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Introduction

It is important to explain shortly the process of restructuring within the organisation of Citylife to understand the effects of restructuring on the occupational group of customer service employees. Citylife, an enterprise of the city of Vienna, is responsible for administration and customer service for tenants of about 220,000 city owned flats. Until 2002 telephone customer enquiries have been part of the work of employees at nine service centres, which are spread out all over the city. Answering incoming phone calls was task of employees who had customers in the office or were working on documents at the same time. Due to the rising number of tenants and requests over the years, availability became very bad and customers were dissatisfied. So there was the general need for improving telephone services, but instead of doing this within the existing organisation, for example by opening a call centre department, Citylife outsourced telephone customer service by founding the Citylife Customer Service Company in 2002. This company decided not to open its owned call centre either, but announced a public tender for a call centre service, which was won by the Consortium Multicall, consisting of two call centres, who took over the whole telephone service. 
Most employees at call centres used to have quasi freelance contracts. This typical Austrian form of contract excluded them from unemployment insurance, holiday entitlement, sickness pay, supplementary grants and employment protection, while most of service centre employees have job tenure. These very different preconditions also influence employees’ quality of work and life. For the city, it would not have been possible to employ freelancers because of its proclaimed sense of social responsibility. As a result of pressure from social insurances and unions, Consortium Multicall is changing all contracts to regular open-ended contracts, which will lead to a reduction of labour flexibility, but which will make employment more stable. Nevertheless the outsourcing of telephone service lead to a situation in which the number of people working directly or indirectly for Citylife increased, but the quality of jobs and the identification with Citylife declined in general. Worse jobs have been added with severe repercussion on existing jobs at service centres.

1. Description of the sample of interviews

1.1
Short profile of the interviewees (professional, personal and familial) and their working situations and organisational contexts.

To give an insight in how quality of work and occupational identity changed due to such fundamental restructuring, as it has happened in this case, we decided to interview employees at service centres (4 interviews), who witnessed the whole process, as well as employees at call centres (5 interviews), who took over the tasks of telephone service from the service centres. Here are some very short profiles of interviewees: Petra has been working as commercial assistant at a customer service centre of Citylife for about 7 years. But she has already been working for the city administration since her apprenticeship. She lives together with her partner, but is not married. She is 38 years old and has one child at the age of 9. She has job tenure and her mean working hours are 44 hours per week. Susanne is 42 years old and works as commercial department manager at one of the service centres of Citylife. She started to work for the enterprise 23 years ago, since then she has a full-time employment with job tenure. She is married and has one child at the age of 20. Irene works full time as commercial assistance at a customer service centre of Citylife. She started to work for the city at the age of 18, but, because of family reasons, decided to stay at home for 15 years. She came back to Citylife in 1999. Due to this interruption she lost her job tenure. She is married and mother of two children at the age of 23 and 27. Horst is a 50 years old engineer at the customer service centre of Citylife. He is married and has no children. His responsibility at Citylife is customer service in the field of gardening, playgrounds and vermin extermination. He has job tenure and works about 48 hours per week. Sarah is 25 years old and has already been working as 1st-level inbound call centre agent for the Consortium Multicall for more than 2.5 years. She is planning to start some new training in addition to call centre work. She has no children and lives together with her partner. She works 20 hours per week. Tim is 30 years old, married and has no children. He has been working 30 hours per week as 1st-level inbound call centre agent for the Consortium Multicall since about one year. He is studying political economics and plans to finish it within the next few months. Simone has worked as 1st-level inbound call centre agent for the Consortium Multicall since seven months. She has a full time employment and has already worked in numerous different jobs in the field of customer service and office work. She is 41 years old, single and has no children. Anna is 26 years old and has no children. She has a partner, but is not married. She has a full time employment as 2nd-level inbound call centre agent at the Consortium Multicall. She started to work for the company as outbound agent but changed job after a while and started to work for an insurance broker. After two weeks she came back to Multicall and started at the inbound department, this was about two months ago. Wolfgang is a 50 years old 1st-level inbound agent working for the Consortium Multicall. He is married and has three children at the age of 18, 20 and 26. After 14 years he lost his job at a bank and after 1.5 years of unemployment he decided to start at the call centre. In the meanwhile his full-time employment lasts eight months.

2. Work biographies, career construction, trajectories

2.1
Career profile(s) in the occupational group (OG) – Characterisation of trajectories –Changes and driving forces.

Interviewees at service centres of Citylife have very continuous work biographies. It is not unusual that people already started to work at the city administration at the age of 16 with an apprenticeship, or directly after A-level. All interviewees except one have job tenure. Irene lost it, because she decided to stay at home for 15 years to care about her children and to support her husband in his career. All of them plan to keep on working for the city administration, but they would also move away from Citylife to another department if there would be a chance for promotion.

Compared to the people working at service centres, call centre agents have very discontinuous job and education biographies. Most of them have already done numerous different jobs and trainings and call centre work is more or less an interim occupation. Agents’ personal perspectives at call centres are very limited. Hardly anyone plans to stay there for the rest of his/her work biography. One woman, who wants to start some further training in a few months, explains it like this:

"I can’t really say it yet, but I planned to stay until I finish my education, but this [call centre work] is not something I would like do for the rest of my life." (Sarah:65)
Lots of agents have in common, that they have already dropped out of some educational programs. Not all of them managed to complete education as they planned once. The interviewee Wolfgang came to the call centre because of a real emergency situation. After 1.5 years of unemployment and unsuccessful job searching he decided to start at the call centre. "I have to take what I can get," (Wolfgang:188) he says, explaining why he is doing the job. At Multicall there seems to be a rising number of employees who took the call centre job because there was no alternative except unemployment. Simone has already worked in numerous different jobs in the field of customer service and office work. She explains:

"I used to say that I am not going to work for less than 1,200 Euro net, but nowadays it is not easy so say that anymore, to find something, that's difficult!" (Simone:58)
And there is Anna, who came back to the call centre after a break of two weeks, because the new job was even less attractive. All three have in common that they work full time and that they are satisfied to have a job to earn their living from, but nevertheless they would be willing to change if they found a better paid job.
2.2
Characterisation of the organisational contexts – Relations between restructuring and changes in career profile(s) and trajectories.

Citylife has a very insular labour market. This means that mainly people with experience within the city administration of several years work at Citylife. Most of these employees have job tenure and the city tries to offer them adequate career opportunities. This is the reason why neither employers nor employees are willing to open these jobs for people from outside the city administration. 

The newly established jobs at call centres offer much more limited career opportunities. Call centres of the Consortium Multicall are organised in a very similar way to other call centres. This makes it easy to move in and out of call centre work if someone has already worked in this field. Especially freelance contracts, which are typical for lots of call centres in Austria, make it unproblematic to move in and out of the job as agents and employers choose. This situation influences agents’ career trajectories considerably. It is very unusual for agents to get promoted within a call centre, but obviously people’s trajectories involve work at different call centres in different fields of customer service. Simone, one of our interviewees, is a prime example for such a career. She has already worked for lots of different call centres, her last job was customer service for a technical company. Anna, another interviewee, has also had lots of experience in call centre work. That she decided to come back to the same call centre company two weeks after she had left, shows how easy it is to leave and enter these jobs. Chances to develop a career at the call centre are very small, because supervisor and management jobs are very rare and hierarchies are flat. Most agents see their job as a transitional occupation for a certain period of time. 
The organisational context of Citylife definitely encourages people to identify themselves with the city administration, to develop a certain civil servants’ professionalism, and to keep this in mind when they plan their next career step. The outsourcing of telephone service lead to the fact, that now there is a high number of employees, who work indirectly for the city and do not identify with this at all. For call centre agents Citylife is one of several other interchangeable projects. People do not see that they are part of the city administration and neither their career plans nor their career opportunities have anything in common with those of employees at service centres.

2.3
Influence of institutional arrangements and policies on the nature and evolution of career profile(s) and trajectories.

As already mentioned the city of Vienna has a very insular labour market. For new recruits there are specific tests and procedures, which have to be followed. If someone has entered this system, he/she has good chances to be promoted. Citylife has an elaborate HRM policy: People have the opportunity to take part in so called potential analyses to find out where they have their strength and deficiencies, what would be an adequate position and if there are any needs for special training. People who go through such an analysis have higher chances to get promoted than others. There are very strict job grades, differentiating A, B and C officials according to the employees’ education. The reason why this system has hardly any flexibility to accept mid-career people from outside also lies in the difficulty of categorising employees with different education and job biographies, for example students. As a result, call centre agents are not regarded as ‘human resources’ at all and there is no opportunity for them to change from one of the call centres to one of the service centres, even though they may have the qualifications. All this has to be seen against the background that most employees of Citylife have job tenure and a relatively high salaries. This privileged situation holds turnover very low. Citylife is the case of an internal and then segmented labour market with insiders and outsiders.

At the call centres, which took over telephone service from service centres, employees are not that privileged. Compared to the city administration, career trajectories can't be planned. Procedures to recruit staff are very intransparent and decisions are taken mainly on an informal basis. People do not know what criteria they have to fulfil to be promoted. Anna, who has started to work at the call centre two months ago, has already been asked to take a 2nd-level position. She experienced that as an acknowledgement, although the work is much more demanding and not better paid. Nevertheless not even she knows which criteria are relevant for promotion.

"I’m here for much too short a time to estimate which criteria are relevant for promotion (...). I do not know how it works here, if performance is relevant or whatever." (Anna:166)
Between the two groups of employees, working for Citylife, institutional preconditions for careers are very different. Call centre agents have hardly any perspective at the company, most of them move to totally different jobs or to another call centre, since neither the Consortium Multicall nor Citylife offer them interesting alternatives. 

2.4
Gender dimensions of the career profile(s) and trajectories.

It gets clear that for women it is much easier to pursue a career within the city administration than in the private sector. Required qualifications are very explicit and procedures transparent and Citylife has an equal opportunity policy. Nevertheless the fact that women still take much more responsibilities in the private household affects their career opportunities. Citylife offers hardly any opportunities to work part time, which forces employees to choose between for example care-work and work. Men still tend to choose paid work, while women tend to stay at home. With its policy of working time Citylife supports this form of division of labour. Women like Susanne, who gave as much priority as possible to the job, explain it like this:

„That was not always funny. Today, I am sure, it still is not much better. On the other hand, I would not have my position, if I hadn’t done this.“ (Susanne:189)

Decisions on job promotion are taken on a very informal basis at call centres. Although women build the majority of call centre agents, they are underrepresented in management positions in Austria’s call centres in general (Schönauer 2005). However the proportion of women managers in call centres is higher than in Austrian industries in general. At Multicall the situation is not that obvious. It can be said that men are underrepresented in supervisor functions compared to the number of male agents, but their number increases in higher management positions. 

2.5
Diversity dimensions of the career profile(s) and trajectories (ethnicity dimensions).

Neither Citylife nor the Consortium Multicall employ many people with diverse ethnic background. Perfect German skills are required as basic qualifications, which make it difficult for immigrants to enter this specific labour market. It is amazing that neither Citylife nor the Consortium Multicall have reacted yet on the rising number of customers with other mother languages than German. Agents as well as employees at the service centres mention that it would be helpful to have colleagues who know foreign languages, such as Turkish, Serbo-Croatian or Bosnian, and other cultural backgrounds, like people from the 2nd generation of immigrants would. But until now this group of employees is very marginal. 

3. Changes in occupational identity

3.1
Characterisation of the occupational identity for this OG: from its position in a social and economic organisation; from the individual subjectivity point of view (meaning of work, collective feeling, identification); from the collective point of view (collective dimensions and capacities).

The fact that most service centres employees of Citylife have already worked at different parts of the city administration and that most of them do not rule out the possibility to change to another department sometime shows that their occupational identity is much more affected by being an employee of the city than of Citylife. People at call centres identify even less with Citylife than employees at service centres, but their main motivation and a crucial part of their occupational identity is the aim to help people, to provide good service and to give good information. In this field they do not differ much from employees at service centres. Although the main function of call centre agents is to fence off service centre employees from ‘low level’ questions, most of them are very proactive in their work and try to find out further information for customers, even ir they are not required to do so. It is a personal satisfaction to help customers. This behaviour is very similar to that of the employees at service centres and could be seen as a sign for high job identification, which does not necessarily correspond with identification with an enterprise. It gets clear that there is also a big difference in the occupational identity within the group of agents, mostly depending on what they are doing apart from working at the call centre. People who study and work 30 hours or more define themselves as students, no matter if the time they use for their education is much less than they work. 

"Though I work 30 hours, it is a side job for me, a student job, I do not put that much importance on it as someone does, who does it as a regular occupation or earns the living from it. Sometime I will stop it, it will come to an end." (Tim:152)
Tim mentions a group of employees, who earn their living from it. This growing group consists mainly of employees, who started the job after a longer period of not working and/or job seeking. Their occupational identity corresponds more with customer service employees in general, than with call centre work, the city administration or Citylife. Lots of them have already extended experience in customer contact work from their former jobs, see themselves as overqualified for what they are doing, but have not any alternative at the moment.

3.2
Changes in occupational identity (nature of changes, concerned workers, explicative factors)

As a result of outsourcing there has been a differentiation of occupational identity of employees working for the same company. Agents at call centres do not know really what people at service centres are doing and vice versa. The function of call centre agents in work organisation is to fence off service centre employees from ‘low level’ questions, which also means that their job is less demanding regarding the content of work. Agents have the experience that their work is not recognised by service centre employees or customers. Determinant to the identification with Citylife is also the spatial division of labour. Most customers do not even know that the call centres exist. They normally do not recognise that they reach a call centre, when they call Citylife. Agents are also confronted with negative emotions from customers and know that there are limits what they can do to fulfil customers requests. Their strategy is to limit identification and to establish a boundary between job and personal ambitions in helping people. Tim, a 1st-level agent says: "I am not Citylife." (Tim:54). This attitude differs from those of employees at service centres, who identify much more. 

The form of contracts also has an influence on occupational identity. Due to the outsourcing of telephone service to the call centres the number of precarious contracts and disparity of social security increased tremendously. While most people at service centres have job tenure or other forms of highly secured contracts, people at call centres used to work as freelancers. It is understandable that they see their job ideally as a transitional situation. This perception may be changing with the new open-ended contracts. Satisfaction with the job already increased, as Simone explains, perhaps occupational identity is also going to change.

"It made me very happy that I got a regular employment, since then I enjoy work much more!" (Simone:30)
3.3
Relations between restructuring and changes in occupational identity for this OG (support new identity, threaten identity, affect solidarity, transform social dialogue – how?)

It gets clear that due to the outsourcing of telephone service to the call centres, the identification with Citylife declined in general. The number of people working for Citylife, directly or indirectly, increased, but the newly employed people neither identify with Citylife nor with city administration anymore. There is not any solidarity between employees of the two organisations either. They have hardly any personal contact and hardly know what the others are doing. The mutual understanding improved a bit, when call centres organised an open house day, but people are far away from experiencing themselves as members of the same occupational group.

4. Quality of work

4.1
Relations between restructuring organisations and working conditions for this OG – Changes occurred and their evaluation.

For employees at service centres the outsourcing of telephone service caused some facilitation, but also some developments which increased pressure on employees. Positive is that they are no longer interrupted by incoming calls. They receive information on customers’ requirements in advance and can prepare themselves for phone calls. This is an advantage at first sight, but at the same time, demands on coordination and time management have increased, because new instructions have been introduced. For example each request has to be handled within 24 hours. Previously it was the customer who tried to reach the responsible person; today it is the employee who has to chase the customer. People do not experience much improvement of their job quality. Lots of measures, which were taken at service centres, have the function to increase service quality, customer orientation and to organise work as efficiently as possible. Employees criticise that customer orientation has the highest priority. Petra, working at a customer service centre says:

"The customer is king, by hook or by crook!" (Petra:102)

Although the investigation of time-related performance measurements, which has been introduced at service centres, is definitely comparable to things happening at call centres, it gets clear that the degree of surveillance is not that high. At call centres everything is monitored. Time related limits, like the duration of a telephone call, are an important part of the time structure at the call centres. Another aspect which influences working conditions of call centre agents and which can be seen as symptomatic for many outsourcing processes is the question of flow of information and how much information someone should get. Agents are only informed about a small part of the whole customer service procedure and lack an overall picture. This makes their work difficult and influences job satisfaction. Tim explains for example that they are not informed about employees’ holidays. 

"It would be easier if we could tell the customers that the person they want to talk to is on holidays. The customers would get the feeling that we are in the know." (Tim:62)
Most employees at call centres used to have quasi freelance contracts, which also influence employees’ quality of work and life. As a result of pressure from social insurances and unions, Consortium Multicall is changing all contracts to regular open-ended contracts, which will lead to a reduction of labour flexibility, but which will make employment also more stable. Due to this change, quality of work is going to increase for call centre agents. Employees already experience much more security, as Anna explains. She mentions that changing workloads often caused problems in this context.

"I had a fixed salary per hour, but when they did not have anything to do for me, I was sent home. That's why I was happy that I got a normal employment with a fixed salary per month." (Anna:46)
Especially for people who have a family and responsibilities for children a regular employment is very important. But there is also a group of agents who would have preferred to remain freelancers. They fear that their flexibility will be reduced and that they will be more dependent on the employer. Call agents complain across the board that wages are very low. Service centre employees’ wages are about twice (about 1,900 euro net per month) of those of call centre agents (about 900 euro net per month). For call centre agents there is no perspective to increase the income over the years. Service centres have a very transparent salary scheme, but for the newly established call centre jobs classification of employees is very nebulous. 
Interest representation and participation as indicators for quality of work are very low at the call centres, compared to service centres. Service centres, as part of the city administration, have a very long tradition of interest representation. Agents at the call centre were not allowed to elect a works council because of their freelance contracts. Now, after the change to regular open-ended contracts, there are already initiatives from management to implement a works council. This in itself suggests that the works council might be an institution that simply justifies management decisions and might be exploited for mediation between management and employees. It is questionable if this is going to enhance working conditions.

There is a big difference in the quality of work between jobs at service centres and new jobs at call centres. At the service centres employment is much more regulated and secure: wages are higher and many employees have job tenure. Instead of keeping the call centre inhouse - which would have increased the number of high quality jobs - they outsourced it, which led to an increasing number of precariously employed people. The number of jobs increased, but the quality of jobs definitely declined. 

4.2
Management of working time for this OG – Current situation, trends, expectations.

As a result of the outsourcing of telephone service, there occurred big differences in the regulation of working hours between employees working directly or indirectly for Citylife. At service centres about 90 to 95% of employees work full time. There is hardly any possibility for flexible time management like part time work. It is very difficult for employees to arrange working hours according to personal needs. Petra says:

"This is one of the few things, Citylife is not fond of, that people reduce working hours (...) this is one of the disadvantages. I would have liked to do that but it was not possible." (Petra:28)
People regularly work between 8:00 am and 3:30 pm. Once a week they work until 6 pm. In contrast to this call centres offer around-the-clock service, which is only affordable because of cheap call centre agents. We assume that service centre jobs could only stay that regulated because of the outsourcing. If Citylife had kept telephone service inhouse, an extension of working hours for customer service employees at service centres might have been the consequence. So according to working times, the outsourcing of telephone service prevented employees at service centres from fundamental changes.

Nevertheless orientation towards customers’ needs and quality management did also affect service centres. As a result of outsourcing, time-related service standards, as they are known at call centres, have found their way into service centres too. One aspect of this is that all employees at service centres have included overtime of 8, 12, 20 or 30 hours per months, depending on the position. This means that employees are obliged to make this overtime because the salary for this time is already included in monthly wages. It is remarkable that service centres did not take the opportunity to offer their employees more flexible working times in exchange. At call centres overtime is compensated in free time, but in practice compensatory time off can only be taken when management says so. So flexibility is very one-sided in call centre jobs. Nevertheless there is a special group of people who know better than others how to circumvent overtime. Tim explains it like this. 

"If I recognise that worst comes to worst, I am willing to help, but I am rather careful, according to the motto: give them an inch and they will take a mile. That's why I have said so far that I do not work on weekends." (Tim:124)
Compared to service centres call centres provide time schedules at very short notice, only about one week in advance. Agents have the possibility to announce their favourite working times and when they can start earliest and leave latest and supervisors try to arrange schedules according to these wishes. But small changes are often made one day in advance or on the same day. All in all, the way individual working times are arranged is very intransparent compared to service centres. Some agents got the opportunity to choose freely not to work on weekends and this was an arrangement which was taken during the time, when all agents worked as quasi freelancers. Newly recruited agents do not get this opportunity anymore, they have to work on weekends, if they want the job. 

"They have told the newly employed people more or less that they are looking for someone who works also on weekends, now they have those people who do that." (Tim:112)
As already mentioned flexible working times were one of the advantages of freelance contracts people at call centres had. Sarah, one of the interviewees, argues that she would have preferred to keep her freelance contract, because it was much more flexible compared to the regular employment she has now. For students like her, there are fewer advantages than disadvantages. 

"It was not my wish, I was very happy with my freelance contract, because I have been studying. For a student it is much easier not to have a regular open-ended employment (...) it was much more flexible with the free contract." (Sarah:40)
Looking at employees of service centres, internal reorganisation and outsourcing of the telephone service did not really bring any relief for employees. Time gained was immediately filled up with new tasks and new requirements of time organisation. As a result of the outsourcing process work became more standardised and surveillance increased. Customer orientation has become more important in contrast to job quality. Working hours have always been very inflexible at service centres and there is hardly any opportunity for part-time work. The 24-hour service makes working hours at call centres less attractive, but on the other hand, agents have more flexibility to arrange working times according to their personal needs.

4.3
Gender dimensions of the approach of working conditions in this OG.

In our interviews it got clear that especially employees with small children struggle a lot with the working hours both at service centres as well as at call centres. At service centres employees hardly get the opportunity to reduce working hours, at call centres requirements of flexibility are so high, that there are hardly any employees with small children. It gets clear that this problem still mainly concerns women and their living conditions. A call centre agent explains: 

“I have totally different working times during a week, perhaps that’s a problem for people with children, they can’t be that flexible. The fact that they have to bite the bullet is not so positive.” (Anna:106) 

5. Learning and skills development

5.1
Changes in skills requirement for this OG (upskilling / deskilling processes, nature of skills and competences) – Place, role and uses of ICT in the skill processes – Explicative factors and evaluation.

The formal skill structure at Citylife service centres is very clear. About half of the staff has apprenticeship or vocational school qualifications, about a quarter of the staff has A-level and there is another quarter of engineers and lawyers. The formal skill structure of newly employed call centre agents is much more heterogeneous. An important group of agents are students or other young people in secondary education or a phase of orientation about their intended careers. Another increasing group are older employees who entered the job after they had to leave another job in the field of customer contact or started the job after a longer period of unemployment. Many agents have a higher educational level than the actual content of work demands. The employer profits from the knowledge people bring to the company, but they do not require it in advance, so people are not paid in an adequate way either. It seems that their overqualification is functional for the service quality they provide. This can also be observed in lots of other industries, it is especially usual in female dominated services and office work (Holtgrewe 2003).This is totally different to the situation at service centres, where tariff classifications are very transparent. 

The outsourcing of telephone service lead to a specialisation combined with standardisation of communication on the telephone, which did not exist before. ICT-based tools and data processing systems have also made substantial contributions to this development. Skills of service centre employees have to be much broader than call centre agents’. They need profound knowledge on legal regulations and administrative procedures. It is a demanding job to keep up to date during daily work. The head of the Citylife Customer Service Company says that as a result of the outsourcing of the telephone service, employees were afraid of emerging competition from employees at call centres who had developed knowledge in a field where they used to be experts. But this fear seems to be unfounded, because people at call centres never reach the level of information of service centre employees. Agents do not see the full history of requirements of a customer, they definitely lack an overall picture, which is also recognised by agents themselves. More or less all the information agents need for their work is inserted into an electronic knowledgebase. An important part of the initial training of agents consists of instructions how to use this database, which is updated regularly. The knowledge base is conceived like a questionnaire and it is not necessary to understand the structure of Citylife in all its depth to give correct answers. Nevertheless people have to know how to search for information they need. Tim explains it like that:

"It is like a lexicon, it would be too long winded to start searching with no information, you have to know very well where you have to look for information (...) but you know most of the things after a time, so that you do not have to check up all the time." (Tim:78)

As a side effect, also work at service centres became increasingly standardised - in a way which is familiar from call centre work. Susanne explains that the use of information and communication technologies in general increased extraordinary since the outsourcing of telephone service:

"Electronic communication grew, files are forwarded electronically, (…), and the number of e-mails also increased. We used to get hardly any e-mails and now the flow of information is mainly organised via e-mail." (Susanne:89)

As a result of increasing communication via e-mail and electronic data management, the amount of real paper files got reduced. At call centres it is usual to work with electronic files, which can be accessed via a network. This is a new form of work for people at service centre, where most of the work used to be done on paper files. 

5.2
Management of learning and skills changes for this OG (learning opportunities, formal training…).

It became clear that employees at the call centres and service centres need a different level of information and knowledge for their work. At the beginning of their employment, agents at call centres have two weeks of theoretical training followed by on-the-job training. The most important information tool is the knowledge base; in addition there are pop-up windows and e-mails, which inform agents about new instructions or changes. At call centres there is no real policy on training and human resource development, any initiatives that are taken are more or less reactions to agents’ deficits. Special tests, such as questionnaires with examples of customers’ requests, are regularly used to train agents. This is aimed at forcing agents to train how to use the knowledge base and keep themselves informed. Lots of efforts are made to keep agents up to date, but training is mainly focussed on the content of work and not for example on communication skills. Communication training has been part of initial training for only a small group of agents. 

New service centre employees have a very intense period of theoretical training at the beginning, but most things are learned over the years by working in a team. At the service centres employees’ skills potential has been analysed once in order to assess individual employees’ qualifications and skills. These analyses are voluntary, but failure to undertake them reduces promotion chances. As employees of a council-owned company, people at service centres have many opportunities to take courses (e.g. at the administration academy of the city of Vienna). But attending courses run by other providers requires a great deal of negotiation concerning costs and working time; there are no general rules about this. It becomes clear that lack of time is the main barrier to service centre employees to take part in courses. 

"We have a lot of opportunities to educate ourselves. They offer a lot, but there is often the problem with the time. It is nice that we can do it in our working time, but this time is missing for regular work." (Irene:42)
5.3
Gender dimensions in the changes in skills requirement for this OG (trends in the recognition of formal / informal skills)

This occupational group shows clearly that the tendency to create new, but less qualified and less qualifying jobs also has an important gender dimension. These new low-paid jobs are dominated by women. As a result of low wages, most of them have to work 30 hours per week or more. Those who have additional duties, like family and household, have no time or interest in any further training outside the job. Those, who do the call centre job as a side job in addition for example to studying, often experience that they lose sight of their education because work is prevailing. Hence, a job that is generally taken due to a lack of alternatives, with its demands actually gets in the way of further education for workers to increase their perspectives. This raises the question how call centre agents’ trajectories are going to develop in the long run and if they manage to leave the call centre as they planned once.

6. Work-life balance

6.1
Work-life balance friendly policies for this OG – Existence, access and interest.

Neither service centres nor call centres have any special measures to facilitate a balance between work and life for employees, but there are different policies which have an influence on employees work-life balance. 

At service centres working hours are regulated very strictly and offer hardly any flexibility. This has advantages as well as disadvantages for work-life balance. People, who would prefer to work part time or to change working hours from time to time according to their situation of life, have problems. But other employees, who need regulated working hours, who want for example to know exactly when they are going to be at home on a certain day, prefer this form of working time. At call centres regulations are much more flexible, but in practice flexibility is mainly used by employers. So agents are expected to jump in very flexibly, but compensatory time off has to be planned a long time in advance. The way in which overtime is handled at the call centres also causes some problems for work-life balance from time to time. As a result of compensatory time off of some employees, work schedules of others have to be adapted continuously. In the opinion of some interviewees, it would be much better for the planning of working time, if overtime was paid instead of compensated with free time.

The new regular open-ended contracts, which have been introduced at call centres, reduced the uncertainty that goes along with a freelance contract and which puts a very high pressure on employees, for example not to become ill. Especially for people who have responsibilities for a family and for children the new contract is a big improvement also for their quality of life. On the other hand there is the group of students or people doing other courses, who experience the new contracts as a reduction of their work-life balance. Agents mention that freelance contracts had the advantage that working time could be arranged more flexibly. But it seems that this was more a theoretical possibility which gave the feeling of freedom, but which was not really used. Tim explains that theoretically he would have had the possibility to decide from one day to the other that he is going to go on holidays, but:

"It would not have been very polite, but it would have been possible" (Tim:36) 
6.2
Relations between work and other duties (like e.g. family, household, education) for this OG – Difficulties, opportunities, changing boundaries. 

Jobs at service centres are much regulated and all employees have about the same working conditions. As in any other job it is people’s individual responsibility how they organise their private lifes and any other duty or responsibility, but it is surprising how little Citylife – an enterprise of the city – cares about its employees’ matters. It depends a lot on the personal situation how challenging employees experience the situation. Especially women told us that they struggled a lot during the time when their children were small. Apart from kindergarten and after school care, relatives and friends are important resources to organise daily life. There is some understanding from the employer and from colleagues for the difficult situation, but no real support or any special measures. People have the impression that they are forced to give priority to the job if they want to be promoted. Susanna explains the situation like this:

"People with small children do not have it easy. I know, when my daughter was small, I did overtime and it was several times that I came to the kindergarten at 5 o'clock, it was open until 5. That was not always funny. Today, I am sure, it still is not much better." (Susanna:189)
At call centres the situation is also handled on a very individual level, but agents have more leeway to arrange for example their working time the way they need it. The problem is that at call centres also informal aspects come into play, which influence strongly how much someone can influence his/her working conditions. As already mentioned people have different strategies which are more or less effective. Some agents, who have defined their working time already when they started to work and who have successfully resisted requests for extra flexibility, have fixed working hours, while others, who were not that adamant do not. Wolfgang is one of the agents who tells about big problems with work-life balance, although his children are already grown and he tries to keep his working times as constant as possible. His main problem is the long way to work and that he has to work full time, because of financial reasons. At the age of almost 50, he thinks that he has to take what he can get, that he has no choice, although that compatibility of family and work is sometimes very hard.

"If I work until half 7, I am at home at about 8 o'clock, and I have to work the next day, I have to get up at 5. There is nothing else for it, but to do it. But this is a minor point, important is that the job works. (…) I have to take what I can get, private and family life has to be adapted to the needs of working life, yes, this is a challenge for the family." (Wolfgang: 144-188)
Students working at call centres are a very special and interesting group of employees. Their work-live balance problem mostly is to find enough time for their studies. It is an open question if problems with studying lead to increasing work or if increasing work lead to problems with studying, but the fact is, that most of them experience that work at call centre and studying compete with each other. Sarah explains it like this:

"They called and asked if I could do this shift, although I have said that I can't because of a course at the university. This was not the only time, it was difficult, it was also a reason why I dropped out of my course. (...) I started to concentrate on the job more and more and working hours increased. Suddenly there was also more money and somewhere along the way I lost sight of my studies." (Sarah:313) 

6.3
Gender dimensions of the relation work and other duties (like e.g. family, household, education) for this OG.

At service centres it got clear that work-life balance is mainly a problem of women. Household work and child care is rarely distributed equally between men and women and since nearly all women at service centres work full time it is often very challenging to keep a balance between work, other duties and free time. Grandparents, other family members or friends are an important resource for child care in some cases. Also women at call centres tell about their problems with distribution of household work and the problems with balancing work and life. Even young full-time employed couples without children still do not manage to distribute household work equally. In Anna’s case she does not even experience this as a problem. 

"Household is done before or after work, 80% by me, yes, but that is something that does not bother me, that's part of it." (Anna:318)

Sarah explains that housework has been a reason why she reduced working time at the call centre.

"In our flat it is not that clean. Perhaps I have also reduced working hours because of this. But both of us are doing some housework, nevertheless I think I do more." (Sarah:309)

7. Conclusions

7.1
Basic characteristic of the case study.

Citylife, which is responsible for customer service for tenants of about 220,000 city owned flats, has undergone profound restructuring during the last years. The outsourcing of parts of customer service to a subcontractor had severe effects on the quality of work. All in all the number of jobs increased, but quality declined – worse jobs have been added with repercussion on existing jobs. Identification of employees with their occupation was split up in those who identify with the city administration and those who see their job as transitional or emergency solution.

7.2
Global evaluation of the relation between restructuring, work organisation and quality of life for this OG.

Due to the outsourcing of telephone service to the call centres the number of precarious contracts and disparity of social security increased tremendously. While most people at service centres have job tenure or other forms of highly secured contracts, people at call centres used to work as cheap freelancers without benefits. Jobs at service centres are much more regulated and secure. Instead of keeping the call centre inhouse - which would have increased the number of high quality jobs - the outsourcing led to an increasing number of precariously employed people. If Citylife had kept telephone service inhouse, an extension of working hours for customer service employees at service centres might have been the consequence. So according to working times, the outsourcing of telephone service protected employees at service centres from fundamental changes. But nevertheless changes concerning customer orientation and surveillance also affected employees at service centres. The outsourcing of the telephone service caused a situation, in which a high number of employees, working indirectly for the city, does not identify with city administration. In contrast to employees of Citylife they do not have the feeling to be part of it. Neither their career plans nor their career opportunities have anything in common with people working for Citylife. 

7.3
National / regional institutional characteristics that shape the changes observed for this OG and their evaluation.

The original motivation for the outsourcing of customer service to a private subcontractor was dominated by financial reasons and the aim to increase the quality of customer service. Apart from what is known as new public management, an important reason for Citylife’s increasing customer orientation is also customer power within the democratic system. The social democrats have 55 of 100 seats on the city council and more than 300,000 tenants are potential voters. So it can also be seen as a political decision to orient as much as possible on customer requests.

For the city it would not have been possible to realise this as cheaply as the subcontractor. The somewhat ironic reason is that the city does not have the possibility to employ freelancers, because of its proclaimed sense of social responsibility. The outsourcing of customer service can be seen as a circumvention of obligatory social insurance duties at the expense of employees. So the process of restructuring and its consequences for employment are based on this typically Austrian form of freelance employment. Now, as a result of pressure from social insurances and unions, Consortium Multicall is changing all these contracts to regular open-ended contracts, which will lead to a reduction of labour flexibility, but which will make employment more stable. Due to this change, the quality of work is going to increase for call centre agents. 

7.4
Importance of the case study results for the WORKS research questions.

The case of customer service employees, who work for property management for council housing of the city of Vienna, shows that outsourcing of public administration to private subcontractors has severe consequences for the quality of jobs. Occupational identities of employees and their career opportunities appear totally different when we compare customer service employees who work at traditional service centres and call agents, who work for the private subcontractor. Jobs at call centres are affected by a very high degree of surveillance and agents are forced to act very flexible. This development does not pass by service centres, they are also affected by increasing customer orientation and its implications.
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9. Appendix: Key data questionnaires

Personal information

Name/Code
Petra

Gender
F

Age
38

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Not married but lives together with her partner

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
During the week she makes most of the housework. Her partner takes care of the daughter in the morning, she in the evening. Her parents are an important resource for child care. They make it possible that she can make overtime on some days.

Children (number, age)
1 (9 years old)

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
Completed apprenticeship as office clerk

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
She started with an apprenticeship to become office clerk at the city administration in the 1980s. Worked more than 10 years at a city council department until her baby was born. In 1999, after maternity leave, she started at Citylife.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Customer service centre of Citylife

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
Commercial assistant at a customer service centre with job tenure

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Responsible for customer service in the field of commercial tasks, like for example contracts. As a result of restructuring inbound telephone service was reduced to a minimum.

Working hours
44 hours per week (earns about 1,800 Euro net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
Made a course for housing administration which opened new perspectives for her career. Without this course she would not have her position and would not have the chance for further promotion. She says that there are numeral courses everybody could do as long as it can be arranged with the team.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
She mainly mentions that they suffer of shortage of staff. The introduction of the call centre was a relief.

Personal information

Name/Code
Susanne

Gender
F

Age
42

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Married

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
She is responsible for most things, her husband tries to support her, but only if he is asked to.

Children (number, age)
1 (20 years old)

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
A-level

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
Already working for Citylife for more than 20 years. Started to work for the city at the age of 18.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Customer service centre of Citylife

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
Works as commercial department manager of a customer service centre, but she is already thinking about moving to a higher job at Citylife if it is possible. If not, she would also change to another part of city administration.

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Responsible for customer service in the field of commercial tasks, like for example contracts and coordination and assistance of other employees in this field. As a result of restructuring inbound telephone service was reduced to a minimum.

Working hours
40 hours per week

Access to training (formal and informal)
There are not many job specific courses she could attend because she has already a lot of experience. She would be interested in some training on personnel management, there have already been courses, but there are not planned any further.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
For her the biggest change is the increasing number of e-mails and electronic communication in general since the outsourcing. She experiences it very positive that the call centre took over the telephone service.

Personal information

Name/Code
Irene

Gender
F

Age
54

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Married

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
Her children are already adult, but the younger one still lives at home. Her husband works a lot and helps her with shopping on Saturdays. All other household duties are in her responsibility. Her son helps her from time to time. During the time the children were small she staid at home and supported her husband in his career.

Children (number, age)
2 (23 and 27 years old)

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
A-level

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
She started at the city’s housing administration directly after A-level in 1960. Worked 13 years until her first child was born. She stayed at home for two years, worked another two years and got her second child. Then she decided to quit the job and stayed home for 15 years. In 1999 she decided to start working for Citylife again.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Customer service centre of Citylife

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
Commercial assistant at a customer service centre (lost job tenure because of the long break). She wants to stay at Citylife for her future working life, but can imagine applying for a leading position.

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Responsible for customer service in the field of commercial tasks, like for example contracts. As a result of restructuring inbound telephone service was reduced to a minimum.

Working hours
43 hours (earns about 2,093 Euro net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
She says that there are more courses offered than they can do because of time reasons.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
She has the feeling that customer orientation and pressure on employees increased a lot.

Personal information

Name/Code
Horst

Gender
M

Age
About 50

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Married

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
His wife is doing most of the work at home.

Children (number, age)
0

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
Engineer

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
Already working for Citylife for more than 20 years. 

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Customer service centre of Citylife

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
Engineer with job tenure

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Responsible for customer service in the field of gardening, playgrounds and vermin extermination. As a result of restructuring inbound telephone service was reduced to a minimum.

Working hours
48 hours per week (earns about 1,900 Euro net per months)

Access to training (formal and informal)
He does a lot of training, but he pays most of it himself and does it in his free time. He has to apply for each course he wants to do separately. If he chooses courses at the administration academy of the city, the chance would be higher to get them paid, but he prefers to attend training, provided by private organisations.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
Although that telephone service was outsourced he experienced that (time) pressure and surveillance increased.

Personal information

Name/Code
Sarah

Gender
F

Age
25

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Not married, but has a partner

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
She has not any children yet and not any other responsibilities to care for someone either. But domestic work is mainly her responsibility, her partner works full time as a freelance architect.

Children (number, age)
0

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
A-level and some months of studying (dropped out)

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
After A-level she stayed abroad for one year. Came back and started to study. She started to work at the call centre as a side job but dropped out of her course some months later. She is planning to start a new education.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Call centre of Citylife – property management for council housing

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
2nd-level call centre agent inbound since two years. More than 2.5 years as a freelancer, then general open-ended contract

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Answering incoming phone calls of customers and contract partners of Citylife. Answering their questions or forwarding requests to service centres. Work during nights and control and supervising of 1st-level agents. Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project “Citylife”

Working hours
20 hours per week (reduced from 35 to 20 because of the regular employment) (earns about 480 net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
No training apart from things concerning the content of the job.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project “Citylife” 

Personal information

Name/Code
Tim

Gender
M

Age
30

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Married

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
He has not any children and not any other responsibilities to care for someone either. Domestic work is shared between the partners.

Children (number, age)
0

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
A-level and studying 

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
Started to study after A-level and military service, but changed the subject soon. He has problems with some exams and the diploma theses. To work at the call centre was a kind of “occupational therapy” for him, because he could not stand sitting at home alone anymore. And by the way it was a possibility to earn some money. He has already worked at call centres during holidays before. He wants to finish his studies within the next months.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Call centre of Citylife – property management for council housing

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
1st-level call centre agent inbound since nearly one year. His personal perspective is not the stay there much longer

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Answering incoming phone calls of customers and contract partners of Citylife. Answering their questions or forwarding requests to service centres. Due to the restructuring he got the chance to work for the project “Citylife”

Working hours
30 hours per week (earns about 730 Euro net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
No training apart from things concerning the content of the job.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
Due to the restructuring he got the chance to work for the project “Citylife” which, he thinks, is much more interesting and fulfilling than answering telephone calls for other private companies.

Personal information

Name/Code
Simone

Gender
F

Age
41

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Single

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
She has not any children and has not any other responsibilities to care for someone either. Domestic work is done by her on her own.

Children (number, age)
0

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
Apprenticeship and lots of courses on office work.

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
She worked as a hair-dresser but did not like her job. She changed to an electronic company and worked there for 10 years. She stopped because of private reasons and did some courses for office work during the time of unemployment. She started to work in customer service for a technical company, then moved to the call centre of Multicall, which is a quiet similar work.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Call centre of Citylife – property management for council housing

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
1st-level call centre agent inbound since 7 months.

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Answering incoming phone calls of customers and contract partners of Citylife. Answering their questions or forwarding requests to service centres. Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project “Citylife”

Working hours
40 hours per week (earns about 1,000 Euro net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
No courses apart from training on the content of job.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project “Citylife” 

Personal information

Name/Code
Anna

Gender
F

Age
26

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
She has a partner but is not married.

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
She is responsible for about 80 % of housework, although that she has a full time employment and lives together with her partner.

Children (number, age)
0

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
A-level

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
After A-level she worked as a self-employed financial service provider. After this she did a lot of different jobs to earn some money, also at numerous other call centres. Her first contact with this company was when she started to work for a small outbound project; she was employed as a freelancer. She quit the job after a while and started to work for an insurance broker. But this did not satisfy her. After two weeks she came back to the call centre and started to work in the inbound area with a general open-ended contract.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Call centre of Citylife – property management for council housing

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
2nd-level call centre agent inbound since about 2 months.

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Answering incoming phone calls of customers and contract partners of Citylife. Answering their questions or forwarding requests to service centres. Work during nights and control and supervising of 1st-level agents. Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project “Citylife”

Working hours
40 hours per week (earns about 940 Euro net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
No courses apart from training on the content of job, she has already numerous training in communication from her former job

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project ‘Citylife’

Personal information

Name/Code
Wolfgang

Gender
M

Age
50

Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
Native

Family status
Married

Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
During weekends he tries to spend most of the time with his children. His wife works 30 hours a week and is doing most of the house work. 

Children (number, age)
3 (16, 18, 20 years old)

Skill profile and trajectory

Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
Finished secondary school, but dropped out before A-level. He has 24 years experience in customer service, courses for accounting and a computer driving licence.

Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
Has been working at a bank for 14 years, due to restructuring and the  merging of two banks he lost his job. After a period of 1.5 years of unemployment, during which time he sent 200 applications, he started at the call centre. He has 24 years of experience in customer service.

Current job

Type of organisation (name and short description)
Call centre of Citylife – property management for council housing

Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
1st-level call centre agent inbound since 8 months.

Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
Answering incoming phone calls of customers and contract partners of Citylife. Answering their questions or forwarding requests to service centres. Due to the restructuring he got the chance to work for the project “Citylife”

Working hours
40 hours per week (earns about 934 Euro net per month)

Access to training (formal and informal)
No courses apart from training on the content of job.

Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
Due to the restructuring she got the chance to work for the project ‘Citylife’
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