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1. 
SHORT INFORMATION ON HOW THE CASE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

The case study focused on the organisation of the Rome Motorizzazione Civile, the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA), a public administration unit,  and of its call centre (managed by a temporary association of companies that includes Infotel S.p.a., Eurodigit s.r.l., Esedra s.r.l., Cominf s.r.l.). Within the organisations, seven persons (two men and five women) were interviewed: an officer of the Transportation Department, the CGIL trade union coordinator at the Ministry of Transportation, the trade union representative for the call centre’s collaborators, the trade union representative for the call centre’s employees, the HR chief at the call centre and two call centre operators. 

2. GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE CASE STUDY

	The companies involved 
	The Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) of Rome; Temporary association of companies (Infotel S.p.a., Eurodigit s.r.l.,Esedra s.r.l., Cominf s.r.l.)

	The business function
	Customer care 

	Products and service 
	Transport sector 

	The restructuring period 
	1996 -2004

	Numbers of workers in the companies 
	The Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) of Rome: 800 employees, out of which 60% women and 40% men.

Temporary association of companies: 36 call centre operators, out of which 5 men and 31 women

	Geographic spread of value chain (countries, regions)
	Italy, Lazio, Rome


3.
CASE STUDY FINDINGS

3.1
Company and value chain (re-)organisation:

3.1.1
(re)organisation of the business function, legal and ownership structures, company boundaries

The aim of the survey is to analyse the impact of the value chain restructuring on the organisation of work and on employment conditions following the outsourcing of customer care, one of the public administration’s functions. Intended with the term “outsourcing” is the decision to transfer, totally or partially, to an external supplier a service carried out internally
. 

Outsourcing implies the presence of two counterparts: the outsourcee, which applies the   outsourcing option as a corporate strategy, and the outsourcer (otherwise known as the “provider”), which supplies goods and services for the company that has decided to outsource
. This case study involved principally Motorizzazione Civile, the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) of Rome (the outsourcee), and the call centre (provider), to which the business function (customer care) that is the focus of this research has been entrusted. 

It is difficult to single out in Italy instances of public administration units that have decided to outsource a call centre service that had been previously handled internally, also because call centres are a relatively recent development in the public sector. Much more frequent are, on the other hand, instances of public administration units that have entrusted call centre services to external companies right from the outset. Such services used to be handled directly at the counter but have been entrusted to call centres in the wake of technological innovation. 

Nevertheless, we are unable to make a comparison between operators, prior and after outsourcing, because they have always worked on behalf of private companies. Outsourcing, though, creates two occupational groups, each bearing vastly differing characteristics. In this light, we can analyse the impact of the restructuring of the value chain by focusing on the passage from a customer care service provided at the counter  (by public sector workers) to that provided at call centres. 

The concept of customer care has evolved in such a way over the past years that it now involves both private companies and public sector administrations. Customer Relationship Management (CRM) first developed in the private sector and initially focused on relations with clients. This approach started to develop also in the public sector where it is called Citizen Relationship Management
.

In the public sector, assistance to citizens is partly seen as a way to increase, on the one hand, the quantity and quality of the services offered and, on the other hand, as a means to stimulate citizen involvement through a system of open and dynamic interaction.

The customer care function at DVLA features a “mixed outsourcing formula” inasmuch as part of it is handled at the counter by the public relations office (URP - Italian acronym for Ufficio relazioni con il pubblico) of provincial offices, while another part by the IT system of the call centres. 

The first instance of a public administration call centre goes back to 1994, when the Ministry of Transportation called on the Department in charge of the DVLA to create a specific IT system that could provide, through a toll free number, information to those citizens who required to renew driving licences and to signal a change of address. Right from the outset, the customer care service provided through the toll free number obtained positive and convincing results. As workload increased, the number of staff employed in this activity proved to be insufficient to handle the large volume of incoming calls as well as to ensure an adequate standard in the quality of the service offered. This situation led to the decision to outsource the service. A tender was empanelled in 1995 that spanned for two years. From that date until today, four tenders were organised each one of which was won by a different company. Currently the outsourcing contract is managed by a temporary association of companies comprising Infotel S.p.a., Eurodigit s.r.l., Esedra s.r.l., Cominf s.r.l.

The choice on the part of the ministry to outsource part of the customer care service to a call centre, reachable through a toll free number, was not exclusively due, as in other public administrations, to cost saving but was, above all, dictated by the need to streamline procedures so as to lift the quality of the service offered, in view of the fact that relations with citizens represent a value that must be handled carefully with professional skill as well as attention and quality. Thus outsourcing has borne a deeper impact on efficiency rather than on costs.

The restructuring of the value chain has led to an evolution in the way customer care is handled, thanks above all to the implementation of new technology in service providers. In these past three years, call centre companies have been successful in shortening the time needed to process client request through the acquisition of software specifically designed to streamline procedures. 

Another significant change impacting the restructured customer care service was the introduction of a contact centre, considered as the natural development of the previous service provided through the toll free number. The new contact centre became necessary following the implementation of the points system driving licence as from June 30, 2003, for it allows drivers to check their score in real time. The task of the new contact centre was also that to continue providing the services offered by the old call centre – a requirement that led to the need to completely replace the previous call distributions system. 

The automatic operator, nevertheless, represents only the initial level of the answering process for it exclusively provides the drivers’ scores, after which the call is forwarded to an operator who handles the first answering level.

3.1.2
(re)organisational and spatial aspects of the value chain 

The restructuring of the value chain at various public administrations took place principally through outsourcing. These processes were also taking place within the DVLA where outsourcing mostly concerned internal organisation, namely in the management of property and plants and in several other activities relating to data entry, organisation of instrumental services, IT and management of the portals and customer care. The restructuring of the DVLA is an ongoing process considering that other “segments” of the value chain have been  outsourced over the years. Several surveys conducted over the years on this issue
 have showed that public administrations are increasingly relying on external companies to provide instrumental services with a view to acquiring not only operations but to entrusting the entire business function within a framework of a broader public/private  sector partnership. Generally speaking, two distinct phenomena have emerged in public administrations
: outsourcing arising from the need to trim down organisational procedures following the progressive widening of the range of services provided by public administrations; and outsourcing generated by the need to rationalise administrative structures following the example of private sector companies and the development of IT. Like most other public administration units, the DVLA can be classified in the first group, for, in this case as well, outsourcing was the consequence of an ever wider demand made by society in terms of services and assistance provided to citizens. There is, in addition, a normative provision that encourages public administrations to utilise resources
. A crucial role in the restructuring of the value chain is played by new technology which contributed to facilitating outsourcing to such an extent as to prompt DVLA managers to affirm that “to talk about outsourcing without talking about the changes triggered by new technology is practically impossible”. As for the spread of ICT within DVLA, it has emerged that these instruments stimulate relations and cooperation between the organisations that form the value chain especially though the faster transmission of data, information and continuing updating, at the same time also allowing the “parent company” to monitor the progress of outsourced activities. 

3.1.3 contractual relations (between the companies) and power relation (main power resources of companies and units, forms of governance of the value chain)

The DLVA holds a dominant position with respect to other outsourcing process destination organisations and is thus in a position to impose on industrial relations its own conditions. 

The organisations that manage outsourced business functions are not at all independent but, on the contrary, strongly controlled by the “parent company”: the DVLA organises, co-ordinates, manages and controls them just as all public administrations should when  they decide to outsource a service.

Relations between destination organisations and the DVLA may be contractually-based or  exquisitely pragmatic in nature. In the first instance, tender winners must comply with the agreements set down in the terms of contract to avoid penalty; in the second instance, on the other hand, the DLVA, as mentioned earlier, in its role as source organisation, closely monitors operations at providers by controlling the way they operate to ensure that targets set out are met.

Yet notwithstanding these provisions that public administrations apply with a view to keeping a close watch over outsourced business functions, relations between the various organisations are not regulated by power but develop – as a DVLA manager claimed – in a climate of interaction and co-operation.

Specifically regarding customer care, the relationship between the DVLA and the temporary association of providers is regulated by a contract specifically based on “reciprocal dependency”: the call centre provides basic level assistance for citizens through a series of standardised procedures while the more complex issues are directly handled at a higher level by DVLA staff. 

3.2
Functions and overall workflow in the value chain

3.2.1
functions performed in the value chain, changes through restructuring, tasks carried out in different units, division of labour, workflow in core areas

The DVLA, which in the case under review represents the “point of entry” of the value chain, refers to the Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure and is part of the department that governs overland transportation. The DVLA is mainly in charge of the country’s car fleet and has provincial and local offices across the nation. In particular, it  handles the following: the homologation of vehicles at an EU and ECE/UN level; the implementation of car traffic regulations; the definition of technical and regulatory standards concerning the construction and technical features of roads and motorways; the drawing up of accident prevention and road safety measures; and the diffusion of traffic information. 

Within customer care, the overland transportation department carries out a series of activities for the benefit of citizens as well as specialised customers. 

Services for citizens include those that citizens seek directly from public administration offices without taking recourse to intermediaries, namely information regarding driving licences, testing and other operations. Specialist services are, on the other hand, specifically for automobile agencies that handle and change car registration and for garages that are authorised to carry out changes to vehicles.

The call centre, on the other hand, processes calls  made to toll free number 800.23.23.23, and provides technical support in providing information concerning the validity of the driving licence, the issuing of driving licence duplicates and the driving license points. Regarding the latter, the previous government introduced the points driving licence, meaning that every licence is granted an initial 20 points, the record of which is in the national registry of licence holders which is kept by the department of overland transportation. 

There are also preliminary activities that the call centre is called to handle. These include the processing of mail; scanning of images and documents in an operative system;  data entry and registration and mailing of certificates. 

Among these call centre activities, data entry is one of the most crucial because it transforms into official notifications the information released by the police regarding lost or stolen cars and by city administration regarding change of addresses of licence holders. In case there are delays or errors in this procedure, licence holders can contact the call centre that, with the help of its operative back-up unit, concludes the operation.

The call centre is the entity that acts as a link between the public administration and the citizen, and provides the information that citizen-clients require on a daily basis.

With the entry of external companies that have matured previous experience in the area of call centre services, customer care has developed further. Alongside improved quality, the amount of information provided by the call centre has also increased. Up until 2001, the call centre exclusively handled driving licence renewals and address changes. It now processes requests for licence and registration mark duplicates to replace the originals that have been lost or stolen or have deteriorated and, starting 2003, for changes to the points system. 

In the initial phase, the quality of the outsourced service was controlled by flanking call centre operators with ministry staff who provided instructions on the use of the operative system. It should be observed that DVLA continues to use this type of control, flanking new operators not with ministry staff but with more experienced call centre operators.

 The control of the quality of the service offered by the call centre is ensured by DVLA managers and also through so-called “probe calls” made by ministry staff who impersonate distressed license holders. Answers are also constantly monitored to ensure that the highest standards are kept especially with the typical greetings that open and close calls: operators must always open and close the conversation by saying good morning, how can I help you … thank you for having called.

3.2.2 geographical structure of companies and units, spatial division of labour along the value chain, geographically distributed work

All business functions along the value chain follow the geographical distribution of the DVLA, which operates across the country through a wide network of provincial offices. While customer care activities are provided in each provincial office, the specific segment of the function that has been outsourced is carried out in Rome. 

Not unlike most call centre providers that operate in customer care, the de-localisation of the call centre is connected to the geographical distribution of the “parent company”. 

It ensues that the decision on the part of the ministry to locate the call centre head office in Rome was not due to lower running costs or to the availability of incentives or qualified staff, as generally happens when large businesses consider the option of outsourcing functions, but was dictated by the strategic proximity to central offices. The proximity with the DVLA head office is a key factor for organising relations between the headquarters and the venue where the calls are processed with a view to ensuring optimised management, to stimulating interaction and exchange  between organisations.

From the point of view of space, the restructuring of the value chain did not lead to instances of long-distance- or tele-work. Several factors have prevented the multiplication of this form of work: the additional cost of redirecting calls to the teleworker, the predominantly face-to-face monitoring/control of workers, the difficulty in managing the complex network of relations that is generated between the parent company and workers and between the workers themselves.

3.2.3
temporal aspect of the workflow, the role of time and flexibility, consequences of restructuring

As previously mentioned, new technologies have significantly facilitated the restructuring of the value chain thereby contributing to the improvement of numerous business functions whose shortcomings had affected public administrations blocking their productive cycle.

The role played by time should above all be seen in the light of the speed with which relations between value chain organisations are developed especially with regard to the flow of updated information (circulars, normative changes, etc.) from the DVLA to the call centre. 

IT has made communication speedier, significantly improving the relationship between  value chain players who are now in a position to dialogue with ease through the IT network. 

Speed, in addition, has positively affected the relationship with citizens who can now greatly benefit from more efficient services and receive required information quicker. 

The renovation process underway in public administrations has been triggered also thanks to the external service providers which, as a consequence of the experience matured in the market, have increasingly come to consider time as a key competitive lever:

“In the past few years – a call centre operator said  - the operative system had become obsolete and was replaced by a new one, faster, more complete and which reduced waiting time considerably, allowing for shorter and briefer calls.” 

3.3
Changes in employment 

3.3.1
employment structures (categories of workers, basic gender relations, employment contracts) including changes

All call centre staff members belong to the telephone operator category.

Currently, the call centre is staffed by 36 operators, five men and 31 women. Numerous studies have confirmed that the call centre job market, especially in the area of customer care, is dominated by women. 

In these sectors – as underlined by the head of HR at the call centre – there continues to prevail the conviction that women have a greater propensity for client assistance activities namely because their communication and relational skills are better and because they are believed to be more patient. 

Age, too, is a key factor: approximately 80% of call centre operators – above all women – are between 30 and 40. This pattern reveals that call centres for women represent not only an entry channel to or a transitional phase in the job market but also a permanent condition. 

The employee structure at the DVLA is very different compared to that of the call centre in terms of number and professional categories.

The Rome DVLA employees a total of 800 workers, out of whom 600 in the central head office and the remaining in peripheral offices. At a national level, DVLA staff reaches 4,000. The highest percentage of employees is placed in the B3 and C2 levels which include both employees and officials. DVLA staff also features a significant number of technical experts, namely surveyors, industrial experts and engineers (transport and mechanical engineers). 

3.3.2 employment conditions (terms and conditions, contractual flexibility), human Resource Management and internal labour market (including changes)

In view of the fact that the DVLA is a public structure, all its employees have a public sector open-ended contract. 

On the other hand, the situation at the call centre is significantly different as employees are predominantly hired with fixed-term contracts, namely project-based employment contracts: 77.8% of operators, i.e. 28 persons, have fixed-term contracts, while only eight workers have open-ended contracts. 

Terms and conditions for most fixed-term operators are unfavourable with low salaries and few or no contractual protection especially in case of maternity or illness. Among the atypical employment contracts, none are temporary.

The situation has been evolving continuously for call centre operators as a succession of hiring, collective redundancies, mobility, re-hiring following various tenders have brought about frequent changes in employment conditions and terms. The situation is somewhat different for its collaborators who maintained, and continue to maintain, atypical contracts. 

Although call centre operators all carry out the same job, wages differ: approximately € 950 net per month for employees and approximately € 910 net for fixed-term operators, without considering the enormous differences in terms of labour protections that characterise the two contractual forms. Unlike many outbound call centres, wages at the DVLA call centre are not correlated to the number of successful processed telephone contacts, but are lump-sum payments.

The restructuring has had a negative impact on wages as it has been shown that the wages of operators with open-ended contracts at in-house call centres are lower than the average pay received by similar professional figures. Low wages at call centre providers are due to the fact that staff is made up of fixed-term or project-based operators. These are wages that substantially do not include forms of bonuses, incentives, extra-month bonuses or paid leave. 

The precarious state of many call centre workers has led those that had taken the option to outsource to gauge the feasibility, in the future, of stabilising operators by insourcing the call centre. 

This would bring about greater job security, as female respondents claimed, removing the fears connected to the renewal of the contract when it expires at the end of every three years.

In addition, as a DVLA official said, a solution of this kind could ultimately be advantageous for the administration itself for it  would allow the DVLA to work with partners that would not leave the brunt of tension exclusively on workers.

A final issue that needs to be addressed concerns the total absence of a division of labour between men and women both in terms of type of jobs and of hierarchy. This absence is mostly due to the fact that there are only five men and operators all carry out identical jobs. 

3.3.3 negotiations on changes in employment (redundancies, transfer of workers etc) and employment conditions 

The outsourcing strategy implemented by the DVLA did not lead to the transfer of workers from the source to the destination company by virtue of the fact that, right from the outset, the call centre was staffed by external operators, i.e. by persons who were in the payroll of the call centre companies that won the tender and who held private sector employment contracts.

Transfers involved, on the other hand, all those DVLA employees who had even briefly managed the toll free number during the initial experimental phase. These workers have either been transferred to other departments or returned to their previous posts.

Over the years as the beneficiary impact of the restructuring were felt, coupled with the widening of the functions that have been outsourced (namely, the introduction in 2001 of the process for the duplication of driving licences), staff at the call centre had to be increased, up to 36 from 20.  

3.3.4 impact on quality of work

The restructuring of the value chain has entailed to part of the customer care services to be carried out by workers in precarious employment.

In this regard, two antithetical positions have clashed
. The first sustained that human resources in general are contrary to outsourcing and will do all they can to contrast this strategy. This position arises from workers concerned that outsourcing is but an elegant word for unemployment: lower job security and sense of belonging may lead to lower productivity. 

The other position backed the idea that outsourcing provides an opportunity for workers to improve their skills and career prospects through external stimuli. As emerging in the interviews, the first position is the closest to that held by the operators at the call centre who feel that outsourcing corresponds to precariousness. 

Outsourced work is strongly impacted by an absence of outlook for stable employees and by uncertainty for precarious workers. An employment instability that leads to disaffection for work. 

We are unsatisfied – a female operator said – because the organisation is awful, not only because there are no growth opportunities but also because terms and conditions are critical: holidays or sick leave are not easily granted because we must find someone to replace us during our absence ……… Satisfaction level is very low, though in some cases better than in other jobs, but it is nevertheless a stressful job in terms of workload and also of personal involvement in the relation with clients
.

3.4
Changes in work organisation 

3.4.1
content of work, cooperation, managerial control, spatial aspects (distributed work, workers‘ mobility), role of customers (including changes)

Within the DVLA structure, the call centre has increasingly become strategic inasmuch as it represents the point of contact between the administration and the citizen. As  mentioned earlier, work content at the call centre is straightforward and repetitive.

The repetitiveness of operations at the call centre leads to the assimilation of this work typology to that of the old Taylorist assembly lines.

While work at the call centre is essentially individual in nature, instances may arise for cooperation and teamwork especially during emergencies. 

It may happen that the call centre has to provide full service with all 36 operators working at the same time. If in such instances operators are absent or ill, the service is provided thanks to the cooperation of operators employed in the call centre’s related activities, namely by operators at data processing. 

That organisation of work hinges on but a handful of officials is proof of the relative simplicity of the tasks carried out. There are three hierarchic levels at the call centre: the operator, the responsible or supervisor and the manager. The latter two liaise with the DVLA. While underlining the fact that job description is not rigid, the role of the supervisor is to coordinate and assist operators in resolving procedural difficulties especially in the area of training. 

As for the tools and methods designed for the control of work and the measurement of results, the organisation of work at the call centre is in all effects Taylorist in structure. In this sector, in fact, digital technology, rather than becoming a means to break free from  Taylor-Fordist oppression, has turned out to be an even harsher and more unforgiving extrapolation of that system. In this light, it is safe to speak about a digital Taylorism where control is dematerialised and the forms of power only apparently superseded: behind a process of objectification they become all the more pervasive the more they appear to be inevitable
. 

The entire system of workload distribution and performance assessment has clearly been handed down form the taylor-fordist organisational and socio-technical tradition
. Alongside workfloor supervision, which represents the most straightforward form of  control, also implemented is the call distributions system (ACD), a software that allows for the monitoring in real time of the number and type of calls, the waiting and conversation time. In the past years, further control has also been exercised by calling clients with a view to measuring their degree of satisfaction concerning the operator in terms of availability, courtesy and technical assistance. 

In the long run, this system of controls has proven to be a weakness in the management of work because it tends to standardise and therefore demotivate workforce, triggering confrontational or non-cooperative attitudes with respect to the company
.

If on the one hand rigidity of control is experienced as an additional form of pressure in work that is already considered as being stressful, paradoxically for some operators strictness of control is viewed as a key element for the success of the service.  

3.4.2 organisation of working hours, differentials in working hours between companies, temporal flexibility (including changes)

Working hours at the DVLA are in line with those applied in the public sector. However, there is a difference between staff at the central head office and at provincial offices. While employees at the central head office follow standard 8-to-2 working hours with two extended days, those at provincial offices have been working in the past years overtime to process the additional workloads caused by a freeze in the recruitment of new staff.

At the call centre both employees and fixed-term operators follow the same working hours, with full time work consisting of eight hours a day, from Monday to Friday, for a  total of 40 hours a week; only a handful of employees work six hours a day, for a total of 30 hours a week. 

There are no shifts, standard working hours are from 8.30 AM to 5.30 PM with a one-hour lunch break; very few work from 9 to 5.30 with a half-hour pause for lunch.

There is also a difference in the working hours between call centre and data entry operators, for the latter apply significantly more flexible working hours. Data entry employees can start work from 7 and finish eight hours later, while fixed-term operators are not tied to the eight-hour day inasmuch as they are hired on a “product” basis. This flexibility arises from the fact that work at data entry consists in entering information and therefore on how quickly this is done.

3.4.3 functional flexibility, team working (including changes)

Unlike other call centres that have implemented teamworking, the DVLA call centre privileges individual work. 

Calls are processed by a system that automatically redirects them to the first available operator. This operator answers the call and tries to resolve the problem outlined by the citizen-client by accessing the required data bases. When the conversation is over, the operator updates all information and activates the procedures with the competent technical offices and is immediately ready to receive a new call. 

3.4.4 impact on quality of work

The impact of the value chain restructuring on the contents of work has been that of creating ever more repetitive and routine tasks. 

Call centres have become the symbol of new work, almost as if they were the new factories of the tertiary where workforce is unqualified and dominated by the presence of women who required to carry out a job that associates the typical characteristics of the old taylorist-fordist assembly line with the new emotional and relational elements arising from value chain productive processes
. The rhythm and timings of work, the rigid separation between decision-making and implementation, the segmentation and repetition of tasks are features that are as Fordist as anything else the past century has had to offer
.

The work of operators at the call centre – female respondents said – is very stressful, between a phone call and another there are on an average five seconds… and this rhythm is kept up for eight straight hours. This same operation is repeated hundreds of time a day, every day  (with each operator receiving on an average 140 calls). 

No matter how problem solving their approach with respect to the requests of the citizen may be, in reality their work is exquisitely limited to accessing the software put at their disposal by the call centre company. In addition, the repetitiveness of the tasks is further accentuated by new ICT, that while contributing to improve and speed up information gathering has not affected the skill level of operators who, on the contrary, are called to do increasingly more routine work. 

Quality of work at the call centre is also impacted by the psychological malaise that workers feel as a consequence of the very nature of what they are required to provide, that is of the contents of their job and the way it is organised. 

The stress is principally due to monotony and repetitiveness, to the intensity of work rhythm, to time saturation (i.e. the relationship between waiting time and pauses and the time to actually execute the task given), to the degree of self-control that is demanded when dealing with the public
. 

Another aspect of the impact of outsourcing on working conditions – as trade unionists  underline – is in connection with the fact that the presence at the same job of workers who are hired with an open-ended contract with those who aren’t generates tension within the structure. Operators, in fact, work side-by-side on the same workfloor but are treated with different contractual terms and conditions and pay.   

3.5
Skills, knowledge and learning

The large majority of workers at the call centre have medium-high study titles. While recruitment mostly takes place among high-school graduates, a number of persons with post-high-school education have also been hired. 
Though study titles are a credential, successful candidates are those who show good communication and interpersonal skills. The following criteria are those recruiters generally consider: good spoken language skills, the ability to use the phone as a means of communication as well as previous experience (employment at other call centres) and technical and IT skills (knowledge of computer software).

To work as a call centre operator – female respondents highlighted – you don’t need to have  specific or professional qualifications… because the work carried out by a call centre operator is linked to experience, practice and knowledge acquired over time.

Initiatives as well as investments for the training of human resources are scanty both at the call centre and at the DVLA. 

Having taken up the outsourcing option, the issue of training fell squarely on the companies that won the tender. Since 1995 there have been four tenders won by as many providers, yet the large majority of operators, approximately 70%,  were transferred, with their acquired know-how and skills, from one company to the other. Thus, improvement of human resources at the call centre has been progressive, because at each passage only the best operators were reconfirmed. Considering the stability of the administrative structure, many respondents said that instances of updating that imply training are so far and few in between  that it is the DVLA itself that communicates the requirement to the provider that manages the first level of customer care.

In a structure based on the constant flow of information for the benefit of citizens it would be spontaneous to consider the professional skills of operators as being a key element and that, consequently, significant resources would be set aside for training. In reality, as is the case in most call centres, criticality under this aspect is connected to the fact that the character of training is exquisitely instrumental and that it is provided for brief periods only to ensure that operators are able to carry out the task assigned. 

For new operators as well, training consists but in a stint alongside an expert operator. Updating with regard to the tasks to be carried out is an ongoing process and is often outlined at the briefings when new software is introduced or when the management announces new information to be communicated or the widening of the service range to be provided, as recently happened with the duplication of driving licences.

The quality of the training at the call centre is especially connected to economic considerations as providers must transfer skills quickly if they are to render resources immediately productive.

A feature of all public administrations is just how little is actually dedicated to the training of human resources. At the DVLA, lack of training initiatives is above all due to the scarcity of financial resources. Lack of funds for staff training, coupled with the government’s freeze on public sector recruitment, have created difficulties in the singling out of new professional figures. So much so – as the DVLA chief said – that management at head office levels have diverted to training funds set aside for other sectors in an attempt to offset this trend.

3.6
Industrial relations & regulations

The role of trade unionists within the two organisations are different, just as the issues they tackle are.

Within the DVLA, industrial relations have become in all effects institutional as trade union bargaining in the public sector is carried out both at a company and national level as set down by law. 

Six trade union organisations operate within the CVLA. Union density is higher at the lower and less qualified levels, while it is practically absent at managerial and executive levels. The DVLA chief explains: 

There were no specific topics that trade unions had to tackle in the past, as a matter of fact they often exploited specific topics for propaganda. Today, however, the situation is radically different and  trade union activity has been particularly intensive since last October. Trade unions have been focusing, in particular, on the issue of workloads that have increased considerably, forcing employees to work very long hours.

In a context such as that of the call centre, trade union action is seriously hindered. In fact, trade union density at call centres are, on an average, low. The case study showed that workers who are exposed to the risks of precariousness and instability are not keen to stand up for their rights. “The personalisation of malaise”
 tends to concentrate in more contingent coalitions and ad hoc topics than strictly on appurtenance. Even trade union enrolment is a choice associated to a weak and instrumental relationship induced by the transitory character of one’s job.

Also to be considered is the fact that cohabiting within the same workplace there are stable as well as unstable workers, namely fixed-term operators who, in the absence of an industry-wide agreement, are excluded from collective bargaining and find themselves to be in a condition of weakness caused by the transitory nature of their working contract and by the absence of protection and union rights.

Unfortunately no industry-wide agreement applies for call centre operators. Call centre workers are assisted by trade union organisations in the various sectors within which collective bargaining is apportioned
. Consequently, industrial relations for call centre workers in Italy are regulated, among others, by metal, telecommunication and postal industry-wide agreements.

Industrial relations at the call centre have nevertheless evolved over the years.

In the past, especially in the early phases of the value chain restructuring, there were serious difficulties in aggregating and mobilising workers holding different types of working contracts.

In fact, many employees received no salary for about six months as a consequence of the deadline extensions that were granted to the providers that won the tenders. Such a flared-up working environment, as well as the absence of a stable trade union presence, brought about a weakening of the cohesion among workers. 

Over the years, call centre operators realised internal divisions led nowhere and that they would have had to join hands if they were to get anywhere. At the end, all workers, regardless of the type of contract they had, united in a bid to solve the issue of precariousness by participating taking industrial action and participating in assemblies. 

Last year – a female operator said –  a similar problem cropped up once again, but the reaction was different because this time we united to strike and we joined trade unions.

Currently there are two trade union organisations within the call centre, one assisting employees and the other precarious workers. The two organisations cooperate closely and work together to eliminate contractual differences with a view to obtaining similar terms and conditions for all workers, because, as the call centre employees trade union representative put it,  “the jobs at the call centre are not only similar but are, above all, exchangeable”. 

As respondents highlighted in the interviews, trade union claims substantially focus on higher wages and increased stabilisation of working contract duration.                  

In the absence of a law that regulates industrial relations for this vast plethora of workers, trade unions have been trying to obtain better terms and conditions, targeting less precarious contracts for all quasi-subordinate status workers
.

The task of trade unions has increasingly been made difficult by the vast range of labour flexibility factors that have personalised working relations and fragmented operations in a plethora of smaller businesses, hindering the spread and preventing the consolidation of trade union presence in workplaces
.

In addition, a mistaken feeling for one’s own professional identity has generated, especially among the young, a return to a dependent mentality on the part of a generation that, convinced that there is no future, seems to have lost conscience of their rights
 . In many ways, this is the scenario affecting call centres today.  Trade unions are committed to achieving an adequate law – a law that can provide basic social rights to the vast plethora of quasi-subordinate workers in Italy. 
3.7 Conclusions

The DVLA falls within that typical trend of public administrations that increasingly outsource significant segments of their traditional chain of value. 

In particular, the outsourcing of customer care is not only connected to labour costs but  specifically arises from the need to streamline procedures and to rise the quality of services to be provided to citizens. In this light, the impact of outsourcing has been greater on efficiency than on costs.

This option has strongly affected job contents and quality as well as working conditions, creating two organisations that are very different with each other in terms of organisation and job contracts. 

If on the one hand outsourcing has stimulated the modernisation of public administration and contributed to speed up a number of functions that were previously carried out  internally, on the other hand, it has generated, especially among the workers employed by external companies, organisational and contractual models containing elements of utmost instability. It is, therefore, not coincidental that the situation is most critical, also in terms of working conditions, in outsourced call centres. 

In a value chain restructuring of the type that has been analysed in this venue, what strikes most is the enormous difference that exists between terms and conditions applied for the employees at the parent company, in this specific case the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency of Rome, and those to the workers that carry out the outsourced business function. In fact, while labour in a public structure is organised according to a standard model – specifically that defined in the public sector – in the call centre it is organised in a totally different way.  Starting with the fact that staff at the call centre is mostly made up of young people, predominantly female, mainly hired with atypical contracts. But what is most striking with regard to the job characteristics within the call centre is the practical impossibility on the part of the operators to control the way they work and the time employed to do it. Researchers consider this lack of autonomy as one of the principal factors of  work-related stress. In addition, job contents are characterised by monotony and repetitiveness, while performance control on an individual basis are systematic and pervasive. 
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