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Conclusions

The analysis conducted allows us to draw some conclusions. First of all, the study makes it clear that the world of call centres is a heterogeneous one. In fact the call centres vary according to activities carried out, size, place within the production cycle and market, quality of the industrial relations. So that we can identify a variety of typologies of call centres, with different models for work organisation and flexibility use which have an affect on working conditions. Beside, there are also some features which recur in every country and in the majority of cases studied. This rather complex framework acts as a spring board for the proposal of guidelines for union action in these work contexts.

Typologies 

The combination of the different variables considered in our analysis allows us to identify five main typologies of call centres. 

1.in-house; these are call centres within large companies, with a specialised "mission". They substantially cover the customer care service for the company. This model also includes call centres which are separate branches of the company and can in some cases act as virtual call centres. The work in these structures is exclusively referred to the company. They can be either public or private.  Usually the workers have some opportunities for promotion within other sectors of the company, although the study has shown that even here career prospects are in reality somewhat rare.  In every case working conditions are relatively superior by comparison with other typologies and therefore there is a lower turnover, also because of the existence of trade unions.  Trade union access is undoubtedly facilitated by traditional, pre-existing union culture in the company. Nevertheless, trade unions still have problems in coming face-to-face with the workforce as contractual conditions for call centre agents are often different from those applied to workers in other company divisions.

2. Large call centres in outsourcing. These are involved in a great variety of activities, they are often partly owned by large companies in the telecommunications, computer or banking sectors. They are often set up to deal with the internal requirements of the parent companies, but they then diversify and open up to the market.  Working conditions vary a great deal depending on the type of work and the country in which the call centre is located. There is much use of flexibility in these call centres, both in terms of skills and contracts. This is due to its exposure to variations in the market. The trade unions are rarely present here, despite their being some differences in this respect between the countries studied. This situation stems from the ‘newness’ of these structures, the young labour force on temporary contracts which leads to relatively high turnover.

3. small call centres in outsourcing. These carry out work for private and public clients across a variety of sectors.  Often they have no more than two or three clients at the same time.  Here we can find two quite different situations;  A) on the one hand there are specialised call centres, for example so-called creative call centres. Here the working conditions and the type of work lead to quite high levels of satisfaction among the workforce. There are also cases of workers who have been promoted into client companies; B) at the other extreme are workers in small call centres where low-profit activities carried out. This is a way for the contractor companies to offload costs and temporal flexibility onto the small call centre which in turn produces negative effects on the workforce. It is striking that even in a new economy sector, tertiarisation often produces the same critical effects on the workforce as those reported in manufacturing.

Here trade unions are practically non-existent in both situations described, but while in the more specialised call centres there tends to be a degree of paternalism and an informal style of management which does not set great store by status differences in the working hierarchy, in the more market-influenced situation there is an attitude of "disposability" with regard to the workforce.

4. ‘social’ call centres. These are both public and social private structures. They offer medical, social welfare and emergency services so require specialised professionals, such as psychologists, social workers, lawyers, doctors and nurses.  The workers are usually very motivated and they regard working in such call centres as a meaningful professional experience. In fact there are many voluntary workers.  The fact of not being exposed to "market forces" also has an impact on working conditions, even if in some cases productivity is low. Stress seems to be caused in this case more by the content of the work than how the work is organised. Despite  poor pay, motivation and work experience opportunities mean that the turnover is relatively low. Trade unions exist only in public structures, while in the private prevalence of informal working relationships and strong identification with the business on the part of the workforce.

5. automated call centres. This accounts for a relatively small number of call centres - usually private and often linked with computer businesses. Majority of workers are professional, such as programmers and computer scientists. Call centre agents make up a very small number - usually some 80 percent of telephone calls are dealt with automatically.  This also means that existing staff carry heavy workload and have a perception of minimal social relations within the workplace.  Trade unions are absent.

Common features

In addition to the specific components of the typologies described above, many call centres present a series of common features which can be seen as typical.  We can list the following:

· Location in urban areas or special sites (techno parks, industrial zones)

· high incidence of women and young workers

· reduced management structure

· little opportunity for promotion in any traditional sense

· minimal training

· high turnover

· work based on rigid team organisation

· high level of fixed-term work and flexible contractual arrangements

· widespread use of flexible working hours, wide range of part-time models and shift working

· minimal presence of trade unions

Here is an overview of the main results that emerged from our analysis. First of all, contrary to what might be believed, call centres do not usually spring up in virgin territory, but tend to perpetuate the existing concentration of service activities, reproducing existing disparities in the geographical division of labour. Although the factors determining location range from a vast pool of workforce, level of  telecommunications infrastructures, availability of premises in techno parks or close to clients' markets, to factors of logistic convenience in relation to the parent company, including fiscal and financial incentives, empirical evidence shows that European call centres tend to be located in major urban centres, with some in techno parks or industrial zones. Places where there is the virtuous interaction of an ample availability of educated workforce and suitable technological infrastructures.

This should give us pause for thought in terms of the emphasis often placed on the call centre as a likely source of employment in economically depressed areas, therefore the capacity of the call centre to promote local development is somewhat doubtful. Only incentives for specific areas along with suitable infrastructures could produce positive lasting effects, but results are closely linked to the typology of call centre to be introduced. 

Call centre workers are essentially young, often students, but primarily women with an intermediate level of education.  The most common level of educational attainment is the high school diploma.  What links the labour force in every case is the fact of being able to respond to the need for flexibility, even if workers might have diverse social profiles.

The overrepresentation of women suggests a new form of female segregation where old stereotypes combining with taken-for-granted female aptitudes and new media images. More job applications come from women, but the employers prefer them to men, both because of their greater flexibility and because they are regarded as being more capable of learning interpersonal skills required by agents. For men call centre work tends to be temporary and related to entry into the labour market, while for women it is a way to enter the market but also to remain. It also allows many women to re-enter the labour market after a period of absence.

But is the call centre the new technological version of the Fordist production line or is it an example of knowledge-based organisation? At such a regard it has been said: ‘Call centres are complex organisations, a socio-technical system where social density is equal to technological density which is equal to information density and know-how’
 

Empirical analysis shows that call centres are not homogeneous and the majority of those studied can be located somewhere between the models of “minute factories” and the so-called “knowledge based organisation”. At one extreme there are call centres organised as production lines following a taylorist model, where work is highly individual and relatively poor in content, breaks are rigorously calculated and supervisors closely monitor the agents’ work;  one the other hand, there are call centres where agents have relatively high skills, work is organised in teams and monitoring is goal-oriented, rather than process based.

There are various organisational models, from individual work to team-based. However even in team organisation there is still a high degree of isolation rather than integration, to such an extent that the work model can be defined as “individual working in teams”.

In general, while functions such as inquiries, booking, debt-collection, sales and telemarketing seem to require fairly simple tasks, in those such as credit and insurance sectors, social health services, technical assistance and so-called creative centres, skills seem to be more complex.

In call centres that work as knowledge-based organisations – although not so common in this universe – traditional skills are combined with ICT skills.

In actual fact, the case studies have enabled us to highlight the determining role of technology in the work process.  On the one hand, ICT has made it possible to carry out tasks and offer services which would have been unthinkable until recently, but on the other hand the ways in which skills and know-how are transmitted are increasingly incorporated into machines. This makes the agent's work easier as the information necessary for the task can be easily accessed but at the same time reduces the subjective contribution to the productive process. On the whole, this means that workers become easier to replace, while on the other hand their value grows in proportion to the tacit or implicit knowledge and skills which they can amass during their life course and professional activity. The possession of complementary skills (tacit) therefore becomes significant. On the other hand technological developments also change the structure of employment in terms of skill-based qualifications. There is the need for highly specialised and low skilled workers. This is the so-called "technological bias".

To allow call centres to become more evolved, the technological view of the call centre needs to be overcome and its value has to be assessed in strategic terms. At present, call centre work is highly structured and does not permit workers to acquire additional skills.

Even the training provided does not permit the agents to grow professionally, although there are some exceptions. The companies are not willing to invest in the single worker which also means exploiting the social capital of the company. There is also the common conviction that agents should be transitory. Companies therefore give the workers a sort of ‘disposable’ training, very short-lived and specific to the task at hand. Agents are trained rapidly to carry out the tasks (average time 1 to 2 weeks) so they can be immediately productive. This situation gives rise to an apparent paradox, managers lay great stress on human resources in a highly labour-intensive sector, and yet work organisation is firmly centred on technology and it is the technology that attracts the greatest investment.

This aspect is particularly critical as career opportunities are rare, especially in the call centres in outsourcing. This is due to various reasons, ranging from the presence of short hierarchical chains to the fact that there is an unbalanced ratio between management and the number of agents. But prospects are not significantly better within in-house call centres. Very often the call centre agents are not sufficiently integrated with the other company divisions so the call centre is not always an entry point for work within the company, contrary to what many young people employed there would hope for.

The final result is that the only mobility allowed in call centres is through the ‘door’. Agents leave either to go to another call centre that offers better working conditions but with similarities and common features to the previous job or else the worker goes elsewhere in the labour market, but without any particular enhancement of prospects through the experience acquired.

In short, greater social status for the agents' job and more developed management and organisation conditions might be made possible when customer service provision becomes the core activity of the call centre in the Internet based market. We will examine this aspect later. 

We have seen the effects that technology has on work with respect to the transmission of know-how. Technology raises company productivity- through the autonomic distribution of calls, computer-telephony integration, the use of software to monitor calls handled, to register pick-up and waiting times but it also  means the greater degree of control over workers.

In fact, electronic monitoring lets supervisors keep track of the precise operations of each worker, who is taking a call, waiting for a call, taking a break. Technology also makes it possible to listen in on the agent's conversations. This invasive control via technology and resulting pressure on the worker contributes to higher levels of stress that characterises work in all call centres.

The research data shows however that workers are not accepting these imposed limits passively, and are responding in different ways, not necessarily a collective response, through non-codified behaviours and acts of resistance to the foreseen homologation of the bureaucratic control. 

To these pressures from excess surveillance systems are added other problems, health problems arising from the monotony and repetitive nature of the tasks, the heavy workloads imposed, self-control required in dealing with the public etc.  Even features of the working environment contribute, for example the technical quality of audio-video equipment, workstation ergonomics, noise levels, ventilation and microclimate, producing muscular-skeletal and vision disorders, as well as other symptoms.

It thus seems that high levels of stress in call centres are not just linked to heavy workloads, but to the overall demands of the work (from the speed of dealing with inquiries to the monitoring of results,  etc). This situation has led to a new work culture to be put forward by an expert 
 so that young people will be taught how to defend themselves’, allowing them to manage stressful situations.

Another highly critical aspect of the study is in relation to contractual conditions offered in call centres.

Contracts prevalent in the various call centres embody features of regulatory models in the different countries involved so the forms assumed by contractual flexibility follow different labour market models present in the various countries. Thus, in UK permanent contracts are frequent, while in Spain there are fixed-term contracts, and in Italy a sort of legal anomaly, somewhere between freelance and employed status, called ‘para-subordination’.

Usually companies tend to structure employment relationships in concentric circles.  Permanent staff constitute a first group, mostly managers and specialised operators, then the second group of workers on fixed term contracts, involving agents, but also supervisors. Lastly, a more fluctuating group on extremely short-term contracts.  This means that in the same workplace there are subjects with  different work statuses. This creates problems of a social nature, lowering the motivation of workers whose conditions are relatively inferior and reinforcing a condition of relative deprivation with respect to their stable colleagues. This is further aggravated by the fact that some in-house call centres apply different and worse contractual conditions with respect to those of the parent company.

‘Unrestrained’ flexibility is an overriding principle in the world of the call centre and one of the first concepts learnt by the agents. Along side contractual flexibility there is also widespread temporal flexibility. Irrespective of the task, workers are expected to do part time and shift work, often so that the centre can be staffed on a 24-hour basis and to alleviate the stress of the job, recognised as such by the managers.

Obviously flexibility may also suit the needs of workers. Many of them are students or women with family responsibilities and appreciate having a job that takes up only a few hours of their week.

This aspect should not be underestimated when taking into account the general problems in the sector. Hourly flexibility should be regarded first and foremost as an instrument to meet the needs and requests expressed by the workers.

Indeed, for many young people call centre work is temporary and not an end in itself as witnessed by the high turnover in this sector. Nonetheless, it is worth considering that these workers have higher than average levels of schooling and consequently have expectations of professional improvement which are often not met.  Our research shows that workers complain about the poor opportunities for professional growth.

The high turnover rates are also related to stress and the working conditions offered. Young people contribute in large measure to the proportion of workers who leave this sector and the average term of a call centre worker in all the countries involved is very low. Yet, isn't turnover a critical issue for call centre businesses just as it is for other companies that attempt to retain the workforce by activating polices to instil company identity in the workers and keep them loyal?

In fact from the employer's point of view the high levels of turnover have a dual aspect.  On the one hand, the ideal condition for managers and employers of call centres is not to achieve any drastic lowering of turnover but merely to reduce it for the sake of saving on training and recruitment costs. Turnover gives the business those margins of flexibility which it needs to deal with the unpredictability of the market and its deadlines, without having to sustain additional labour costs. 

On the other hand, there are also cases of call centres were the problem of retaining workers is beginning to be felt. The companies need a core group of stable workers who they can count on (regardless of the contractual conditions offered to them). This is why some call centres have recruited women re-entering the labour market and set up ad hoc programmes for them. Others are beginning to recruit even pensioners, and some have made the decision to employ workers on a stable basis because ‘satisfied workers makes for satisfied customers’. A demonstration that though flexibility is a strategic element, an excessive turnover in the workforce can also be a curb on the company's development.

To sum up this point, employers are not looking for maximum flexibility but a sort of optimal flexibility
. Whereas, for the workers, the appeal of this job is linked to the intersection of a number of subjective variables on their own social condition, such as personal experience, expectations and by objective variables like typology of call centre, contractual conditions, pay levels and the quality of the work. 

There is an apparent paradox in terms of the high number of job applications received by call centres, in relation to the simultaneously high turnover.

A possible explanation to this phenomenon is the initial appeal of this job in terms of its social status.  Many young people are willing to do this kind of work while regarding other jobs as beneath them, even though they might pay better.  Poorer working conditions become acceptable because the work is only temporary and can be categorised as a "white-collar" job.

Another striking finding of the research is that in some cases there is a high level of identification with the goals of the company, along with a sense of responsibility.  Doubtless this is also an effect of the company's emphasis on imbuing the workforce with its values right from the start. Yet the perception of working in a new sector should not be underestimated. Using ICT and perceiving the clients problems as "a personal challenge to be overcome", as one worker put it, are aspects which attract people to this job. 

The outlook

In recent years there has been a trend of exponential growth in European call centres, although different countries vary in the phases of this development.

As we have already seen in the Inventory report (D1) of the Tosca project, European call centres will continue to grow, albeit perhaps at a slower rate. According to DATAMONITOR, growth over the next three years will be at 12 percent
 and for 2002 it is envisaged that 1.3% of the European workforce, equivalent to nearly 2 million people, will be working in call centres. In some countries there will be a higher rate of growth.  In old Europe, Italy and Spain are indicated as showing the most dynamic growth, while in the aspirant member states call centres represent a new youth employment sector attracted to this job not only by the fact that call centre work is considered to be a socially good job but also because it lets them work with new technologies.

One tendency often noted in the literature is the growth of pan-European call centres. A number of computer companies, for example, handle marketing and technical hotline calls from across western Europe at a single call centre, where staff automatically answer incoming calls in the appropriate language. Ireland is a popular destination for pan-European call centres, where the industry has been developed with government financial support. The UK also has a number of call centres handling international calls, several based in London where a large pool of native non-English speakers is available. 

The study has made it possible to confirm that the future for pan-European call centres may be limited. First of all, the move towards contact centres that deal in written communication like email sets a much higher level of literacy in the various foreign languages than is needed for basic telephone work. Secondly, due to changes in technology and telephone tariffs, it is now much easier to run a series of smaller, networked regional call centres as opposed to the previous situation where one large centre covering all markets was preferable. These networks can be located closer to their markets, where appropriate language skills are more widely available
Equally, the location of call centres to Third World countries for reasons of cost reduction, does not appear to be a widespread tendency nor a growing one.  National or local affiliations, for some services in particular, seems to be a significant requirement for call centre clients. This is confirmed by A. Bibby, particularly with regard to the British financial sector: "“It may be that it is felt that customers would be resistant to the idea that their bank or insurance adviser was located in another country. It is also true that most banks and insurers continue to operate on a national level, even where the companies are internationally owned”

A report in the UK has recently suggested that ‘virtual call centres’ like this may be an idea which will become increasingly attractive for companies.
  In fact Automated Call Distribution technology allows work to be done in remote centres and could therefore modify the image of call centres where a large number of workers are concentrated in the same place (city and office). This creates further problems for trade unions.  This does not appear to be a current trend however.

DATAMONITOR envisages a growth in outsourcing call centres over the next few years. Here our research has confirmed the fact that the outlook for in-house call centres is an uncertain one.  The future of call centres seems to be in outsourcing.  Economic factors dictate this.  In-house structures tend to have more permanent staff and overstaffing would result if their market were to shrink, while outsourcing call centres cater for more than one client and are therefore in a position to shift personnel around where needed. However, this is a still evolving sector, not at all settled in qualitative terms nor on typologies of activities conducted through the call centre.

In fact, future developments in the sector are closely linked to technological developments and the growth of Internet activity in different economies.

The progressive introduction of so-called self-service technologies such as vocal response technologies, Internet use on personal computers or mobiles, could have the effect of reducing workforce demand. The spread of Interactive Voice Response systems could have the same effect of reducing the call volume handled by the call centre agents as they allow the caller to insert or receive information directly from a host computer or from a local database recorded on the system. This allows the same number of agents to handle a greater volume of calls as the introduction of a Ivr seems to bring about the reduction of the average inbound calls on a toll-free phone line. At any rate wherever call centres are a strong link in company marketing strategy, or if the company relation with the client is handled through the call centre, even the advent of these technologies will not see the end of the call centre, whereas if the call centre is only used for very specific applications that can be expedited automatically (for example inquiries about a current account balance) it is likely that operators will soon be replaced with automatic answering systems.

Technologies will not only have the effect of replacing human workers, albeit partially, but they can also have positive effects on the quality of the agent's work.  For example investment in "knowledge management" will equip the agent to deal more competently with particular problems so that when the agent receives a call s/he is able to speak better and with more authority on a particular problem;  likewise technologies of data-warehousing in which the agent will have a clear profile of the client.  Changes envisaged include further interactive services via Internet and new investment in technologies particularly in relation to multichannel telephone technology, which will have a significant effect on work organisation and client relations.

Prospects offered by web call centres are significant.  The web call centre agent is still a minority within the call centre workforce, but employment prospects are growing.  Presently these figures are being used in help desks for external and internal clients of companies in the credit and insurance sectors and online banking.  Some companies have already equipped their websites with "call me" buttons, allowing the clients that surf the net for a call to be made to them at a given time.  In the web call centres, Internet and the telephone are often used simultaneously to answer users who link up to the Internet when they have a problem, a written reply is then sent to them by email. This means that the agent must be trained on the contents, and be able to put his ideas clearly and concisely in writing. Moreover, work in this typology of call centre is less stressful as the agent has less direct contact with the public and skills and procedures are more varied.  

This evolution through the web has an impact on the work of the agents as well as their working conditions.  

This outlook reinforces the importance of adopting improved training for call centre agents so that they may be equipped for future developments.

Problems and recommendations for the union

Trade union difficulties in this sector are aggravated by particular factors, as can be seen by the average low unionisation rates. The study has shown: the extent to which flexibility dictates work relationships, social and contractual fragmentation within the business, an informal and personalised style of relations between management and agents, a high turnover in workforce, widespread resignation or submission towards the company, individualistic attitudes. The workers feel extremely exposed to the risks of instability, making them less likely to undertake any commitment to act in defence of their rights, passively accepting their lot and reminding themselves that it is only a stopgap job.

In such a scenario, the union becomes the collective actor – more than parties or other political institutions – that bears the brunt of this new current economic conjuncture. Critical issues merge into a systemic interrelation between innovation in the economic production models, the regulatory sphere of rights and in the social values.

Economic streamlining, the reconfiguration of the workplace (outsourcing and lean production), changes in the socio-technical paradigm of work organisation, increasing flexibility in legal work definitions, changes in lifestyle (more individualistic), erode and upset the fundamentals of material conditions, the policies of organisations and trade unionism as we have always known it during the past. 

New forms of social subjectivitiy and bonds of identification are being increasingly formed outside the workplace. Great importance is placed today on consumerism, lifestyle
 and the cultural industry
. The "de-traditionalising of social classes" and the "individualising of unease"
 tend to bring people together in “contingent coalitions” and for ad hoc issues rather than common, universal groups, like the traditional ones related to families, area, class, union, etc. Joining a trade union can even be experienced in this way. Although it is a weak bond, casual and instrumental favoured (or forced) by the transitory nature of work. 

The trade unions themselves are ill-equipped in the face of these new forms of work and new kinds of workers as they are used to a very different kind of society on which the workings of the union movement have been developed over the decades. The prototype of the industrial worker inherited from the taylor-fordist era is slowly disappearing: male, adult, low educated, socialised within the working-class culture and movement.

Now they have to reckon with a different kind of workforce characterised by completely different elements than the ones listed above. Workers in the service sector (white collar), young, high educated, increasingly more women with cultural attitudes and values less tied to affiliation to a social class, movement, etc.

All this makes it ‘objectively’ and ‘subjectively’ more difficult for the union to communicate with the new tertiary workforce. Our interviews have highlighted these difficulties and this remoteness from trade union experience.

Given this situation, it is imperative for European trade unions to search for new responses so they can put themselves in a position to know how to intercept the demand for representation and protection advanced by the world of new jobs. The future of the trade unions lies on the balance if solutions are not found. The constraints and difficulties described so far need to be transformed into opportunities. This means re-thinking the entire social and contractual representation supply of individual and collective services, identities and symbols linked to affiliation. A new, original combination of good old techniques and some modern marketing tools are required
. The union must try to adjust its methods to suit the characteristics of the call centres using a mix of traditional and innovative instruments. 

A priority is to develop initiatives at workplaces by obtaining detailed knowledge of the work organisation and conditions. Questions must be put to the workers and this information translated into real negotiating platforms.

The most frequent issues raised by workers interviewed, with some variation from country to country:

· higher salary levels

· more continuity and security in working agreements

· combating stress and work rhythms

· need to improve workstation ergonomics

· working hours and holidays

· defence of privacy

It would be useful to be able to define codes of online conduct and to establish explicit company policy on correct and incorrect behaviour, on what basis supervisory controls become necessary and in what ways codes of collective or individual identification become the attributes of the worker.

These issues are developed in chapter 4.  In any case, the efficacy of trade union representation in the workplaces presupposes at least two preconditions:

· legislation which does not obstruct, but favours trade union presence in workplaces

· statutory employment relationships which register relative stability of employment.

In the first of these there are already existing legislation and agreements within the EU countries which make this an incontrovertible right (outlining union rights and authorities/prerogatives at workplaces); in the second – statutory flexibility in employment relations – there is a need for legislative reforms in every country which will put an end to contractual abuses. Without minimum guarantees on the length of employment relationships, it is impossible for trade union to make any headway in workplaces. The use of flexible contracts as envisaged in EU and national legislation (fixed-term, temporary, part-time, flexible hours) has to be negotiated with workers representatives at company level. While the company has to maintain regular and up-to-the-minute information and consultation with the union on all aspects of industrial and technological policies and modifications to employment as well as work organisation. 

A second terrain that must be updated is the capacity of the union to follow through transformations, especially related to labour market protection and employment relationships. This is particularly important if we consider that most of the workforce employed in call centres are only ‘passing through’ . It is thus important to construct and maintain ‘employability’.

This type of intervention must occur through legislative tools that innovate the traditional welfare measures, calibrating them to suit the real requirements of the new professionals that populate the labour market. Social security and continuing training must be the two pillars of welfare reform, taking account of the need for social rights expressed by the new service and information workers. "Long life learning" in particular must be guaranteed to everyone to give opportunities to learn/upgrade skills. This research has crucially demonstrated that what agents learn in call centres has no great marketability elsewhere.

Today the call centre agent has a low status in the labour market; the skills required do not appear to be adequately defined. It would thus be necessary to individuate the new professional figures and provide them with skills upgrading, supported by specific vocational courses to give them career and advancement in all areas and sectors of customer management
. It would be useful to set up study courses  on communication techniques, sophisticated technologies, teamwork, client management, problem solving.  This amounts to structuring of a new profession which means not only training provision but work identity, social recognition, promotion prospects, systems of skill certification.  This would help the employability of these workers in the wider market. In short, it would mean constructing and certifying skills that would be able to be used across the board, for all ICT-based jobs. 

If there is a commitment at the public/political level,  perhaps in collaboration with companies, the unions will be able to take workers demands ahead. As for the trade union’s own action, two results could be aimed for:

· incentives at a national and local level besides those directly in the workplace

· supplement traditional negotiating and collective role with more personalised and specialised individual services

British trade unions offer a good example of these two approaches, with the creation of call centres at the service of call centre agents, or else the Italian Chambers of Commerce located throughout the country where workers can get advice and support for pension, fiscal and legal matters.

An example of a telephone advisory service was launched by FIET in 1998 for "online rights for online workers". Call centres offer considerable possibilities for trade union recruitment and organisation. This is despite the fact that some call centre managements have tried to adopt anti-union policies (even where there are recognition and negotiation agreements with parent banks or insurers). A. Bibby has succinctly described what such an approach could yield: “The right of free access by employees and by trade unions and works councils to corporate e-mail systems, so that employee members can receive information and communicate with their representatives. The right of free access to the Internet (and to corporate intranet networks) by employees, to enable them to access trade union web sites and other information relevant to their rights at work.”
. 

In terms of role outside workplace, we need a thorough revision of relationships between federations of sectors and territorial organisation of trade unions, in other words Cartesian axes (vertical and horizontal) within which trade union organisation has developed, in particular the Italian and French experience.  If work is delocalised and dispersed throughout the territory trade unions need to operate accordingly, using territorial representation as a decisive platform for to launch of future organisation potential.

Last but not least, we should not forget that the majority of call centre workers are women. This means that the union must interpret the needs expressed by women workers. Flexible working hours, if sufficiently regulated, can give women opportunities to reconcile working life and family life.  Just as on-site childcare facilities could help women workers deal with shift work when public crèches are closed.

Recent comparative studies show that the provision of services as a motivation to trade union membership is relatively insignificant, whereas the ability to negotiate working conditions and bring about greater identification are much more decisive factors
. Thus the European trade union must bring its political and cultural repertoire completely up-to-date, in every instance safeguarding its original heritage, towards a greater freedom, solidarity and democracy, within our advanced societies. 

� � Donati E., I call centre: una nuova opportunità di business e di lavoro nell’economia della conoscenza, paper per “office automation n. 3, March 1999


� S. Bagnara, op. cit


� Accornero A., Altieri G., Oteri C., Lavoro flessibile. Cosa pensano davvero imprenditori e manager, Ediesse, Rome, 2001.


� Datamonitor “Call centres in EMEA”, 2000 


� A. Bibby, op cit


� The Institute for Employment Studies for Mitel, Virtually There: The Evolution of Call Centres; 1999


� P. Bordieu, La distinction; in it. La distinzione, Il Mulino, Bologna, 1979.


� M. Horkheimer and T. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, in It. Dialettica dell’Illuminismo, Einaudi, 1976


� U. Beck, (1986); in it.  La società del rischio, Carocci, Rome, 2000; Z. Bauman, in It. La società dell’incertezza, Il Mulino, Bologna, 1999.


� A. Bibby, Negotiating the new economy, cit. 


� Donati E. Fare business con il call centre, 1999 


� A. Bibby, Negotiationg, cit.


� R. Hoffmann e J. Waddington, Trade Unions, in Europe, ETUI, Bruxelles, 2001





PAGE  
100

