SUMMARY TOSCA CASE STUDIES REPORT

This report presents the results of a comparative qualitative analysis of 45 case studies of call centres located  in  the 8 countries involved in the TOSCA project. 

The analysis conducted 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 and quality of the industrial relations. Therefore  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. The combination of the different variables considered in the analysis allows us to identify five main typologies of call centres: in-house, large call centres in outsourcing, small call centres in outsourcing, “social” call centres, automated call centres.
In addition to the specific components of the typologies, many call centres present a series of common features: 

· 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.

· Call centre workers are essentially young, often students, but primarily women with an intermediate level of education . The overrepresentation of women manifests a new form of female segregation.

· 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. 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.

· ‘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.

· Some critical aspects are apparent : lack of career prospects ( call centres work is highly structured and those not permit workers to acquire additional skills ) ; no great marketability experience; the company are not willing to invest in the single worker;  agents are trained rapidly to carry out the tasks ; control  over workers; health problems ( monotony- heavy workloads ); stress, bad  contractual conditions offered ( short term contracts, low salary, unsociable hours , etc.) 

· A high turnover rate affects all the countries, differences can be found in the sector and typology of call centres. Work repetitiveness, stress and lack of career prospects are the most frequent motives which lead workers “to get out”. In some cases the high turnover rate is a part of a precise company strategy.

· The study has shown some trade union difficulties in this sector. The  low unionisation rates is connected with some factors: 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.

This rather complex framework acts as a spring board for the proposal of guidelines for union action in these work contexts. The union must adopt new strategies to intercept the demand from ICT workers combining good old techniques and some modern marketing tools. The Union has to develop initiatives at workplaces to address critical issues raised by workers (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 ). 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’.

