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‘Call Centres in Europe’

An ETUC-CGT Symposium on behalf of the TOSCA Project

24th September 2002

Venue CGT Head Office Paris

Report on the Symposium for the TOSCA Project

Introduction

The Symposium was well attended – with approximately 90 persons - by Project partners and a large number of call centre workers and their representatives, especially from France. Its main function was to report back the research on Call Centres in Europe of the TOSCA Project and for participants to test their experience of working and organising in that sector against the research. The European context was set by Peter Johnston Head of the New Methods of Work, from DG Information Society which funded the Project. The day produced lively debate and comment, and focused on ways forward for trade unionists in Europe proposed by the CGT and ETUC.

New challenges of the work environment

Peter Johnson put the work of TOSCA into the context of Europe moving towards a “competitive and dynamic knowledge- based economy”. The European Union has priorities of quality of work and increasing participation that link to employment and economic growth. For the EU a prerequisite for the realisation of these priorities is the “effective use of information and communication technologies”

At present about 10 million workers or 6 % of the EU workforce are engaged in eWork but an enormous potential for improvement on these figures exists. The trend is at the moment upwards aided by new high-speed technologies and 20 million workers (11%) are forecast for 2005 and 30 million by 2010.Call centres and similar work must therefore be given great attention. A large expansion is not enough; we need better jobs as well as more of them. Better jobs should include attention to a “good working environment, better balance between work and personal life, health and safety, employee involvement and diversity in work.”

 Despite the Eurobarometer survey that showed an overall positive impact of ICT on jobs, more needs to be done to combat stress. In all European jobs 28 % of workers are affected by stress causing 50% of lost working time through illness. Technology should be designed and is being designed to cut stress and reduce other work environment problems. Health and Safety is one of the EU’s most important social policy areas and a new framework for improvement has been produced this year. Additionally the new agreement between unions and employers across Europe on teleworking, (which includes call centre work performed at home) should ensure a proper balance between benefits for employees and employers (including Health and Safety).
Finally Peter Johnson reported on the importance of sustainable development in new forms of work. Recently the European Council has integrated a strategy for sustainable development with that of the knowledge economy. This integration will be reflected in the new 6th Framework programme for research and technology development between 2003 and 2006. Work is central to sustainable development.

Presentation of the draft TOSCA Report Handbook

Ursula Huws of Analytica UK reported on the research of the TOSCA Project through a presentation of the draft TOSCA handbook, which had been provided in full to all Symposium participants.
 As its title suggests, the handbook “How Can We Help” is a guide to practitioners in the field using the TOSCA research as its base.

Ursula first of all paid tribute to the ISERES research organisation for setting up the Project. The old sociology of work had concentrated on male industrial workers. The Project had come about as industrial work and unionisation had decreased whilst office work and unionisation had increased. Call centres were a key example of new office work.

TOSCA’s main research question was to investigate in call centres the two polarities of views about the new work. Firstly the knowledge economy view and secondly the electronic factory view of many sociologists including Foucault. Briefly the knowledge economy view held that all jobs with IT would be good, flexible, autonomous and skilled. The electronic factory view held that because of the structural needs to reduce costs and increase profits of business then a Taylorist path would be inevitable and jobs would be highly controlled and surveyed – with deskilled and dehumanised operatives crammed together like battery hens in a new and even more oppressive version of the industrial factory. The task of TOSCA was to see which of these two opposing pictures represented reality.

The TOSCA research showed that call centres are not homogeneous. Some have high surveillance some do not. Ursula outlined five distinct categories identified by IRES (TOSCA’s Italian partner) as a result of intensive analysis of the TOSCA case studies:

1. In house call centres which have evolved from other departments of the organisation that enjoy in general better conditions of work; low turnover of staff and trade union presence.

2. Large outsourced call centres which vary quite a lot depending on type of work and country but maximum flexibility is an aim, trade union presence is low and often work is temporary and with high turnover of staff.

3. Small outsourced centres, where trade union presence is rare although they vary from centres with high involvement and paternalistic management to low cost low profit centres with poor conditions and high turnover.

4. Social call centres which offer various forms of social service in the private and public sectors e.g. emergency services. The workers involved are usually highly motivated and involved. Although pay is generally low, turnover is low. Trade unions often only exist in the public part.

5. Highly automated centres in which 80% of calls are dealt with automatically. Workers tend to be highly qualified, have high responsibility, identify with the employer, and do not join trade unions.

We cannot therefore make wide generalisations about call centre work in Europe. They range between organisations where professional workers have high commitment to their job and employer, and expect long term employment, to the stereotypical “electronic factory” with poor conditions, pressurised highly controlled work and a high turnover of staff.

Ursula then highlighted some key trends in call centres in Europe, revealed by TOSCA’s research.

1. Call centres are rapidly changing both in terms of technology/work organisation and in spatial terms of movement within and between countries including movement outside the EU e.g. UK-India. A global division of labour is being created.
2. Call centre work organisation is spreading into other areas of work. More and more sectors and occupations are becoming “call-centerised”

3. Workers are not passive and take various forms of action to react against bad conditions from leaving to joining trade unions and gaining good agreements.

4. The TOSCA draft handbook contains many examples of good practice that could be and are being incorporated into agreements between employers and unions. Certain key problems provide mutual benefit if solved for both social partners. Staff turnover is very high in the outsourced sector. Some employers are happy to live with this factor as it provides flexibility. However above a certain level this becomes detrimental for employers as the costs of training new employees increases, and quality is reduced. Negotiation over the causes of this high turnover may therefore become possible. One area is good training particularly to improve transferable skills. Another is the improvement of promotion prospects.

5. Typically call centres are located on the edges of cities that have high unemployment levels. Incentives by various levels of government will be needed to persuade them to move to “Remote Regions” of the EU.

Questions to Peter and Ursula

Peter and Ursula both reassured a questioner that disability was a significant concern of the EU. Ursula mentioned a successful EC Project in Portugal, in which routing calls to disabled people resulted in higher quality. In reply to a great deal of concern over poor Health and Safety in some French call centres (“treated like animals”) Peter confirmed the EC’s commitment to Health and Safety in its new strategy. Concern was expressed that good centres particularly trade union organised ones would be undercut by bad ones. Minimum standards would need to be introduced to stop this bad practice. Ursula reported how the Mersyside Call centre Project in the UK was trying to equalise conditions. One speaker expressed doubts that call centre employers would improve conditions without union pressure. He argued that call centres have been set up to reduce costs through economies of scale, and in that process to reduce the cost of a job .He stated that for example in French railways the job of ticket selling was done in a station but also in call centres at greatly reduced pay. On the railways however absence was 50% higher in call centres than in the rest of the system. Ursula noted the problems for union organisation of call centres, the movement across borders, transient workers, movement between unions but noted that there were nevertheless a number of cases where union organisation had brought about significant gains sometimes (in parts of the voluntary and public sector) in collaboration with progressive employers. Peter stated the view that new technology would improve work, and that although deskilling had occurred in certain areas, in others a levelling out of responsibilities had increased skills to other workers.

Partner reports from the different countries

These reports and the questions about them and statements from the floor showed that not only are there big differences in conditions between call centre types but also between countries. In some countries call centres are a big growth area of employment in others employment has stabilised. There is evidence that certain countries in Europe have generally poorer conditions and less union representation than others. Those differences are both a cause of movement between countries and are also being used as a threat to workers who have better conditions. It was reported that in France employers threatened workers that unless they curbed their demands they would relocate to Ireland. The reports and discussion showed that not only were national strategies needed to deal with the local circumstances but also European union strategies and legislation. The need for a trade union presence to increase standards was a common theme. As the Irish Project partner stated, “sticks as well as carrots are needed”. The threat of relocation outside the EU remains a difficult question for the unions.

Certainly the unions in Ireland faced special difficulties, as the country specialised in multi–lingual pan-European centres that recruit young foreign graduates eager to earn money in a different country and improve their English. Conditions were generally poor; centres were highly controlled, even to the extent of having dress codes for agents who did not see the public. Secret monitoring was used for assessment of agents. Turnover was high but employers were happy about this as it kept the pay bill stagnant. They could continue to pay the same rates to new employees without having to make increases to old ones. Unions were having great difficulty in recruiting except in established areas of banking and retail, for not only did transient employees make recruitment difficult but also employers manipulated recognition laws. Recently the government in an attempt to increase foreign investment had weakened the laws.

France also reported poor conditions, although unions were active. Continual rationalisation occurs with threats being used of relocation to countries such as Ireland or to Eastern Europe or the developing world. “Industrial forms of management” have been introduced. Rationalisation has meant that people working in industries do not understand them, they just “read a script” to callers. Call centres “have changed Industrial relations in France.” “Call centres are being used as social laboratories to develop casualised work”. Union activity is higher and protective laws are better in France, so this could encourage relocation by certain employers. “TOSCA has taught us that union presence is vital to increase standards of work.” In France Telecom the employers will not give anything without a struggle.” Concern was expressed by some participants that the employer only gave them the bare technology for the job and so, for example, access to union or the TOSCA websites was not possible.

In Italy call centre work is growing especially in small centres .The outsourced ones report worst conditions and least unionisation although it is low all over the sector. The Italian State is interested in relocating call centres to the South, at present they are disproportionately in the North and Centre (89%-11%). People in Italy are not happy in call centre work and “want to get out”. The main task for unions in a situation of high turnover is to try to develop, through training, the employability of workers for the future through transferable skills as well as improving conditions.

In Spain once again poor conditions were reported, with long working days, high levels of stress and low levels of pay. TOSCA will help in showing best practice across Europe. However all union Federations have already gained an agreement with the employers on conditions for all call centre workers in Spain.

In Germany whilst growth in numbers has slowed overall in-house centres have been a growth area. This is one of the reasons why information on call centres in Germany has been difficult to find. In Germany where sectoral bargaining between employers and unions is the norm, many independent call centres are not in the employers association and therefore, as local bargaining is rare, employers avoid union agreements on pay and conditions.

The Bulgarians mainly reported on the development of the website and bibliography for TOSCA. Call centre numbers are small in the country and unionisation non-existent. Because of pay, which is very low in relation to EU countries, a large growth in call centre numbers is expected.

Perhaps because of relatively good unionisation Belgium reported that growth in call centre work had stopped and they did not expect the country to be a big call centre host.  “A trend across Europe exists to outsource to countries where unions have little weight”. At the moment just 1% of the workforce is employed in call centres. They felt that TOSCA had been very useful in helping the unions to develop strategies to deal with call centres. It had also more generally helped them to rethink their strategies on union organisation and recruitment. Recruitment at present in call centres was low. The main problems at present in call centres for which they were developing strategies and trying to gain agreements were:

· Trying to get the employers to develop open and objective methods of assessment of personnel.
· Dealing with stress

· To stop the invasion of privacy of workers. E.g. Medical questions.
The UK report was overall the most optimistic. Perhaps because it has the most mature call centre sector in Europe, with a third of all EU call centres. There has been a chance for unions to secure significant gains, although very poor conditions persist in many non-unionised call centres. In the UK call centre work continues to grow from an already large base. Employers’ concerns however were related to cost, sickness and retention of employees. Employees were concerned with health and safety, privacy, monitoring of work and working time. Another concern related to regional development as the work is inordinately concentrated at the moment in North West England and Scotland. 

Unions were increasingly concentrating on organising in call centres. UNISON, the largest UK union, had developed a call centre workers charter that aimed to protect workers on key issues. On Mersyside (the Liverpool area) over 100 employer’s, local government organizations and unions had got together with the purpose of improving conditions in call centres. In one of the retail call centres 97% of employees were members of a union in a very large call centre. Good practice was seen as beneficial for employers and unions One employer present at the Symposium, Paul Gibson of BSS which is an outsourced call centre, spoke of the usefulness of good practice to employers .In his centre the employee turnover was only 3% per annum. He argued that good conditions improves quality and saves money on training as it costs him £10-12,000 to train a new employee over 6-12 months. He stated that government pressurised by unions should introduce a set of enforceable quality standards for the industry. In response to a question about surveillance Ursula Huws pointed out the good example of Sweden where (except in a small number of US owned centres) it is normal practice that nothing can be recorded without the knowledge of the call centre employee.

Summation and Conclusion

Overall the conference reported a great deal of bad conditions in call centres in Europe. Clearly however this varied from type to type and from country to country, but much remains to be improved towards the good jobs that the EC wants to become universal. Many interesting examples of good practice were cited, which can be the basis for future standards. Indeed many participants thanked the TOSCA Project for helping with their work of improvement .A general consensus existed that trade unions were vital in gaining good conditions as doubt was expressed about employers improving work voluntarily. However it was shown that employers, especially those working in specialized areas, need well trained permanent employees. Thus a common ground exists with the social partners in providing good conditions and training to retain staff and improve quality. A consensus may be created in support of the need for basic standards to be established by law across Europe to avoid undercutting of good employees by others who found it advantageous to maintain poor conditions and pay along with consequent high turnover of staff. The problem of global relocation remains. However as cost of labour is not the only factor in relocation it is likely that centres requiring extensive training and education and high technology and knowledge, and producing high added value, will remain in Europe. 

Jean Christoph Le Duigou, speaking on behalf of the CGT, found the symposium useful. He stated that TOSCA had been good because it had avoided looking at the world with ideological spectacles. It had reported objectively what was there in Europe. He said that a danger existed of increased competition dividing workers through fear. He said that therefore to counter this tendency the need was to build links not only in France but also across Europe.

Willy Bushak, for the European Trade Union Confederation, outlined how the ETUC continues to make agreements with employers to establish standards across Europe. They had already agreed one on the related area of teleworking that would include call centre employees working at home. This included the obligation of the employer to provide the appropriate technology to the worker for their job. It was also ETUC policy that all members should have the right and the means to communicate with their union.

The ETUC was actively engaged in further initiatives. In order to gain “good standards for call centre workers” the ETUC would try to reach an agreement with the employers in Europe. This agreement would include areas of concern mentioned in TOSCA; work organisation, control and surveillance methods, health and safety and improvement of qualifications for call centre workers.

Annex:  Promotional leaflet for the TOSCA Symposium
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� As the draft Handbook was only available in English executive summaries had also been produced in French, German, Italian, Spanish, Dutch, and Bulgarian.
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