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Introduction: Taylorism and white-collar work

In tandem with the massve growth in white-collar employment in the podt-war
period, the literature concerning the nature of office work in particular attracted ever-
increasing interest (Lockwood 1958; Braverman 1974; Crompton and Jones 1984).
Concurrent debates focussed upon issues related to the perceived proletarianisation,
Taylorisation and/or feminisation of white-collar work.

In rgecting Klingender's assessment that mechanization had aready completed ‘the
technicd proletarianisation of clericad labour by the 1930s, Lockwood's andyss
linked the rdativdy low levd of invesment in maechinery to the sze of the average
office and to the nature of clerical work itsalf (Lockwood 1958: 92-96). Nonetheless,
in conddering developments in office work by the mid-1950s, Lockwood (1958 92)
acknowledged the growth of Stuaionsin which,

*...the mechanization and rationdization of office work has proceeded
to the extent that relaively large groups of semi-skilled employees

are concentrated together. ... performing routinized and disciplined work,
often rewarded in accordance with physica output, with little chance

of promation...’

Although nowhere mentioning ether the works of FW. Taylor or ‘scientific
management’, Lockwood is clearly describing the application of a classcdly
Taylorist gpproach to monitoring and measuring the output of the growing ranks of
workers employed in large offices. Unsurprisngly, such practices were confined to
measuring quantitative agpects of employee performance.

At the high point of productivity deds in the late 1960s, an Engineering Employers
Federation (EEF) study of office productivity sgndled employers intentions in clear
terms,

‘The notion that white-collar, especidly clerica work cannot be
measured effectively isamyth that must be dispelled. Investigations
made during the course of this study have shown that there are few
areas indeed which are impractical or non-economic to measure.”

(quoted in Cliff 1970: 10-11)

Such sentiments were echoed in Braverman's explicitly anti-Taylorite critique of the
measures being contemplated and agpplied by prestigious US companies during this
same period. Braverman (1974: 320-324) reproduces extracts from these companies
‘Guide to Office Cleicd Time Standards, in which basc dericd activities ae
reduced to units of 0.001 minutes (or one-sixteenth of a second). In a later passage, in
which he andyses the early applications of computerised data-processing, Braverman
refersto,



‘...the conversion of the office routine into a factory-like processin
accordance with the precepts of modern management and available
technology . ..the modern office become a machine which at best
functions wdl only within its routine limits, and functions badly
when it is caled upon to meet specid requirements.’

(1974: 347-348)

Thus, the perspective presented is again of classcad Taylorist methods being applied
to control and measure office workers' output.

With the quditative change in the computerisation of the labour process sgnified by
the introduction of inter-active personal computers into the office on a mass scde
from the ealy 1980s, more attention was focussed upon the application of new
technologies directed towards the monitoring of employee output. There were, of
course, those who argued that computerisation would remove drudgery and repetitive
tasks and s0 “free up” employees, trandforming the nature of white-collar work and
making it infinitdly more rewarding (Handy 1985, Mumford 1983). However, there
was a generdly accepted perception that it had aso become feasble to attain total
knowledge, in “red time’, of how every employegs time was being deployed,
through the application of eectronic monitoring equipment (McLoughlin & Clark
1988; Bain & Badry 1992).

Snce the mid-1990s, the most dynamic area of growth in white-collar employment
internationdly has been in cadl centres (Datamonitor 1998, 1999). While some have
described the widespread — if not universdl — practice of monitoring employee
performance in these operations as having “rendered supervisory control perfect”
(Fernie & Metcdf 1998), others have characterised management’s role and objectives
as being less“directive’ and more “facilitative’ (Frenkel et a 1999).

However, a key condgderation for cdl centre management is that the essence of the
labour process is located not Smply in the quantity of cals (as messured in average
cdl-times, time between cdls, etc.), but aso in the quality of each employee-customer
inter-action, which might incude the content of cdls and the ways in which the
employee interacts with the customer. Efforts to attan what is perceived to be the
desred baance between the quantity and the qudity of cdls presents a perennid
chdlenge in that any prioritisation of quantity inevitably has implicaions for qudity,
and vice versa.

Focusng upon those aspects of Taylorism which relate to the detailed measurement
and control of output and performance, this paper seeks to develop Taylor & Ban's
(1999) agument that the cal centre labour process represents “Sgnificant
devdopments in the Taylorisation of white-collar work”. In paticular, it will be
argued that the issue of target-setting is the key factor in underganding the growing
evidence of both fundamentad managerid dichotomies and high levels of employee
dis-satisfaction. At the core of these problems lies the desre of management to set
targets to measure not only the “hard”, quantitative aspects of employees tasks, but
aso to exet more control and direction over the peformance of those “soft”,



quditative aess of the employee-customer inter-action. The use of on-screen
scripting and cdll taping are clear examples, among many, of the latter tendency.

Although not the focus of this paper, we beieve that our research adso further
serioudy chalenges Frenkd e d’s judgement that management’'s ability to measure
outputs is limited because ‘service work encompasses aspects of qudlity in addition to
productivity’ (Frenkel et a 1999: 139; Taylor et a 2000 for a critique)

However, more broadly, the paper argues from the perspective that cal centre work
needs to be viewed not as some ephemera deviation from, or corruption of, the
generd course of development of white-collar employment, but rather as a sgnificant
dep in its evolution. We take the podtion that the exploson in cdl centre
employment represents a fundamental re-organisation and re-configuration of the
processes and locations of the customer interface genericdly, rather than seeing it as
an optional ‘add-on’” which happens to be having a trandent impact upon particular
sectors and occupations. In other words, cal centres ae now integrated into
organisations customer servicing structures, not as ‘dand-alone’  operations, but as
one of a number of means of enhancing the qudity of ther interaction with the
customer base. It is for reasons related to the re-configuration of customer servicing
that cal centre employment has spread to embrace every indudtrid sector, affecting
occupaiond groups from retall assstants and booking clerks to IT engineers and
financid advisors. For amilar reasons, we are likdy to witness a continuation of the
dready identifisble trend towards the incorporation of internet facilities within
exiging cdl centres raher than the edablisiment of dand-done, web-based
operations (Datamonitor 1999; Bain & Taylor 2000).

1. Methodology

The findings discussed here are drawn from extensve and ongoing research in four
cal centres located in Centra Scotland. This work is part of a wider 3year sudy of
cdl centre and software development organisations carried out under the ESRC's
‘Future of Work’ programme.

In each of the cal centres, between four and Sx members of the research team were
engaged in fiddwork over a period of Ix to eight months. The broad ams of this
research were to examine every aspect of the content and organisation of work, and of
the employment rdationship, as well as assessng the dgnificance of factors outwith
the workplace which influenced both the atitudes and capabilities of employees to
work.

Nowtwithstanding commondities in tems of the integraion of computers and
telephony, given the diversty in sectord sporead and the variety of activities carried
out within them, any concept of a 'typicd’ cal centre is difficult to sustain. However,
the cdl centres in which our research was based were carefully sdlected to represent
not only some of the most important sectord loci (finance, outsourcing,
medialtelecoms and travel), but also because they each carried out a range of services
requiring differing employee ahilities (inbound/outbound;, sdes and inquiries, routine
and highly <killed, etc). In this context, we utilise Frenkd e d’s formulation of
‘workflows to describe the ways in which different work processes are organised



within the same organisation (Frenkd et d 1999). Our research a the outsourcing
company, ‘T’, provides a paticularly rich illustration of the scope of different
activities that can take place within one call centre,

Materid was gathered by the researchers from a number of sources. Countless hours
were spent observing the labour process in the cal centres, dlowing us to focus upon,
describe and  andyse the different workflows. Informa and  semi-structured
discussons were conducted with operators, team leaders and managers. In addition, a
range of each of the companies policy documents, reports, and Satistica data was
made available to the researchers.”

3. The Case Studies. qualitative and quantitative tar gets

In each of the four cdl centres in the study, management adopted a range of measures
to increase and/or to change the basis on which employees previous targets had been
established.

In cdl centre ‘M’, in the finance sector, management announced ther unilaterd
decison to massvely incresse the financid targets dlocated to every employee
annudly — and then increased them again before the year was out. In cdl centre ‘T, a
large, outsourcing operdtion serving 15 different dients, management combined
exiging with a newly-introduced emphasis upon the qudity of the employee-customer
inter-action. In cdl centre ‘E’, a medialted ecommunications organisation, as a result of
ther own research indicating widespread dis-satisfaction among the customer base
with the way they were being treated, the company ingructed al saff to devote more
ime on the telephone to taking to customers, and established a new, dedicated
“qudity” team to monitor these changes. Findly, in cdl centre ‘H’, in the trave
industry, both promotion and bonus criteria were re-configured to underline the
importance of employees attaining certain targets.

Despite the commondity in terms of the impodtion of new targets on al employess,
there was consderable variation in the manner in which these messures impacted
upon the workforce in different centres, and dso in their effects upon different
workflows within the same centre. The four centres will now be congdered in turn in
terms of ther quantitative and quditative targeting policies, and will be followed by a
discusson of the employment of additiond measures desgned to encourage
compliance with these targets.

(i) Case Study ‘M’

‘M’ is a long-established, finance sector organisation, specidisng in mortgages,
insurance and unsecured loans. In the late 1980s/early 1990s, the company was
subject to a combination of factors, including regulatory reform and technologica
change, that ushered in far-reaching changes in the financid sector as a whole
(Cressey and Scott, 1992). The competitive advantage gained by First Direct and
Direct Line, who trandformed the bass of customer savicing through the
edablishment of innovatory, ‘24/7 cal centres, provoked widespread emulation.
Thus, with the inter-penetration of hitherto discrete markets, the business context has
become even more fiercdy competitive. Consequently, ‘M’ embarked on a policy of



closng ‘High Street’ branches, and concentrated cost-saving and revenue-generating
servicesin four new cdl centres located in different parts of the UK.

The call centre in which our research was based commenced operations in 1995 and
employed 170 people. It is possible to identify two digtinct workflows associated with
two principd, discrete and physcdly divided services - nonsecured and secured
loans - which correspond to the ‘unregulated” and ‘regulated’ Sides of the business. In
both ddes of the business, dectronic boards display prominently the number of cadls
received, handled and logt, longest cal time waiting, and the number of customers
queuing. Team and individud performances and targets are marked up on flip charts
in each team area, including league tables based on both teams and individuds.

Firgly, on the non-secured sde, Customer Advisors (CAS) receive telephone queries
regarding a range of ‘unregulated’ financial products, and dl cdls are inbound. The
vaue of the loans granted is between £1,000 and £15,000, but applications over
£10,000 must firt be referred to an underwriter. In company parlance, these
operations are referred to asthe ‘loans sSide’.

Secondly, on the secured, or mortgage, Sde of the busness Financid Panning
Advisors (FPAs) and Mortgage Advisors (MAS) operate in a more formally regulated
legd environment, but in an organisationdly less tightly structured manner. The work
of these advisors centres upon rdationships with a rdaivey smdl number of
cusomers who may require a range of financd services This entals lengthy
documentation and paper work combined with potentidly protracted telephone
discussons incuding cdls which ae initisted by the advisors The vdue of the
average loan was £68,000 (team meeting 7.9.99). Most of the FPAS initia
gopointments are aranged by ‘dedicated CAs who normadly handle dl incoming
cdls on the secured side.

‘M’ Quantitative Targets

On both ddes of ‘M’s operations, the clearest expression of the centrdity of targets
lies in the fact that every advisor is given a monetary figure to dtain in new business
over the following 12 months, stipulated a the start of the year. However, there are
differences in the scde and scope of these monetary targets between the two sides of
the cadl centre which have dgnificant implications for monitoring processes. It is dso
upon ther performance in this area that employees annud individud pay award is
primarily based, when they are graded in one of three categories, namey ‘not met
targets, ‘met targets and ‘ exceeded targets .

Fird, on the unregulated, loans sde, when the CAsS annud targets are set a the
beginning of the cdendar year, no alowance is made for the employee's holidays or
sck leave (interview 1.9.99). In the period of the research, this target was set at £6.5-7
million for experienced CAs. The CAs bresk this figure down into monthly targets,
taking into account when they will be on holiday. For example, one CA, cealy the
team’'s sa peformer, had been told in her most recent ‘one-to-one * with the team
leader, that she had exceeded her monthly target figure of just over £0.5 million by
£16,000, athough she had been on holiday for a week; she answered 903 calls, with
an Aveage Handliing Time (AHT) of 406 minutes, and a ‘drike rae - the
percentage of calls converted into successful loan applications - of 42% (target 40%).



However, in order to attain the targets, this advisor's ‘wrgp’ time (paperwork
associated with transactions) was 1% compared to the 4% permitted, and ‘idl€’ time,
including toilet bresks, was only 4%, dthough 10% was permitted. Like other
experienced CAs, she took a note of ‘difficult’ cals which had been incorrectly
transferred from ‘M’ branches to judify her overdl performance in the monthly and
annud gppraisas.

The team leader reveded that the AHT on the ‘loans dSde over the previous six
months had been 55 minutes, and she dtaed that any cdl lasting 10 minutes would
provoke supervisory intervention (interview 1.9.99). While, under the previous
incentive scheme, few people made bonus, the team leader was sceptical if the new
scheme would be any better ‘the targets are too high, | wouldn’t use this to try to
attract new workers. The team had not been informed of new targets linked to a
specid offer, primarily because they had been unable to have a team meeting for four
months as the high volume of incoming cdls had meant they could not be rdeased
from the phones.

In contrast to the loans Sde, team mesetings on the secured, ‘mortgage Side — lading
up to two hours - take place religioudy every week. At these meetings, the team's and
each FPA’s peformance are highlighted in colour and discussed in terms of product,
targets, and sdes revenue, while the number and type of agppointments are adso
avalable on management Spreadsheets (team meeting 25.10.99). The am is to convert
75% of appointments into saes (interview 8.9.99). At one team meeting (6.10.99), it
was reported that they had enjoyed an exceptiond week, with FPAs averaging £1
million-plus in sdes revenue, and one member bringing in £2 million. Since over 90%
of gopointments are aranged for ealy evening in order to it customers, shifts
usudly commence aound mid-day; underwriting and  ‘tracking  internd
documentation is done in blocks of time when possble However, this ostensbly
predictable pattern is disrupted on the frequent occasons when a queue of incoming
cdls builds up. On these occasons the clear instruction was ‘dl hands to the pumps,
with FPAs expected to shelve non-phone work in order to avoid losing cals. This
requirement is the source of some resentment — as one FPA puit it ‘the biggest bugbear
is when | have to drop everything because cdls are queuing’ (interview 25.10.99).
Another team leader left it to his FPAs to decide among themsdves how they would
organise their roster for days when they were ‘on ready’ (team meeting 6.10.99). In a
newly established ‘CA only’ team on the loans dde, the individud targets were 52
cdls per day, with three ‘leads (gppointments) for FPAs. A light on ther did keypad
showed green if there was one cadl waiting, amber if two or three cdls, and red if
more than three cals were queuing (interview 2.9.99).

The new target-based incentive scheme soon became another source of discontent
and, when the first quarter payments were made, the disgppointment of one FPA who
received £196 instead of the £300 he had anticipated, was echoed elsewhere.
However, from early 2000, ‘M’ announced that the centre's targets would no longer
be based on a bottomup assumption of four FPA appointments per day. Ingeed, in
the context of ever-sharpening market competition, ‘a strong centrd forecasting and
scheduling team has been st up’ whose priority was to get costs down (managers
meeting, 7.11.99). This meant that new and massvely increased targets were imposed
on the cal centre and these were then cascaded down to affect every advisor.



‘M’ Qualitative Targets

Although dl cdl centre daff were subject to regular monitoring by their team leader,
and both company and externd financid regulators periodicdly conducted audits of
customer transactions, less emphasis was placed on qudity targets within ‘M’

Patly, this can be explaned in teems of ‘M’s prioritisstion, and the enforced,
continuous discipline, of dl daff having to hit monetary sdes targets. Intringc to this
gpproach is the assumption that advisors have to establish a rgpport with customers in
order to make sdes - and that fallure to do so will be reflected in poor figures, and
soon detected by team leaders. However, the apparent absence of quality targets also
reflected the nature of the most important part of the company’s business — the ‘loans
side and the key role of the FPAS.

In order to prepare FPAs for ‘high vaue customers, trainees receive 16 weeks
traning, in a workshop environment, on the company’s products and on the finance
sector’'s regulatory regime (interview 25.10.99). Following dlocation to a team, they
receve 10 weeks intendve supervison, during which time they will dso be
monitored conducting five fird, and five second, interviews with customers.
Supervison is then gradually reduced until, after 12 months, FPAS are assessed on
their ability to handle transactions on their own. The intringc quality of the advisor-
customer transaction is thus perceived to be reflected in the levd of each individud’'s
sdesfigures.

By contrast, the CAs on the loans side receive four weeks training and will be
‘learning’ on the phones within the first week. In thar first month, they are expected
to attain 30% of the CA target, 50% in the second, 80% in the third and theresfter
100% of the target figure (team meseting 11.11.99). On the ‘mortgage’ Side, indication
of quaity monitoring came in the form of ateam leader’ s observation that the CAs
were conveying more information than necessary to customers prior to arranging an
gppointment with an FPA (team meseting 7.9.99).

(i1) Case Study ‘T’

‘T" is a rapidly growing, outsourced cal centre, operating customer contact services
on behaf of about twenty corporate clients. The company developed as an outsourcer
out of its ex-public utility origins and moved into new cal centre premises in 1998.
Although precise employment levels were difficult to establish because of the rapid
expanson of some operations and the smultaneous contraction of others, between
320 and 400 staff were employed on the site during the research period.

Underdanding the ways in which quantitative and quditative targets operate a ‘T
depends, firgly, on appreciaiing the raionde for, and the context of, outsourcing.
Such operdions are the fastest growing cal centre sub-sector in the UK and, in
Scotland, they account for more than one in five of the totd workforce of 46,000



(Taylor and Bain, 2001: 12). The Operations Manager a ‘T’ explained the reasons for
this expangon:

‘Firdly, outsourcing is attractive to organisations who do not have any
cdl centre expertise. Secondly, we are able to set up acall centrein a
very short period of time, aslittle as 6-8 weeks. Thirdly, pay and
conditions can be lower in an outsourced cal centre.

(interview, 16.9.99)

Thus, outsourcing companies seek to persuade potentia clients that their customer
sarvicing functions would be more effectively conducted by contracting out on either
a permanent or a short-term, campaign bass. Whilst many outsourcers emphasise cost
(particularly labour cost) savings, clients also need to be assured that the outsourcer
will deliver a qudity of service which will preserve their reputation and image. The
contract between client and outsourcer, Sgned on the basis of actua or anticipated
volumes of customer demand, specifies a ‘sarvice level agreement’ (SLA). Because it
reflects these cost and qudity imperdives, the SLA is the man immediate factor
influencing the nature and extent of targets.

At ‘T’, the detall of the SLA is contingent on the type of client, product or service,
and the nature of the dient-hogt rdationship. Although decdlaring a drategic
commitment to pursue only the high-value ‘upper quartile of cal centre business,
‘T’, in prectice, is prepared to combine long-term, high-value, prestigious dlients
contracts with low-vaue, often short-term dedls. The core clients provide the grestest
revenue and promote ‘T's qudity reputation, while the other contracts utilise spare
capacity with low sart-up costs, and where ‘T’ can deploy a flexible workforce. Also
important in influencing the precise form of targets is the extent of autonomy which
clients retain. At one extreme are ‘co-sourcing’ accounts, notebly in the high vaue
operations, where clients retain consderable control over the service provided. At the
other extreme are the low vaue accounts which ‘T" manages completey on behdf of
the client. Our research included the eight most important businesses & ‘T’, which we
can divideinto ‘qudity’ and ‘quantity’ operations.

Amongg the ‘qudity’ accounts is Bluechip, a globaly dgnificant software company
whose UK customer services are provided by ‘T’. It is regarded as the key prestigious
client and employs the largest number of Customer Service Advisers (CSAs). CarCo
and its specidised off-shoot, CarExec, providing information to customers and deders
on two luxury car ranges, are aso regarded as ‘qudity’, albeit much smdler-scae,
accounts. Gamesco, employing 55 CSAs, ddivers UK and foreign language enquiry,
order and help services for customers of a computer games console.

Energycom, a utilities busness, employs 75 CSAs manly in inbound sdes and
cusomer care, and is the most dgnificant of the quantitative operations. DrinksNow,
a drinks and gifts ddivery saervice, and GenBusiness, where ‘T’ gathers seven smadll
volume activities under one umbrela, might dso be included in this caegory. Findly,
NetServ provides support to customers using a range of internet service providers.

The operation of targets will be conddered thematicaly, rather than deding with each
account in turn.



‘T" Quantitative Targets

Senior management clam that ‘T° has a more ‘rdlaxed amosphere, enjoying a
‘different cultureé to many cal centres, citing as evidence the absence of overt target
pressure and eectronic walboards (interview, 24.9.00). Despite these claims, not only
do quantitative targets goply across ‘T' generdly, but particular accounts employ
explicit datisicd measurement of CSAS output. A centrewide SLA operates,
dipulating that 90% of dl cdls must be answered within ten seconds, a dricture
which generates an underlying pressure to shorten cals when queues form. Equdly
ggnificant are the overt targets which gpply even in certain of the ogtensbly ‘qudity’
operations. In Bluechip, for example, front-line CSAs were targeted to answer 80
cdls in a seven and a hdf hour shift, while the client, CarExec, determined that the
‘average cdl time should be four minutes (interview, 11.5.00). What seemed one of
the leest likey groups of CSAs to have targets, those on a Bluechip corporate line,
were targeted to establish contact with at least ten I T departments each day.

However, the most systemdic application of targets was in Energycom Inbound
Sdes, with 11 sdes per shift the explicit am. When cdl volumes were low, operators
saw this as undtandble paticulaly when they recaved cdls from ‘difficult
cusomers from whom, in the words of one CSA ‘You know immediately that there
is no chance of making a sde’ (interview, 30.11.99). Despite the financid incentive
of £1 for each sde, the pressure to make targets frequently proved too gred,
paticulaly when the decison to pursue a sde would result in a CSA accumulating
backlogs of paper work and form filling, tasks which were adso subject to targeting.
Mogt pronounced in Energycom, but universd throughout ‘T’, was management's
indgsence on CSAs completing ‘stats  sheets, which were then trandated into
quantitative measurements of output and performance. The gSpreadsheet figures
formed the basis for supervisory interpretation and the inevitable ‘coaching’ sessons
if peformance was deemed unacceptable. Falure to improve performance levels,
following supervisory intervention and the exhaustion of ‘coaching’ procedures, led
to the dismissa of a number of employees.

‘T Qualitative Targets

Preoccupied with the ‘qudity’ of service provided on behdf of its dients, ‘T
embarked on a sydemaic atempt to extend monitoring from quantitative
messurements to embrace dements of the ‘relaiona’ interaction between the CSA
and customer. The company introduced centre-wide assessments, with marks on a
scde of 1-4 dlotted for the eighteen criteria employed. Team Leaders monitored
CSAs on a varying numbers of calls each week, usudly two, but as many as ten in the
case of suspected under-performers, with follow-up sessons scheduled to discuss the
operator’ s performance and any improvements required.

CSAs were assessed, firdly, on their conformity to prescribed cdl conventions -
opening and closure; secondly, on the structure and style of their speech - pace, pitch,
emphass, inflection, congtruction and control. More substantively, Team Leaders
now made subjective evauations of a CSA’s atitudes, manners and behaviours
(‘rapport’, ‘ligening skills) as well as assessing the extent to which they succeeded in
interesting customers in paticular services (‘product knowledge). CSAS ability to
ded with queries (‘problem solving’) and their success in assessing customers
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potentia value to the business were additiond areas of assessment. What is griking
here is the sheer range of criteria amed a evaduating and enhancing operators
performance in encounters with customers. However, the scores given depend on the
subjective judgements of Team Leaders. It is highly quesionable whether, in the
goace of a cdl laging no more than two minutes, it is possble to gpply consstency
when making an evauation of operator performance, let done possessng the ability
to make accurate assessments on al eighteen criteria

Increasingly, both the CSA’s average quditative monitoring score, and its component
vaues, were measured againgt targets of performance, even though these were not
adways made explicit. However, in some accounts the scores are linked to incentive
payments. In Bluechip, for example, an average score of 3.25 earned £50 a month
while 3.75 was worth £100 a month.

‘T" dearly makes extengve use of both quantitative and quditetive targets, imposing
on operators atight framework of normative and explicit controls.

(i) Case Study ‘E’

‘E provides a range of tdecommunication and entertanment services in  both
andogue and (increesingly) digitad configurdtions to its cudomers, incduding
inquiries  billing, payments, booking or changing packages, additiond services,
repairs and maintenance. In a business environment characterised by a frantic process
of tekeovers and mergers, ‘E' purchased four cal centres in the UK from a rivad
company in 1998. In the centre in which our research took place the company
employed a workforce of over 600, composed mainly of Customer Service Associates
— CSAs.  Symptomatic of developments in this indudtrial sector, ‘E’ announced a 10%
cut in its UK workforce in late 2000 under the Orwelian dogan of ‘Planning for
Growth'. The effects were redricted to numericdly smal, but proportiondly
ggnificant, cuts in the training saff. An important legacy of the 1998 takeover was
that those employees on pre-‘E’ contracts gill worked a basic 37.5 hour week and
were paid over £2,000 per annum more than those on ‘E’ contracts who had to work a
basic 40 hours.

The number and the content of the various workflows congtantly changed as particular
operations were transferred in or out of the centre, which contributed to a widespread
feding of unesse and uncertainty. Congants included the large Customer Service
(digitd and andogue) and Customer Retention operations, a 20-strong Inddlation
and Adminidration team, a smdl, super-flexible ‘Tactical’ team, and the Service
Performance team which monitored and oversaw quantitetive performance. The large
Digitd Migration operation was moved to another of ‘E's cdl centres, while the
expanded Qudity team was cut back to its origind sSze. The incoming operaions
were Second-line Retention, adong with Moves and Transfers. CSAS, as part of their
shift rota, were routindy scheduled to transfer from operation to operaion in
accordance with anticipated patterns of customer demand.

In the inbound operations, cals were digributed by an ACD sysem, while a

predictive dider controlled outbound caling (eg in Customer Retention). Electronic
boards suspended from the celling indicated the number of cals received and
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answered that day, service levd (the SLA), longest cdl time currently waiting, and
number of cdls queuing. Team and individud peformances agang targels were
displayed in the team area ‘pods, and around 10-13 CSAs were supervised by a team
manager

The company employed a variety d methods to try to monitor and control the quaity
of CSA-cusomer inter-actions, while never rdinquishing tight controls over output
and productivity, and sought congtantly to strike a desirable (but inconsstent) baance
between the two. ‘E’ s targets policy will now be consdered in gregter detall.

‘E’ Quantitative Targets

In the main operations, covering the broad areas of customer service and retention,
targets fluctuated around 13 or 14 cdls per hour, and cal handling times around 250
270 seconds (interviews 13.9.00, 11.12.00).

A sarvice performance team monitors the status of dl agentsin the cal centre a any
point in time and routes the calls accordingly. If an agent has been on acdl for a
certain period of time, s/he can expect to receive an inquiry —

‘If you'reon acdl for 3 minutes, service performance will phone you
up. They'll just ask if you're okay. You can just tdl them you're on a
difficult call, they don’t know any better.” (interview 11.12.00)

And another other associate commented —

‘He'd get thefright of hislifeif | said everything wasn't OK...
probably just tell meto talk to my team leader. It' sbasicaly just their
way of letting you know that they know you'renot onacdl”.

(interview 29.9.00)

Although ‘E’ is primarily an inbound operation, some outbound caling does teke
place in which an automated predictive diding sysem is used. Working from a pre-
programmed database, the dider automaicaly cdls cusomers. The dider works its
way through its ligt on the assumption that each cal will be answered by a CSA. As
cdls ae continudly being dided there is little respite for the CSA — indeed if, for
some reason, there are no CSAs available (for example, she may be taking longer
than expected on a cal), the customer can receive a ‘nuisance cdl’ from the dider.
Customers respond to the dider’s cdl, pick up the phone, and find there is no
response a the other end of the line. Under-gaffing can be an important factor. More
generdly, the pressures associated with the predictive dider on CSAs generated
comments like ‘I'm on it for two hours — you don't do more than that at a time or you
get burned out’, and ‘if | could find the dider | would smash it with a hammer’
(interview 21.9.00)

The function of the recently acquired Second Line Retention team is to try to dissuade
cusomers from trandering or terminating ther agreement with ‘E’. Ther dlotted
target is to ‘save 37% of these customers, i.e. to convince them to reman with ‘E'.
For the fira three months CSAs could offer a range of financid inducements to
customers and they were paid a guaranteed bonus of £40 per month. The CSAs have
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been told of the temporary nature of these arrangements and are well aware that this
will become an intensive, target-driven task.

‘E’ Qualitative Targets

As a result of research caried out into customer experience which reveded
widespread dis-satidfaction with the sarvice provided, with many having to make
repeat cdls, ‘E decided to establish a dedicated qudity monitoring team, operationa
from September 2000 (interview 19.10.00). They were located within the existing
smal qudity team, whose mission statement proclaimed,

‘our team will be akey player in cdl centre excdlence, by designing,
implementing, maintaining and recording of quality and change
(company document)

The exiging team’'s main task was to provide the systems, processes, guidance and
updates needed to enable CSAs to perform most effectively, and as part of ther
mandate, they adso conducted ‘mystery cals to test CSA awareness of, and adherence
to, concurrent company priorities and procedures.

Four volunteer CSAs were sdected from the ‘shop floor and trained in the qudity
monitoring techniques required for the new function. Previoudy, al monitoring of the
heavily-scripted customer service operations had been conducted by team managers,
asessing each CSA sx times monthly. However, the centre management felt that too
often the managers were familiar with the CSAs they were assessing and so tended to
ignore shortcomings and be over-generous in their marks. It was aso sated that
removing the monitoring responghbility from the team manager would leave them
with more time for coaching CSAs (a figure of 10 hours per week was postulated), a
measure which was dso expected to result in higher qudity. The formation of the new
quaity teeam was not gregted with univers acclam by the team managers and
descibed by one as ‘awaste of time’ (interview 19.10.00).

While the personnd carrying out the monitoring may have changed, and its frequency
was reduced to four times per month, the method remained exactly the same. This
conssed of assessing the CSA, usng a ‘Cdl Accreditation Data Entry’ screen,
agangt 25 criteria, sub-divided into seven categories- welcome (2 criteria); find out
(4); interpersonal skills and understanding (6); solution (3); rapport (4); closing the
cal (3); and an overall summary (3). For each criterion, between one and four marks
was awarded, giving the CSA a find score out of 100. Three out of four meant that
the CSA was performing well, while a score of four sgnified that they had ‘gone that
extra mile. One immediate effect was that the average accreditation score fell by
13%.

The inevitably subjective nature of such methods was illugtrated in a number of ways.
Firg, by the utilisstion of criteria such as ‘demondrates pride and bedief in our
company’. Second, by the fact that, after it was agreed that the opening cal
‘welcomes could be automated subject to team manager approval of the content, one
C3A received three different marks for what was exactly the same opening (interview
6.11.00). Third, a CSA, marked down for faling to use the customer's name in
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‘closing the call’, listened to the recording with her manager but, athough she was
able to prove she had followed the script, her score was not amended.

After three months, on the advice of management consultants, the company decided
that the dedicated quality monitoring team had served its purpose, disbanded it, and
returned monitoring responghility to the team managers (interview 19.1.01). This
was accompanied by an increase in the pressure on CSAs to focus on ther ‘cdl
shape'. In essence, this was amed at increasing the proportion of time spent talking to
the cusomer and spending less time on the accompanying dericd work, with an
initial target of attaining a 70/30 and, eventudly, an 80/20 retio. This was launched
under the dogan of ‘Tak and Type sgnifying that ‘wrgy’ should be carried out while
the CSA was 4ill on the phone to the customer. This task was regarded as problematic
by some CSAS, ‘I used to be a typist and | can't talk while | type is how one put it
(interview 6.12.00), while another commented ‘it's difficult, but esser if a customer
is ranting and you don’t need to listen’ (interview 22.2.01). Conversdy, it was argued
‘Its not as if you're usudly typing anything complicated, you can dmost do it by
remote control’ (interview 11.12.00).

(iv) Case Study ‘H’

The company is a large, long-established travel organisation which has experienced
massve growth in recent years in the context of an intensdy competitive marketplace.
‘H’ has four cal centres in the UK, with a workforce of 450 on the ste in which aur
research was based. Travel Consultants (TCs) worked in two main workflows, sdes
and customer hdp, and al cdls are inbound. Demand for ‘H's services could be
influenced dgnificantly not only by the generd economic outlook and climate, but
dso by seasond vaiations, falures to advertise, and ingances of particularly
bad/good media publicity. Individud and team performance reated to sdes Cdl
Converson Rate (CCR) and other measures are prominently displayed on white
boards and in the central control area.

The company’s abandonment of a target figure based wholly upon the vaue of saes
was intended to Sgnify a shift in emphas's towards quality considerations.

‘H’ Quantitative Targets

There were important differences between the sdes and the customer help workflows
interms of quantitetive targets.

In sales, until May 2000, monthly bonus payments were based upon TCs attaining one
of three levels of sdes (Base, Stretch, and Super-gtretch) with a payment of £100 for
the former and additional increments for the others. This scheme had been replaced
(athough payment for ataining the Base level dill gpplied) by a bonus linked to a
Cdl Converson Rate. For example, if the employee's CCR was one sde per 13 cdls
then a bonus of £100 was paid; one sde per 11 cdls resulted in a bonus of £200; one
sde per nine pad £300, and so on. Potentidly, this meant that additional earnings
could vary between zero and £1200 per month but, in practice, most TCs earned
between £100 and £400. These target figures were determined by the centre and
section managers and varied according to anticipated demand, eg. in the buser
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months, targets would be set higher but were more achievable. Overdl, as one TC put
it ‘Obvioudy targets create pressure in the pb, because if you don't make your target
you don’'t make bonus .

On the other hand, in the customer help operations, basic pay was higher than in sdes
to compensate for the lack of opportunity to make bonus, athough smal commissons
could be earned for sdling items like car hire. However, there was an incentive
scheme in operaion based upon accumulating points which could be converted into
vouchers for high dreet shopping. The points system was based upon the TC's
Average Cdl Handling Time (ACHT) and on the number of calls taken per hour.

Genegrdly, the atanment of targets could dso be affected adversdy by high cal
abandonment rates. This could be due to high levels of sickness and/or absence,
indequate daffing a  particular times because of rostering problems, or to
technologica falure Conversdy, managerid mis-caculations of levdds of demand
could result in over-gaffing, with resultant ingbility of daff to hit the cdls per hour
target.

‘H’ Qualitative Targets

Assessment of the quality of a TC's performance is linked to a grading sructure and
entails two or three remotely monitored cdls per month and one or two conducted
‘dde-by-9de by the team manager.

The shift towards adopting and rewarding qudity targets reflected management’s
wish to encourage TCs in man reservations to try to convert ‘window shoppers or
doubters into actud sdes, and adso to focus more upon seling ‘add-ons to the basic
holiday package. Thus, the message to the TC is to be more attentive to the customer,
with the suppogtion that this will be reflected in higher sdes. Previoudy, targets were
based upon a monetary sales figure, but this could be distorted sgnificantly by the
good fortune of recording one big sale (or, conversdy, having a series of smdl sdes).

4. The Case Studies: additional target-related pressures

There are a number of other aspects of the way work is organised and controlled
within these cdl centres which are designed to pressurise the workforce to attain
targets set by management.

Fire, there are a series of measures which can be described as normative pressures on
workers. For example, overt or explicit targets are limited in the extent of ther
utilisation a ‘T'. However, this does not mean that in those operations where they do
not apply, there is no pressure on daff to conform to quantitative measurements.
Implicit expectations of acceptable output levels, derived from the SLA, ae
embedded in the micro-cultures of each business. For example, de facto, Bluechip
corporate CSAs averaged 50-60 cdls per day and, while these volumes were never
ovetly dated, supervisors were det to ‘shortfdls in productivity'. The Bureau
provided another good illugtration of management’'s actual expectaions, where each
of the seven mini-accounts had a designated ided cal length, with gx dlowing two to
three minutes.
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Smilarly, employee representatives & ‘M’ clamed to have evidence tha workers
who had satifactorily met the formd targets lad down, but who ingsted on taking
work breaks or refused to work overtime, were marked down in their annua appraisa
(interview 16.11.99). Furthermore, the union representatives saw this practice as an
atempt by, in paticular, cetan young managers to inculcate a culture of
commitment to the company, devating production and targets above dl other
congderations. This gStuation may be reflected in our reports of advisors recording
monitored ‘wrgp’ and ‘idi€ times well below the levds permitted.

A further example of implanting the centraity of targets in employees minds may be
detected a ‘H’, in terms of the link between target attainment and the company’s
promotion criteria In order to progress to the next level of the grading Structure (the
Px Ex Px — PEP), employees are told that they have to atan and mantan ther
performance in a range of activities over a period of time. Not only would they — like
other employees - be subject to remote and ‘Side-by-9de monitoring of their work,
performance andyss a team meetings ad ‘one-to-one€ appraisas, but they would
dso have to satisfy certan additiond criteria These were dl target-related and
required the TC to attain the requisite performance in securing ancilliaries (such as car
hire or arport parking), to have shown an ability to dedl with a wide variety of types
of bookings, and to have enhanced their product knowledge. Thus, dthough this
requirement is sdf-regulatory, in the sense that it is confined to those desirous of
promotion, it again serves to induce an awareness that target atanment lies at the
core of ‘H’s criteriafor promoting staff.

Second, we obsarve the universd recording of individud performance in team aress,
through the use of whiteboards or flipcharts. In ‘T for example, despite the absence
of dectronic walboards, this technique contributed gregtlly to the pervasve
acceptance of dedred levels of peformance. Netserv provided an example of the
practice of recording the hourly and cumulaive daly totas of team performance in
relation to the SLA criteria, as well as the percentage of cadls answered within target,
the percentage of hung cdls and so on, al of which which were congtantly updated by
supervisors. In Energycom, it was individua performances which were displayed in
this manner. As the whiteboards were postioned to be visble to dl CSAs, this display
of performance data could be seen as operating a a leve of intendty only dightly less
obvious than the explicit targets.

In the other three cal centres, the practices described above were carried out in
conjunction with the use of dectronic boards suspended from the celling or wall, as
an additional and congtant reminder of departmental or centre performance. At ‘M’,
when advisors pushed the ‘release’ button on their telephone to indicate they were in
‘ide, the number of cals queuing flashed up. This provoked one CA to comment in a
fashion which indicated that the purpose of this device was understood, ‘some people
will givein to this pressure and not take abresk.” (interview 5.11.99)

A further crude method of trying to ensure target compliance was the practice of tying
team leaders bonus to their team’'s performance, a practice which gpplied in dl four
cdl centres. However, whilg the team leaders, in common with the genera approach
of firg-line supervisors, could ultimately be expected to act in a manner desred by
higher management in order to retan ther chosen postion, ther closeness to the
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shop-floor resulted in them occasondly engaging in acts of oppostion or revolt. At
‘M’, for example, a nationd meeting of cal centre team leaders and managers was
organised to cascade the company’s new plans, which included massvely increased
targets for the following year (nationd conference 9.12.99). After ligening to a
director’'s presentation in stunned slence, the audience was emboldened to roar ‘No’
when the compere who, sendng ther dismay, asked if they were happy with what
they had just heard. Some time later, when the revised plans had been tranamitted to
the workforce in the form of bonus targets, one team leader recounted how she had
had to abandon her team meeting agenda in order to discuss how the team could best
express their anger a the tasks the company was setting them (interview 25.8.00).

Another common thread was the utilisation of intra-company competition to increase
output and meet targets. At the time of the research, three (‘M’, ‘E' and ‘H’) of the
four companies each operated four call centres in the UK. The fourth (‘'T") opened
their second office shortly after our fidd work there was completed. Each company
encouraged competition by publishing tables comparing and grading each centré's
performance. At the same time, athough with varying degrees of urgency, the parent
companies moved towards reconfiguring their UK cal centre operations into a
‘virtud’ operation, in which cusomer transactions could be switched to whatever
centre was adjudged best able to handle the cdls a any point in time. This process
had probably gone furthest in ‘M’ where, by 2000, ‘dl daff in the four nationd
centres respond identically to customer demands in order to “make customers lives
eade”’ (nationd conference 9.12.99). Towards this end, gaff from al centres were
being trained to handle cals previously the exclusve preserve of an individud centre,
Smultaneoudy, the movement of particular facilities from one centre to another was
sometimes seen as important — in ‘E’, the trander of ‘digitd migraion dealy fdl into
this category.

Findly, thee can be no doubt that there was a widespread perception among
employees that the nature of work in these cal centres had been transformed from
what had been a one time regarded primarily as a customer service, into wha was
now atarget-centred, sales-driven operation:-

‘...when | started it was more customer service oriented, so you had
to give good service to your customer, take time. But now you fed
you' ve got to get the customer off the phone.’

(CA a'M’, 6.10.99)

‘Basicdly, they’ re doubling our workload. So, obvioudy, something
hasto go and | think that's good customer service.’
(CAa‘M’, 19.11.99)

‘Asfar astargets are concerned, employees are told at first there are
none — but they soon learn it's not like that redlly.’
(manager a ‘'E’, 6.12.00)

‘A key quedtion in the interview is*“what kind of job would you prefer
- sdesor admin?’ Many peopledon’'t rediseit' sasdesjob they are
going for.’

(recruitment consultant at ‘M’ 14.2.00)
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5. Conclusions:

The evidence presented in the case studies clearly establishes that target-setting lies a
the heart of management drategy in the four cal centres. Furthermore, targets are
goplied not only to ‘hard’, orthodox Tayloris measures of employee performance
such as number of cdls answered, average handling time, etc, but dso to ‘soft’
aspects deemed essentid to the task like ‘rapport’, * pride in the company’ .

In essence, the methods used to assess the ‘soft’ items are equaly firmly rooted in the
goplication of Taylorig techniques — in the dis-aggregation of employees tasks by
management, and the gpplication of numericd means of measurement to enforce,
monitor and assess employee peformance. Also, unlike some ealier efforts to
introduce dements of qudity and commitment through individud Performance
Related Pay (PRP) schemes (Kesder 1994; Marchington and Wilkinson 2000), the
monitoring and assessng of cal centre workers can be carried out on a continuous
bass, facilitated by the nature of the job and the combination of telephone/computer
technology.

In addition, a range of practices are utilised which are conscioudy designed to
reinforce the centrdity of target atanment — intra-company competition, company
promoation criteria, and the universal use of whiteboards amongst others.

The ‘mix’ of these managerid approaches to target-setting varies within and between
the four centres, and sudden changes in emphasis and direction are commonplace. In a
sense, these changes reflect, on the one hand, continuing management uncertainty as
to the best way forward and, on the other, the seriousness with which resolving this
problem is viewed by the companies which employ them.

This later point is directly related to the way in which these organisaions view the
future. Our contention is that cal centres represent - not a temporary re-dignment —
but a paradigmic shift in the ordering of the customer inter-face across the entire
economy. The advent of the internet and its integration to form multi-media customer
contact centres underlines the vdidity of this perspective.

In this light, whilst the range of services, functions and tasks carried out in cal centres
will ensure that some of the jobs will require high levds of ill, knowledge and
experience, for most call centre workers the future appears likely to continue to be
characterised by target- setting and Taylorism.
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team leaders and managers. However, at the time of writing, datafrom only two of the four case studies
has been analysed, so we have not referred to these findings in the paper.
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