6 in the first group; in these cases there is the representation body as dictated by the state but also a health and safety committee or co-ordination group on quality and the prevention of occupational risks. Es.5 and Es.2 belong to the second group of call centres.

In all the cases studied, the unionists interviewed denounce the substantial weakness of the union in call centres. Union membership is very low. In another company, where things seem to be going better than in other similar companies, the unionisation rate is 5%.

This situation is accompanied by the forced separation between workers with different occupational statuses. In fact, there are workers with permanent, fixed-term, and temporary contracts in the same company. It is not surprising that workers of the second and third groups are demoralised and uninterested in the unions.

Workers and the unions’ grassroots  complain of the organisation’s poor commitment in this type of company. They believe that unions neglect any action in these small firms, characterised by highly flexible work contracts, to dedicate more energy to the large telecommunications companies. This results in the typical ‘vicious circle’ effect.

In Es. 3, there has been an encouraging rise in union membership accompanied by union activism. 

Management- employee relations generally tend to assume paternalistic forms where worker demands are expressed, mostly individually, through informal and direct channels without any collective union arbitration. In this way older workers tend to obtain better benefits to the detriment of the young and those hired with more flexible contracts.

Union activity usually takes the form of periodic assemblies with staff and consultation initiatives on problems related to work conditions; especially those pertinent to work environment and equipment: ventilation, work stations, breaks. An example of good practice could be to set the schedule a month ahead instead of only a week before (Es.1).

Through such moments of dialogue with the workers, the unionists are able to ascertain the workers’ major complains in this sector. The matters raised most frequency are: the precarious nature of employment (duration), low wages, extra payment for overtime and night shift, ergonomic discomforts linked to the work station/equipment. 

The main causes of weak union presence are attributed to the young age of the agents and the high turnover rate. Two phenomena to some extent related that make the stable, structured installation of the unions difficult in the workplaces. The young people tend to consider their job in the call centre as transitory, and so are not prepared to invest a lot to obtain important changes in their work condition.

However the sector has not been spared of individual and collective work conflicts.  In June 2001, for example, two major confederal unions (CCOO and UGT) promoted a campaign against the precariousness of work contracts and for the negotiation of a second national contract. A 24-hour strike in the sector (15th June) with demonstrations in many cities and a sit-in in front of the AEMT main office were organised. Many workers took part: between 75 and 90%. The unions demand: a rise in permanent contracts to at least 30% of total workers; a reform of the promotion system to allow greater career prospects; a definition of certain and justified procedures/criteria in case of individual mass dismissals that may occur in companies, the introduction of new bonuses and pay rises. 

4.5.2 France 

The French cases present a rather differentiated framework on the matter of industrial relations. Even though there are very precise regulations on worker representation at workplaces, their actual application in negotiation matters is rather erratic. In almost all the cases considered, worker representation bodies have been formed; the ‘historical’ unions (CGT, CFDT, FO, CGC and now even SUD) have a say in the choice of delegates and there are combined health and safety committees where specified. In one case (Fr.5) there is even the presence of unionists on the Board of Directors, as laid down by Auroux laws at the beginning of the 80s. 

All these structures put together tend to encourage and stabilise relations between management and worker representatives. Participatory (information and consultation) and negotiation measures are both applied. Recently negotiation procedures were used between the social partners for the application of the new law on the reduction of working hours to 35 a week. Each call centre, through the negotiation mechanism, adopted specific measures for the application of the law. In some cases, the workers were asked to express their opinion, even through a referendum (Fr.5), on which arrangement to adopt: 35 or 32 hours a week; 34 hours in a four-day working week; annual calculation of work hours. In all these cases, the presence of the union contributed significantly to the negotiation process.

The reduction of work hours has certainly been the most negotiated issue in recent times. This has had repercussions on work organisation, in one case Fr.3, the reduction in hours has been accompanied by heavier workloads.   

Other aspects raised in talks between the social partners mostly concern the ergonomic quality of workstations. The agents have often complained of unbearable noise levels on the premises. Other measures requested regarded breaks to alleviate psycho-physical stress produced by the constant sitting position at telephones and visual display units. So it was decided to introduce a 10-minute break every hour for 7-hour work days (Fr.2). Task rotation was another suggestion to allow workloads to be diversified and to alleviate stress risk factors.

Negotiation at the company level appears to be of a ‘defensive’ nature; in fact it is the company that usually defines contents and frequency of meetings as in Fr.3.

The French situation is also characterised by some explicit anti-union policies pursued by some companies. Discriminatory dismissals of some activists is a worrying occurrence highlighted by the French inquiry. In another case, where union action doesn’t seem to be hindered by management, unionised operators are ‘not well thought of ’, this is reflected in less career and promotion prospects.

In yet another case it is the fixed-term contract given to the worker that discourages union membership and activism (Fr.1). Here the comment is that the employer doesn’t need to sully himself by resorting to discriminatory dismissal as he can merely refuse to renew the operator’s contract once it has terminated. 

The young age of most operators, along with high staff turnover represents, in France as elsewhere, an insidious obstacle to union presence in call centres.

In three cases, CGT is indicated as the most representative union. 

4.5.3 Belgium

The Belgian cases are equally distinguished by the presence and absence of union representation at the call centres studied. The demarcation line seems to be the size of the companies. In SMEs (Bel.1, Bel.2 and Bel.6), the small size of the company is the main cause of the absence of union representatives. The fact that most call centre agents in Belgium are freelancers also contributes to this phenomenon. The contracts for these workers are thus regulated by civil law codes and norms. Quite a unique circumstance in the comparative spectrum of this inquiry. Whereas the young age of the majority of agents as well as the high turnover rate in this sector are common features of the cases/countries examined. 

In the SMEs, management- personnel relations are mainly informal and personalised. The company, though an internal hierarchy (supervisors), gives instructions, defining workloads and objectives for individual workers and teams. 

The atmosphere between the partners is quite serene; for example the workers haven’t organised any sort of protest or dispute nor have there been high rates of absenteeism; the companies do not seem to be particularly inclined to adopt aggressive and/or threatening behaviour towards their agents.

On the whole, social relations in the companies appear to be placid.

Then there is the second group of cases (Bel.3, Bel.4 and Bel.5), whose size has allowed two major  Belgian confederations (the socialist FJTB and the Christian CSC) to be present through the elections of delegates. In both cases, the membership is represented by the whole telecommunications sector. With such a wide and inclusive criteria, the unionisation rate in Bel.3 is 80%, 60% in Bel.4 and 40% in Bel.5.

At Bel.3 the industrial relations system is divided into three levels according to the repartition of activity of this large call centre company: national, regional and local.  Between the group’s headquarters and associated companies there are company councils, health and safety committees and other combined bodies involving the social partners.

In Bel.4 there is a negative atmosphere in industrial relations. The presence of union and worker representation bodies hasn’t impeded the company from pursuing a unilateral managerial style with little room for collaboration. Although union representation has managed to push through  an agreement on the extension of breaks from 10 to 15 minutes and pay rises linked to flexibility. 

Bel.5 is characterised by a better atmosphere in industrial relations where after precise union demands, management has finally respected rights to information and consultation as laid down by Belgian social legislation. The most common requests made by the operators, through their representatives, concern: pay rises linked to flexibility, a more transparent method in the monitoring of worker performance, reduction in work hours.

4.5.4 Great Britain 

Even the situation of industrial relations in British call centres appears to be quite varied. In fact the inquiry shows how there are companies with high levels of application of union practices and others where there is mostly direct, individual or collective participation without any typical  union arbitration. 

The most significant situations appear to be those where recognition of the union’s role has encouraged the development of more evolved, mature negotiation and participation on issues related to the agents’ working conditions. The new law on unions in the workplace, promulgated  by the Labour government, has certainly encouraged the installation of collective representation in workplaces, call centres included. Such presence then triggers forms of collective negotiation as well as social partnership based on information and consultation rights.

Case GB 5 is an example of a call centre with a high unionisation rate, although not sufficient to force the company to fully recognise union claims. After the law and consultation among all the workers, the situation changed. Today in the same company, with unionisation that has increased to 70%, the social partners maintain a well developed system of consultation and negotiation relations. The main issues negotiated have been:

· Introduction of a progressive pay scale,

· Increase in work flexibility,

· Definition of an appropriate system of guidelines for participatory communication between the social partners,

· Development of guidelines and a framework to promote dignity at work.

On this last point, in particular, a lot of effort has been done to contrast any form of racial and/or sexual discrimination amongst the workers.

Even in GB.2 there have been significant developments in dialogue between the partners. Much emphasis has been placed on the workers’ quality of working life, in terms of:

· Employment security (duration),

· Training

· Prompt consultation on work-related matters.

The social partners have made a great effort on this last matter to enable industrial relations to develop in an authentically collaborative and participatory way. It is crucial for workers and unions to be consulted when managerial programmes are still at the planning stage.

Issues related to the quality of the work environment, ergonomics, psycho-physical health of the operators are frequently negotiated. At present the results appear to be satisfactory.

The unionists interviewed are satisfied with the work that has been done so far: “As a major call centre union, we want to work positively with employers and managers in ensuring that best practice is implemented; … we want to enter into a dialogue with the call centre industry in order to develop remedies which bring all centres up to workplace of excellence standards, which ensure that all call centres are comfortable and healthy places to work in” (GB.2).

In more stable situations (GB.1, GB.2 and GB.5), the union present at the company level is able to work in conjunction with the local sector union that is generally the public employment union for call centre agents. Indeed this union has launched several campaigns to increase membership in call centres, a strategy that has paid off in some cases. The creation of union call centres seems to have worked well, offering an easily accessible, free information and consultation service to workers who call the help line. An organisational and service approach that has been quite popular among British workers. 

In any case, we shouldn’t overlook the fact that out of six British cases there are some (GB3, GB4 and GB6) where the union is completely absent and so relations between the parts are highly informal and personalised. In one case (GB6) the small size of the firm means that despite having older workers, there is no union tradition, although the company was not anti-union. In another, a very large company with a very high volume of calls, there are certainly formal arrangements for employee consultation, (particularly for health and safety matters as this is a legal requirement in the UK) but not for any form of collective bargaining. These arrangements were not independent of the employer and did not involve union recognition.

4.5.5 Ireland 

First of all, the union and industrial relations model is based on the Anglo-Saxon tradition  rather than the continental one. It is thus a system characterised by decentralisation and the voluntary nature of relations between the social partners.

On the other hand, Ireland can today boast, contrary to the neighbouring UK, of a consolidated participatory practice in industrial relations and a unionisation rate that is one of the highest in developed countries: approx. 45%. The largest National Union Confederation, SIPTU, represents more than 200,000 workers. The telecommunications sector union, that covers all negotiation for call centres, has about 20,000 members. An impressive number if we consider that the majority of union members are Irish public employees.

As has been well documented, call centres have been enormously successful in Ireland, contributing to the country’s spectacular economic performance. Such success has had interesting developments on industrial relations in this particular sector.

The companies that operate in Ireland, and which were involved in the survey, have a quite high average unionisation rate (in one particular case even 90%), and a wide range of negotiation and partnership tools. It must be stressed that most of the interviews have been done where the Unions were active and the high membership rate has historical reasons because the agents are former employee of the state telephone company.

Such a level of membership rate, however, must be put into perspective as it doesn’t adequately take into consideration workers who do not renew their membership and the turnover of the agents. Beside, there is a big problem of non-unionisation in Ireland for multinational-owned companies.

In the case studies analysed the union at the company level operates in close conjunction with the local sector union. The companies tend to recognise the presence of the union in their structures;  a fact that should not be taken for granted in a system where there is no obligation to do so by law. Relations are generally considered to be positive. However there are three cases where the companies have refused to recognise the union. Although 20% of the workers can be union members in these cases; a very low figure with respect to the rest of Ireland but quite high if compared with European standards.

Dialogue between the partners is usually conducted at the company level but there are also cases in which relations are established at the local level.

Pay is the issue most typically negotiated, whereas regulative and individual work problems are dealt with by co-operation procedures through specific joint committees, even external to the company. 

In public companies pay levels are established at the company level in compliance with criteria laid down in the National Agreement on income policy (Programme for Prosperity and Fairness). This frame doesn’t operate in most of the call centres, which are in fact private companies.

Even the so-called ESOP (Employee Share Ownership Plan), usually negotiated with the union, is starting to become more widespread. Furthermore, the union exercises its negotiation role on health and safety matters, flexibility, parental and maternity leave, job sharing schemes. The Irish telecommunications union is particularly committed to these last points, related to the specific requirements of women workers, through its representation bodies in individual call centres.

 At times there are problems coming to an agreement on holiday arrangements or weekly rest days while workers often denounce incomprehensible discrepancies between set wages and the amount actually received. Some cases of bullying and antiunion discrimination have been the object of union action.

4.5.6 Italy 

There are two particular aspects of the Italian cases; the first is the consistent number of agents with a ‘para-subordinate’ contract (legally autonomous but economically subordinate); the second is the different sectoral framework of collective bargaining for individual cases.

The legal status of individual contracts has considerable effects as the definition of a job as ‘para-subordinate’ (therefore ‘autonomous’) deprives the worker of many rights, both individual and collective, only recognised to dependent workers.

The second aspect – the different sectoral classification of collective contracts – leads to the differentiation of pay levels between call centre workers that do similar tasks. There are thus call centre agents who are covered by the national collective contract of the telecommunications sector, others the metal workers and yet others the specific one for call centres where the personnel are mostly given para-subordinate contracts (Nidil-Assirm agreement). The working and union conditions are in this last case, less protected than in the first two cases although the unionisation rate is very low in almost all the cases.

The agreement stipulated between the representation association of some large call centres operating in telemarketing and the union (the CGIL has set up a specific category, Nidil, for atypical and para-subordinate workers), applied in It.2 and It.3, is the first of its kind in Italy as it recognises basic rights for these workers who, being para-subordinate, would not be eligible. Some of these rights are: a written contract, specification of duration, hours and pay, advance notice of contract annulment, suspension and lengthening of contract in the case of maternity, illness or accidents, the right to hold assemblies. The workers hope that the legislator will soon intervene, setting a general framework of legally-binding protection.

From the contractual perspective, a particularly interesting case is It.1, where the national collective contract framework gives a detailed description of the professional figure, specifying responsibilities and duties, work hours, overtime and pay. 

Combined Union Bodies (RSU) have been elected only in It.1, It.4 and It.7, whereas a company union delegate (RSA) has been nominated in It.6. In the other cases, all very small companies, there is no form of union representation. In It. 1 a health and safety delegate has been elected as laid down by law no.626.

In all the cases, union activity is a problem from the very outset, starting with recruitment .The causes are similar to the ones we have seen in the other cases/countries : high staff turnover; young age of the personnel; isolation of call centre with respect to parent company; informal and personalised style of management-operator relations; widespread passivity, especially in the cases where work is conducted in the extremely precarious form of para-subordination ; individualistic behaviour; fear of discrimination from company. Particularly high levels of flexibility in work contracts (fixed-term; para-subordinate; temporary) tend to dissuade individual commitment to lasting union action.

It has already been mentioned that in Italy, even in call centres that mainly use para-subordinate workers, some union agreements at the company level have been stipulated. The search for union agreement, with the constitution of joint bodies and bargaining procedures, intends limiting the risk of widespread disputes from para-subordinates, who are generally poorly motivated with little alliance with the company. Some of these companies have been taken to the courts as well as receiving negative media publicity, cleverly promoted by the union, before conceding better conditions to their ‘collaborators’. Most of these legal proceedings pushed for the recognition of the worker’s status of subordinate worker instead of the unreal one of para-subordinate.

There is even the case, discovered in some telemarketing companies, where the readiness to improve work conditions can be interpreted as a way to rekindle the appeal of a job (as a call centre agent) that after some initial, superficial enthusiasm, now seems to have been spurned by the most qualified young job seekers.  As written in a research on collective para-subordinate contracts and bargaining, we are now faced with: ‘a sort of ‘advanced tertiary’ and new economy pesthouse where meagre wages (similar to those of a domestic) are paid for heavy, stressful workloads and almost no career prospects’
. It is no surprise that the basin of workers is being extended to pensioners and housewives.

4.5.7 Germany

The German cases, four in all, are not subject to restraints from sector collective bargaining. The industrial relations system is centred exclusively on the combination of information and consultation practices that underpin the functioning of the company councils (Betriebsrat).

The sector’s reference union is ‘Ver.d.i’, set up after a recent mega-merger between several public and private service unions. The sector union generally offers external and indirect support at the territorial level, providing advise and information to delegates who sit on the call centres’ company councils (G. 2). The external union, through these relations with the various company councils, is able to keep a communication channel open with the various representatives active at the company level. The sector union’s objective is to increase union pressure on this type of company where there is a high concentration of young workers. 

As already mentioned, each call centre is legally obliged to inform and consult the worker and union representation bodies. These are certainly more participatory measures but also more informal than traditional negotiation procedures. Communication and monitoring are based on an active, useful co-operative approach between the partners. Well this is how it should be in theory. In practice, complaints have been made by some call centres agents involved our research. And the same companies show no sign of adopting participatory industrial relations. Often there is rather unilateral behaviour with little desire to come to an agreement with the company council (G.1).

The issues mostly negotiated–but also criticised by the workers – are related to the organisation of breaks, pay, overtime, ergonomics.

Once again the inquiry highlights the union’s difficulty in recruiting agents. The unionisation rate is very low. The motives are the same as those encountered in other cases/countries: the young age of the agents and the high turnover. The ‘post-68’ generation show little interest in collective action, a characteristic of the union movement. In one case, it is a father (1968 activist) who urges his son to turn to the unions for help: “My father sent me there” said one agent(Germ.2). Individualism combined with general cultural aspects and precarious working conditions makes for a potent deterrent to joining the union. “I’m going to leave again, anyway”, an afterthought could easily be added – so why should I subscribe or get involved in the union? On the other hand, it is reported that 

‘Students seem to be quite happy with the work and are not worried by the high stress levels.’ The wages are also higher than in other typical student jobs so all these reasons lead agents not to resort to conflict and negotiation, traditional pillars of union action.

4.5.8 Bulgaria 

In most of the Bulgarian cases there is no union presence nor any elected worker representation body. Only in Bul.4 has a worker representation body been elected. In another case there are ‘discussion teams’ where workers are represented (Bul.3).

This situation in the call centres reflects and emphasises the substantial weakness of the union in Bulgarian companies and society as a whole.

Workers’ requests are thus directed at management or supervisors. Although meetings are held  twice a year between the company and the workers. “If there are some questions or problems regarding working conditions, work tasks, etc., we negotiate and solve them directly with the management. We’re not under pressure at work and find it very calming that our problems are taken seriously” (Bul 4). In some cases, the manager “believes in the participatory approach, and when problems are complex, he raises them at meetings amongst the call centre workers ”(Bul. 5)

More indirect forms of monitoring the company’s adherence to environmental, social and labour norms are exercised by government agencies, NGOs or joint public/private bodies. This external monitoring procedure has an impact on the entire ‘business’ of the company, even from the point of view of foreign investors (Bul.1). The Ministry of Health, for example, has established some policy directives on the prolonged use of visual display units. Apart from some technological standards, 15-minute breaks must be conceded every hour. However this government directive doesn’t seem to have been widely applied (Bul.4).

The most common demands are related to workstations and equipment (e.g. new computers, better microphones or headsets, internet connection or the installation of a coffee-maker ). In the call centres examined by our research, there don’t seem to be any recent significant disputes between staff and the company.

Pay is modest but generally on a par with average regional levels where the various call centres are located. In some cases, the workers receive a Christmas bonus and at times a second bonus during the year. If one of the agents gets married the company gives the couple a gift (Bul.1)

In Bul. 5 the employment contracts initially last a month, as a trial period, but they are usually renewed for a year. Contracts are renewed annually.

The absence of the union in call centres has been put down to various aspects, one is that ‘external’ monitoring (especially those conducted by governmental agencies and NGOs) is perceived as a deterrent to irregularities and so substitutes internal ‘union’ monitoring. However from interviews with personnel, it emerges that the vigour of governmental monitoring –technical, social and fiscal – can lead to the formation of two opposing factions: the government and its agencies on the one hand and the workers and management on the other  (Bul. 2). Quite a unique interpretation, perhaps deriving from the agents’ identification with the company and its objectives. This can spark spontaneous forms of self-exploitation and ‘work obsession’ (Bul. 2). The workers do not believe that the union can improve their condition. In a socio-economic context characterised by extreme fragility and high unemployment, it is no wonder that the quality of industrial relations is judged by the workers to be good (Bul.3), even when pay only just exceeds a symbolic level; the workers’ objective is thus to achieve a certain level of professionalism and expertise (Bul.3).

� For further information on the EU level, see. DG Employment and Social Affairs, Industrial Relations in Europe 2000, Brussels, 2001; DG Employment and Social Affairs, Transformation of labour and future of labour law in Europe, Final Report, Brussels, 1999; EIRO, A review of developments in European industrial relations, European Foundation of Dublin, Annual Review 2000; The Impact of EMU on Industrial Relations, European Foundation of Dublin; On industrial relations and changes in the EU, Report of the High Level Group, Jan. 2002. All the numbers of European Industrial Relations Review (EIRR); All the numbers of EIRObserver.
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