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1. Description of the sample of interviews

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

In this case study, front-office employees of Public Administration have been interviewed. Some of them offer a direct service to citizens through PROs (Public Relations Offices), with in order to inform citizens about services and to actively involve them in the administration. Specifically, interviewees duties are: promoting listening activities, study and research of users’ needs; keeping up to date the database of “Services for Citizens”, supporting requests of protecting citizens’ rights in administration, strengthening relationships with active citizens organizations to consolidate institutes with a wide popular participation and democracy.

Front-office functions can be outsourced  to call centres in other companies. Call centre service provides citizens with general information about public services carried out by the source company and about the relationship between Public Administration and citizens; moreover, call centre operators have the duty to provide users with addresses and phone numbers of specialised personnel in order to obtain more specific information.

Interviewees are employees of a company where one of the most important business function of Public Administration is carried out, and that is customer care service. All employees provide services aimed at citizens – users with different roles, conditions and jobs. Some interviewees work as coordinators of the activities performed in Public Relations Offices (PRO), others are call centre operators. 

8 people have been interviewed altogether, 3 men, 5 women. Average age of interviewees is 40, 7 people range from 25-45 years of age, only one is under 35. All interviewees are Italian citizens; most of them are married and have children, just one is single and lives with his parents. They have good education qualifications: 5 people have a degree and 3 have a diploma; however many attended courses and vocational training in training centres and local administrations.

The two groups object of the analysis are made up of: 5 call centre operators (2 from Rome Town Hall, where about 300 employees work, 3 from a government office that issues driving licences and registers vehicles in Rome, with 36 operators) and 3 employees in the PROs coordination office of Rome Town Hall. Call centre operators provide citizens with general information about PA public services, facilities, deadlines, offices opening hours, cultural, economic and social events, etc. Most of interviewees declared they have previous experience in other call centres, just a few do not. From a professional point of view they all do the same job, “call centre operators”, some with previous experience in the same or in a similar field, also in foreign companies. All call centre operators work in companies destination of outsourcing and none of them was hired by the outsourcer (PA); there are no cases where restructuring (outsourcing of parts of customer care service) brought to a personnel transfer from source to destination company.

On the contrary, PROs coordination offices employees do not only provide citizens with information; they offer more specific services based on direct communication with citizens/users, also through on line tools (websites, newsletters, e-mails, etc.) and more specialised communication systems. Interviewees of this group have a professional qualification of town hall employees, some of them have coordination functions, and academic titles such as degrees or post-graduate specialisations. Also in this case, none was transferred to companies destination of outsourcing.
2. Work biographies, career construction, trajectories

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

Professional trajectories described by interviewees are fragmentary and erratic. Before current employment, almost all interviewees had 2 or 3 jobs, in most cases not related to current job. Some did various jobs in the same sector, both in other call centres and in other front offices and customer care services. Some worked for small-medium companies that work for other PA companies, with duties such as data entry; others come from short experiences in telecommunication or information technology companies; more skilled employees worked in the field of programming and call centre management..

Employees of public relations coordination offices instead, have similar professional trajectories, most of the times within the same organisation. Interviewees have been working for this organisation for a long time, some for more than 10 years. This is an occupational group that gained experience in the sector of local public authorities, especially in communication and in public relations offices.
2.2
Characterisation of the organisational contexts – Relations between restructuring and changes in career profile(s) and trajectories.

With the restructuring, customer/citizen care services were redesigned and two new categories of workers were created within the same group, with significant differences in structural features, organisation and culture, especially for what concerns their working conditions. In outsourcing organisations, professional trajectories are more instable and tiring, there are less opportunities of stabilisation, professional growth and advancement in career.

Due to such differences, Public Administration employees, who have a stable work, aspire to advance in their career in the sector of communication within PA, while call centre operators, after transition, unemployment and mobility periods, are still looking for stabilisation within the organisation, in the expectation of a future hiring. Stories of call centre employees show a clear feeling of scant job security due to the expiry of contracts. 

Many interviewees, especially those working in call centres, would like to keep current job in the same organisation, perhaps advancing in their career. Anyway, on the whole, they do not want to change activity, and this is not because current job meets their ambitions and expectations, but because they fear they would not find another job other than a job with worst conditions. “I’m not satisfied with my job and even though I studied something else…let’s say I feel very lucky”

Organisation features of companies where interviewees work are significantly different. Call centre operators work in poor conditions, with hundreds of operators (about 300) crowded together, divided into working teams of about 20 people. 

On the contrary, working situation of public employees who work for PROs or in other public services  are different in nature. 

As for restructuring and changes in career trajectories of occupational groups, restructuring seems to have a major impact on call centre operators, where it contributed to an increase in repetitive tasks. As a result, there are major constraints on possible career advancements for this group. As for this, there are some gender differences; women have a more negative perception about career advancement opportunities in this sector; a female interviewee states: 

“There are no opportunities for career advancement in the call centre; after many years, our only responsibility is to train new operators, in view of our working experience…but this does not imply any bonus or wage increase. It’s just about confidence in our work because of the experience we have in the field”

On the other hand, male interviewees have a more optimistic view: 

“In the call centre there are some opportunities for career advancement, however these are limited, there are just a few…however, positions of responsibility are not a lot if compared to the amount of operators. In some cases, people who were hired as call centre operators have been promoted and now work in different sectors such as human resources management or training.“

Overall, as for opportunities in career advancement, many interviewees agree on the fact that “career advancement within the call centre is not impossible” and this is also true for those who have unstable jobs. Nevertheless, in most cases, there is an horizontal advancement, with a shift from an easier to a more complex task in the same sector. There are still a few cases of vertical advancement:

“some temporary employees advanced in their career working as trainers, that is coordinating new operators’ activities; others now carry out executive duties, such as quality control of the service.”

Customer care service of call centres is significantly different from that of Public Administration. The majority of employees work for companies destination of outsourcing of customer care services from Public Administrations, where there are very different cultures and organisational features. Therefore, it is essential to highlight some of the structural features of this work situation and jobs. Call centres have become symbol of a new kind of job, as if they were the new factories of the service sector that require basic qualification, where dozens of employees work, especially women, doing a job that has the features of the old assembly line designed by Taylor and Ford and that implies new relational and emotional elements in the value chain of production process
. Working hours and workload, clear separation of decision making and execution processes, parcelling and repetitiveness of tasks are the fordist elements of this century
.

There is a strong impact on quality of work within the call centre, with psychic unease of employees as a result of performance required, that is their duties and work organisation
. 

On one hand, outsourcing promoted modernisation of public administration and increased speed of tasks that were originally carried out within the organisation; on the other hand, outsourcing created  new organisation and contractual models that are mostly unstable, especially as for employees of destination companies. As a matter of fact, it is no coincidence that worst conditions, including working conditions, are found in call centres destination of outsourcing.

On the contrary, working conditions of public employees who work in the field of customer care services are quite different: there is a bureaucratic structure, stability and typical working conditions of PA. Employees of this sector enjoy protection under a collective agreement as well as state assistance and welfare services. Call centre operators instead, have, in most cases, staff-leasing contracts, with less welfare protection, therefore they do not know how to cope with work instability. 

As for restructuring, public employees, who work for source organisation in the value chain, think that the introduction of a call centre increased contacts with citizens, providing countless answers to their enquiries, therefore increasing the flow of information.

This change promoted a division of complementary tasks, because the call centre is the first contact of citizens with PA for general enquiries, while they are referred to appropriate PROs for specific enquiries. 

Some interviewees of source organisation do not coincide on the effects of restructuring on the relations among customer care offices. As a matter of fact, they believe that the relation between PROs and the call centre has changed; PA pushed a sort of cycle of automated information, very good in quantity but poor in quality and in communication with citizens.

They underline the marked division between information and communication and of respective offices: call centre provides information, PROs communicate with citizens. A female interviewee states:

At the moment, I notice that communication is not sufficiently considered, I think it has been deprived of all meanings. I believe that for a bureaucratic organisation it is easier to rationalise the information flow rather than introducing an effective change aimed at improving communication. In essence, information orients customers but does not guide them. 

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

As for specific institutional policies on “career profiles”, major objections are raised by public employees of source organisation, who sense that PA underestimates the role of communication as well as the role of front offices in general. They believe that public policies perverted the nature of communication in relationships with citizens to leave room to a boundless flow of information, that in most cases is very confusing. 

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

Interviews show some differences in career trajectories according to gender. Specifically, women find difficulties in considering a possible career advancement within the organisation. Lack of a fair division of labour within the family and increased responsibilities, especially when there are small children, leads to an interruption in their trajectories or to ask for a part time job. These are some of the reasons that lead the company to choose “men or young women with no family” for permanent and stable contracts.

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).

Professional identity is about how occupational groups consider themselves with respect to their colleagues of equal and superior rank and with respect to other groups. As for this, features of interaction among employees, collective life and appreciation of employees work will be considered.

All interviewees agree that within the occupational group cooperation predominates. All interviewees declare themselves extremely satisfied with this. If we analyse this aspect  taking into consideration organisational variables, cooperation seems more marked within each working team. As for this, an interviewee compares relationships among colleagues to those established within schools:

there are features that are similar to those of a school class, some groups are closer than others...anyway, there is no competition nor individualism, a personal achievement is everybody’s' achievement, especially because work implies a continued exchange of information among colleagues.

However, there are some signs of tension that are mostly caused by working precariousness of call centre operators. Major conflicts are mainly caused by contracts renewal.

According to public employees interviewed, disputes are not very common, but sometimes there is tension about role overlapping, usually regulated by word of mouth and through a direct debate among involved employees.

Cooperation within working teams has different features. Possible organisational problems and difficulties arisen during  working activity are shared with colleagues. This cooperation leads to participate in trade union activities. As a matter of fact, the majority of interviewees joined a trade union and participate in its activities. As we will see afterwards, there are many shades in such cooperation and it is more common among employees of source organisation. There are no differences related to gender.

There are some differences in relationships with superiors as well. Most interviewees of destination offices consider relationships with management as positive, less strict than in other call centres where they worked in the past. On the other hand, PA employees complain about a rigid hierarchy and poor relationships with managers. A PA employee states:

At the moment, the biggest problem seems to be that the role of customer care services has been gradually deprived of its meaning and it is seriously underestimated, rather than a poor appreciation of my job.

As for this, an important issue seems to be work appreciation. All interviewees state there is a poor appreciation by management; there is scant explicit manifestation of esteem and positive assessment.

On the contrary, appreciation of employees work comes from customers and colleagues. Relationship with customers, a very important element for customer care employees, is absolutely positive, because customers show great satisfaction about overall service and operators' kindness, who work mainly with a positive attitude developed during years of work aimed at problem solving.

Usually, a positive appreciation of work done comes from colleagues as well. This is due to both a strong professional identity of call centre operators and a lack of competition, mainly a result of the absence of different professional profiles and reduced opportunities of career advancement.

Similarly, PA employees interviewed state that appreciation mostly comes from customers rather than from superiors or employees. 

Our phone number is on the phone directory. Sometimes customers call us for various issues, even though they are not related to relations among citizens and administration. People read office for the rights of citizens in the phone book and call us. However, if I don't know the answer, I ask for their number and call them back after I found out about it. In this case, although I can't see the customers’ face, I feel their surprise.

Members of this occupational team do not usually feel excluded from the rest of the group. The majority of interviewees show to feel part of the organisation they work for. Only a small percentage of interviewees believe that their instability leads to self-exclusion from the group, or, more precisely, from the group of permanent employees.

The vast majority of interviewees think that moments of collective life are not very frequent both within working place and outside working hours. There are short conversations during lunch in the canteen or during breaks, as well as at some birthday parties and some dinners outside working hours.

Interviewees of destination company find greater difficulties as for this aspect, mostly because of the hectic working life of all call centres:

there is a heavy flow of calls...this means there is no time to talk to your neighbours, therefore communication is short and happens between phone calls.

However, difficulties come up as for leisure time activities. As a matter of fact, somebody says: 

Unfortunately, organising a dinner or a meeting after working hours is difficult because of work shifts, that are usually a deterrent, especially for those who do night shifts.

On the contrary, PA employees, who don't have shifts, are free to organise meetings outside working hours. However, as an interviewee states, such occasions are mainly related to work: the classic small reception of a local councillor before Christmas holidays and sometimes before summer holidays, or some buffets at conferences.

In general, however, the majority of interviewees states that working place and working hours help strengthening ties among employees, to the extent that some mention friendly relations and love liaisons:

Working hours bring us to become friends on the job or even to have love liaisons; it is very difficult to cultivate  relations outside the workplace because of unusual working hours that are a problem for social life. 

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

Restructuring did not have a significant impact on occupational identities of the two groups.  However, from an analysis of factors that shape these identities (collaboration, cooperation, disputes between colleagues and superiors), it can be inferred that public employees have stronger occupational identities while call centre operators have weaker occupational identities. In fact, they have temporary contracts, sometimes short-term contracts, therefore they do not consider cooperation and integration with the group to be important.

Instead, public employees have stronger occupational identities, because they have been working in the same company for a long time with the same colleagues and therefore they established stronger and longer relationships that, in most cases, go back to the beginning of their professional career within PA. 

3.3
Relations between restructuring and changes in occupational identity for this OG (support new identity, threaten identity, affect solidarity, transform social dialogue – how?)

Interviewees never mention significant identity changes in their stories. According to some interviewees, restructuring made the role of PA customer care employees impersonal more than causing a change in occupational identity; moreover, role of employees of destination companies, that is call centre employees, was strengthened.

Interviewees believe that group identity is not threatened by call centre operators' work, but from administrative organisation itself that undervalues the role played by PROs in “communication” and promotes general information provided by call centres.

4. Quality of work

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

At this point of the analysis, some important preliminary remarks about restructuring of the value chain must be done. Restructuring (outsourcing of parts of customer care functions) never implied staff relocation from a source to a destination company. As for this, the impact on quality of work cannot be assessed properly considering the differences among working conditions of employees before and after restructuring.

On the other hand, some significant differences in working conditions emerge between working conditions of employees of source companies (PA employees) and those of destination companies (call centre operators). These two differ in organisation, not just because of the position held in the value chain, but especially for working conditions and quality of work.

Such differences can be found mainly in working hours, wages and contracts. Within the destination company, standard working hours is 6 hours per day. Work is divided into 6 hours daily shifts, 6 days a week,  including Saturdays and Sundays. Service is available 24 hours, so there are night shifts as well, and these are usually followed by two consecutive days off. As for this, there are differences with source company employees, who have the same working hours of other public employees, that is 36 hours per week with no shifts and no work on Saturdays and Sundays.

Wages of destination company employees range from a minimum of 980 euros per month to a maximum of 1,250 euros, depending on working hours and overtime work, nightshifts and public holidays spent at work. Interviewees of source organisation instead are not satisfied with their wage because they believe it is very low if compared to others of the same category and considering responsibilities involved.

Major differences between source and destination employees concerns contracts: all PA interviewees have a public employment contract, that is a permanent contract, while call centre operators usually have staff-leasing and short term contracts.

Quality of work also depends on the relations with trade unions. In particular, trade unions find serious problems in carrying out their activities in the destination company. There is a low affiliation to trade unions. From the case study emerged that employees are exposed to risks such as precariousness and instability, therefore they are not prone to get involved in demanding action for the defence of their rights. 

 “Individualisation of unease”
 results in contingent coalitions about specific issues rather than in the adoption of universal ideals. Trade union affiliation is a choice related to a weak and instrumental relation encouraged by temporary jobs. 

Moreover, within the same group there are stable and precarious employees. The latter, lacking a specific contract, are excluded from national agreements and are insecure because of their temporary contracts; in addition to that there is a lack of trade union protection and  defence of employees rights.

Unfortunately, there is no specific national agreement for call centre operators; call centre operators are included in different sectors of national collective agreements
. In Italy, call centre operators are included into contracts of factory workers in the engineering industry, telecommunication, and so on.

In essence, more frequent claims to unions in call centre operators stories are an increase in wage and an increased stabilisation as for length of working contracts. 

Flexibility has a negative impact on trade unions activity, because it leads to individualisation of working relations and divides them into smaller economic realities. In this case it is more difficult to spread and consolidate social representation in workplaces
. An interviewee says:

It seemed to me that in most cases trade unions make a distinction between working groups according to the type of contract: temporary and permanent contracts.

Moreover, a misunderstanding of one’s professional identity caused a return to subordinate mentalities, especially in young people, and this generation with no future perspectives, seems to have lost awareness of its rights
. This is the case of call centres.

Role of trade unions among source company employees is very different, as well as the issues tackled.

Here, industrial relations have become institutionalised, because trade unions agreement for public employment is subject to industrial and national agreements under the Italian law. This causes an occasional participation of employees in trade union activities, with a low active participation, with some exceptions. A PA employee states:   

relations with trade union are complicated because of constraints resulted by the hierarchy of the same union: we are not in a factory where workers follow a process of immediate identification and therefore participate more actively in union activities; the same structure of salaried jobs is different, also in its psychological repercussions: employees are very  individualist and usually have heterogeneous social conditions.

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

Interviewees state that there is no autonomy in the choice of shifts, because this is a duty of superiors. Changing shifts is not sanctioned and happens only if absolutely necessary, with a maximum of 5 changes per month. Interviewees give negative evaluations of working hours, especially women who complain about a lack of flexibility that would allow them to better organise their duties, especially those related to family.

PA working hours of interviewees have the same features of those of public employments. There is some flexibility. employees work in communication, therefore working hours are sometimes influenced by external events such as conferences and meetings. On such occasions, the management asks for greater flexibility, willingness and participation.

Some interviewees of source organisation hold “organisational positions”; working hours can range from 5am to 11pm, and they can be managed by employees in a responsible way and according to the needs of the office. Such employees enjoy a great flexibility and their approach can be individualistic. This does not include overtime working, because these extra-hours are considered to be part of benefits received as a result of their organisational position.

As for satisfaction, some interviewees of destination company state that an asset of this job is its working environment, and this is mostly due to the presence of young people and to spirit of cooperation and willingness of colleagues. 

On the contrary, many interviewees of destination company show a common feeling of scant satisfaction for the job because of repetitive tasks, lack of autonomy in organising their work, low or absent involvement in corporate decisions and limited professional and career advancement opportunities, “even though we have high qualifications” 

Public employees of source organisation believe that job satisfaction comes mainly from the service offered. As a matter of fact, interviewees state that as it is a public service, all activities and the assistance are for the common good and not for somebody’s profit.

Among these employees, some are not satisfied with their job and this is due to both restrictive policies within public offices and to current inactivity of public administration:

Even though employees are competent and willing, this remains a public office within a bureaucratic system that has some very restrictive procedures and hierarchies that must be respected anyway…and often this makes one feel controlled; 

Public administration lost its impetus; I feel a personal unease and I perceive elements of risk in the  internal organisation. . 

As for working conditions there are no significant gender differences; however, some interviewees are convinced that women are more prone to carry out tasks of assistance to customers, because they have better communication skills and relational competences and because of they are patient while doing their job. 

 5. Learning and skills development

Most interviewees declare limited changes in required competences and scant training opportunities. As for this, significant elements emerge from stories of employees of destination companies.

Labour organisation in these companies is focused on a few hierarchic positions and this is due to this type of job and to tasks simplicity. In the call centre there are three hierarchic levels: operators, supervisors, and the manager. Supervisors and the manager mediate between the call centre and source PA offices. Activities of supervisors do not follow rigid models; their duty consists in coordinating operators and assisting them in problem solving and during training.

As for competences required to call centre operators, qualification is just a formality, while communication and interpersonal skills are crucial elements. Usually managers adopt the following criteria during selections: language correctness, pronunciation, ability to synthesise, promptness in understanding customers’ needs, problem solving abilities as well as skills in the use of the telephone as a mean of communication. Other selection criteria are previous experience (in other call centres) technical and IT skills (knowledge of basic computer programs).

In a system where there is a constant flow of information to citizens, it is normal to think that operators training plays an important role, and therefore companies should invest on that. Actually, in the majority of call centres, training is short and aims at teaching operators how to carry out their specific duties. As a matter of fact, as many interviewees state, competence acquisition takes place on the job with the help of senior staff.

Operators of destination organisations are not required to acquire new skills, since the job is based on routine and standardisation of tasks, but they are required to update continuously information supplied to customers. 

Training opportunities are limited and follow standard procedures: courses take place in classrooms, groups are small and some practical experience is done. During  or after training, new operators are assigned to senior colleagues. Training is provided by personnel of the organisation but also by external consultants or by employees of source public offices.

Quality of training in call centres depends on the economic situation of companies. As a matter of fact, competence transfer periods are very short, so that new employees can become productive as soon as possible: “more training means less work on the phone, and that means increased costs” 

Interviewees of source organisation believe their competences are appropriate to the job done, because their professional trajectories include jobs in the communication sector and customer care. Within PA offices, training opportunities are limited as well. According to some interviewees, this is a problem caused by exiguous financial resources.

Some PA employees state that most of structured and formal training was done at the beginning of their experience in PA, right after their hiring and afterwards these opportunities gradually decreased. Training played an important role in PA, especially at the end of the 90s, when training courses were about studying efficient relational communication, IT and language disciplines. All these instruments were considered to be important for working in the communication sector.  

These interviewees think that dissatisfaction is not the result of teaching methods. They are not satisfied with contents because these are general and not specific, aimed at a particular issue or professional group

three years ago I participated in the Itaca project, a training program within Rome Town Hall. There were 7 days of training, 6 about general issues and only 1 day specifically dedicated to employees.

Another important element concerning knowledge and skills of interviewees is ICT. All interviewees believe that new information and communication technologies play an essential role in their job, because the information they give to users comes from the intranet or from the web.

Operators have access to services of source organisation on the web, while intranet allows them to find standard information about the system. An interviewee says:

There is an operating system called SAC that allows us to see the whole organisational structure of Rome Town Hall: names and addresses of staff and of  main administrative bodies, phone numbers, e-mail addresses, etc. Another software is VANTIVE, it gives access to a central database where customers’ personal data are collected as well as  reference numbers of enquiries sent by customers.   

There are no significant differences according to gender, age or other similar variables. 

6. Work-life balance

The great majority of interviewees agree on the lack of policies that promote work-life balance within the companies they work for. Some interviewees believe that this lack is partly due to various types of contracts: “we are considered as external collaborators so all benefits entitled to public employees…do not apply in our case”.

Moreover, there are some differences concerning work-life balance between source company employees and those who work for outsourcing company.

Some employees of companies of destination believe that work-life balance is above all influenced by working shifts, in particular night shifts, that do not match with daily life of family and children: “I work while the others enjoy their leisure time and go out to have fun…and I sleep when the others are at work”. Another interviewee says:

I am married and I have a child. When I started to work here, relations with my family became poor due to back-breaking working hours: consecutive night shifts, starting from 6am and very few days off. These shifts lead to stress, tension and lack of private and social life.  

On the contrary, some interviewees state that work-life balance is achieved thanks to working shifts, because they allow employees to live different moments of the day: “now I spend more time with my family because shifts allow me to have a morning off without asking for permission” 

About this, there are significant differences according to gender. Women, including those who do not have to work on night shifts, declare that full-time working hours are very tiring. According to a lot of them, the only way out to balance private and working life is to work part-time, a request that is often rejected by the company.

Some call centre employees hope that the quality of work-life balance will slowly improve; however, there is a strong desire, especially in women, to leave the call centre in order to work at “windows” in public offices. This is due to many reasons:

you only work for half a day and there’s more leisure time; this may be one of my aspirations, above all because I have a family and children and in this way I would be able to look after them and quality of life would certainly improve.

Within source offices instead, this balance is sometimes achieved thanks to internal polices aimed at helping employees with a family.

Public administration offices object of this study have promoted a project called “Campidoglio due”. This program will offer services that promote flexibility in working hours to 4,000 employees of all departments, especially women, who will move into new offices. The project will be completed by 2011.

The issue of work-life balance is, according to some interviewees, a problem to be faced mainly with the help of trade unions. They believe that Italy is not advanced under this perspective and the same Italian trade unions, that are a part of this reality, do not act as spokeperson for these problems in a proper way. This is an employee’s opinion:

Unfortunately, in Italy, big organisations intervene only when problems become urgent and this modus operandi is compounded by a poor cultural atmosphere with respect to other European countries. 

7. Conclusions

This study highlighted main features and changes within public administration after restructuring an important part of the value chain: the customer care service.

The research shows that restructuring led to a new organisation of customer care service and created two categories of workers with different structural and organisational features. 

There are differences between the two groups: position in the value chain and most of all employment conditions and quality of work, in particular contract types.

According to interviewees, main differences were found in employment trajectories within outsourcing companies (in this case call centres). These trajectories are more unstable, employees have less chances of becoming stable, advancing in career, improving  position.

As for duties of interviewees, restructuring had a major impact on call centre operators as it led to more repetitive and routine tasks.

Moreover, interviews bring out some gender differences: women found it hard to advance in their career within the organisation because of the lack of an equitable distribution of duties at home and their increased responsibilities within their family; this is a reason to stop working or, in most cases, to ask for a part time job. 

As for group identity, most important aspects within the two groups have been cooperation and collaboration in the workplace. 

The lack of stability and short term contracts are a cause of increased dissatisfaction among employees of destination company (call centre).

In recent years, many politicians and social interlocutors as well as trade unions took part in the debate on employment policies and welfare state as for stabilisation of precarious employees.

As many interviewees stated, the general feeling s that Institutions do not take enough measures in regulating work conditions. 

At the moment, the government adopted some stabilisation pacts for call centres in the new budget law. Some of these measures are still experimental, however they are a step forward in policies regulating work conditions.

8. Key data questionnaires

	1. Personal information

	Name/Code
	1

	Gender
	M

	Age
	40

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian

	Family status
	Single, family unit  2 people

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties. Anyway, workload at home is not heavy because he has no children

	Children (number, age)
	No

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Degree in Law

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	After a short experience in a law firm, he started working in the  communication sector and in customer care services within Public Administration. In 1998 he begun working for a PRO (Public Relations Office) in Rome Town Hall; after some years he was moved to the Citizens’ Rights Office, where he is still working. Perspectives: keep current job, improve his position.



	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Citizens’ Rights Office. It’s one of the most important PA offices in Italy. Its aim is to answer to citizens’ enquiries. Its main function is to coordinate the activity of Public Relations Offices (29 local PROs), bringing them promptly up to date about main developments of activities and dynamics within central administrations; Citizens’ Right Offices aim is to give equal rights and access to information within local territory.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Civil servant. Position: D category, with permanent contract. Perspectives: working in the sector called “communication with families” (this is exclusively about communication with citizens) 

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Continuous communication with local PROs, coordination of their activities through information and communication technologies (intranet, online communication, newsletters, websites, etc.). Reply to citizens enquiries addressed to this office by telephone or email .



	Working hours
	36 weekly hours; Monday to Friday.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Structured and formal training was received mainly at the beginning of working experience, that is right after hiring. These courses were mostly aimed at relational and effective communication, information technology and language studies.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	Some years ago, the organisation he works for started outsourcing parts of the value chain, in particular customer care service. After restructuring, working situation did not change: he was not relocated in destination companies and his contract did not change either.


	2. Personal information

	Name/Code
	2

	Gender
	F

	Age
	36

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian 

	Family status
	Married, family unit 3 people

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties. She describes an exhausting family work.

	Children (number, age)
	1, 7 Years old

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Degree in Sociology

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	During university, she did some seasonal jobs in holiday villages, mostly working with children. After graduation she started working as a data collector for some research institutes and marketing companies. Afterwards she collaborated in some Public Administration research projects. Now she is a clerical worker within the same PA.



	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Citizens’ Rights Office. It’s one of the most important PA offices in Italy. Its aim is to answer to citizens’ enquiries. Its main function is to coordinate the activity of Public Relations Offices (29 local PROs), bringing them promptly up to date about main developments of activities and dynamics within central administrations; Citizens’ Right Offices aim is to give equal rights and access to information within local territory.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Administration instructor with permanent contract.

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Reply by phone or email to citizens’ enquiries addressed to the Citizens’ Rights Office.

	Working hours
	36 weekly hours; Monday to Friday.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Knowledge acquisition occurs mainly on the job.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
	Some years ago, the organisation she works for started outsourcing parts of the value chain, in particular customer care service. After restructuring, working situation did not change: she was not relocated in destination companies and her contract did not change either.


	3. Personal information

	Name/Code
	3

	Gender
	F

	Age
	45

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian

	Family status
	Married, family unit 3 people

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties. She describes an exhausting family work.

	Children (number, age)
	1, 16 Years old

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Degree in Industrial Sociology 

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	During university, she occasionally worked as a waitress, operator, secretary, etc. Some years after graduation she passed a competitive entrance examination to become a librarian in PA, and she did this job for 7 years. Afterwards she was relocated for a short period to the communication office within the same organisation. She currently works for Citizens’ Rights Office. 

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Citizens’ Rights Office. It’s one of the most important PA offices in Italy. Its aim is to answer to citizens’ enquiries. Its main function is to coordinate the activity of Public Relations Offices (29 local PROs), bringing them promptly up to date about main developments of activities and dynamics within central administrations; Citizens’ Right Offices aim is to give equal rights and access to information within local territory.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Culture and tourism manager. Position: manager of PROs coordination, 8th degree qualification. Perspectives: working in the sector called “communication with families” (this is exclusively about communication with citizens).

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Main duty is coordination of PROs activity, with career counselling and training for employees. 

	Working hours
	About 39-40 weekly hours. Working hours: 5am to 11pm. Total flexibility in working hours as for all employees who have a similar professional profile.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Access to training as for senior and management staff.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	Some years ago, the organisation she works for started outsourcing parts of the value chain, in particular customer care service. After restructuring, working situation did not change: she was not relocated in destination companies and her contract did not change either.


	4. Personal information

	Name/Code
	4

	Gender
	M

	Age
	41

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian

	Family status
	Married, family unit 4 people 

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties.  His wife is unemployed and carries out most of home duties.

	Children (number, age)
	2, 3 years and 7months old  

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Degree in Arts and training courses in foreign languages.

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	He started working after graduation. He did 3 jobs: initially, he was a computer adviser and programmer in various IT companies, then he became an employee of a telecommunication company. At the moment he works for the call centre. Perspectives: keep current job, improve type of contract.  

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	It is a big Italian call centre, where more than 300 operators work. There is a high percentage of women. This is the destination company who was assigned some of the functions of customer care service. This firm is mainly a destination of outsourcing from PA. It is divided into three sectors: bank service, institutional service for PA and postal service.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Call centre operator with a staff-leasing contract. Perspectives: to obtain a permanent contract and become tutor or responsible for human resources.  

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	He replies to phone calls from users who call to obtain information about internal organisation, activities and initiatives carried out by source organisation.

	Working hours
	36 weekly hours. 6 hours a day, 6 days a week, including Saturdays, Sundays and night shifts. Variable shifts.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Knowledge acquisition occurs mainly on the job. Sometimes his company arranges more formal and structured training, especially on the quality of the service.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
	He works for the company destination of outsourcing. Here, there is a high precariousness especially because of the types of contracts (staff-leasing contracts provided by temporary employment agencies). This causes stress, especially when it comes to contracts renewal. 


	5. Personal information

	Name/Code
	5

	Gender
	M

	Age
	37

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian

	Family status
	Married, family unit 3 people

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties. His wife is employed too. Home duties are shared.

	Children (number, age)
	1, 1 Years old

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Degree in Arts; general IT course

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	He started working in 1999 as a call centre operator for various organisations: initially he worked for a mobile telecommunication company, then for a banking company and finally for a Spanish multinational corporation. Perspectives: keep current job



	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	It is a big Italian call centre, where more than 300 operators work. There is a high percentage of women. This is the destination company who was assigned some of the functions of customer care service. This firm is mainly a destination of outsourcing from PA. it is divided into three sectors: bank service, institutional service for PA and postal service.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Call centre operator with a permanent contract. Perspectives: become manager or supervisor of the call centre

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	He replies to phone calls from users who call to obtain information about internal organisation, activities and initiatives carried out by source organisation.

	Working hours
	36 weekly hours. 6 hours a day, 6 days a week, including Saturdays, Sundays and night shifts. Variable shifts.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Knowledge acquisition occurs mainly on the job. Sometimes his company arranges more formal and structured training, especially on the quality of the service.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
	He works for the company destination of outsourcing. After 5 years with a staff-leasing contract, he was hired with a permanent contract.


	6. Personal information

	Name/Code
	6

	Gender
	F

	Age
	42

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian 

	Family status
	Married, family unit 4 people 

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties. She describes an exhausting family work.

	Children (number, age)
	2, 10 and 4 years old

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Secretarial Diploma 

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	She started working at the age of 21 as a secretary in a small IT firm. Afterwards, she spent many years working in the sector of “data entry” for a PA organisation that operated at a national level in medical prescriptions data entry. She has been working for DVLA for 10 years now.   

Perspectives: remain in this organisation working as a call centre operator. She hopes that source company (DVLA) will soon be able to stop outsourcing call centre service and will hire all call centre employees directly. 



	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	It is a small call centre destination of outsourcing that works for the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA). There are 36 operators, 5 men and 31 women. The call centre duties are to answer free phone number calls, check and confirm driving licence expiry dates, help customers to apply for grants of driving licence duplicates and inform them about variations in the penalty points  of driving licence.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Call centre operator with occasional contract.

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	She answers to phone calls; users call to obtain information about driving licences and log books.

	Working hours
	40 weekly hours. 8 hours a day, Monday to Friday. There are no working shifts; working hours: 8.30am 2pm and 2.30pm 5.30pm, lunch break is half an hour.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Knowledge acquisition occurs mainly on the job.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
	Work instability; scant opportunities that source organisation stops outsourcing the service. Tasks are monotonous and repetitive, while controls on activity and personal performance are systematic and insightful. Low incomes with scant possibilities of career advancement. Full-time work makes it difficult to achieve work-life balance. 


	7. Personal information

	Name/Code
	7

	Gender
	F

	Age
	35

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian 

	Family status
	Married, family status of 2 people

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	There isn’t any “external” support for home duties. Anyway burden at home is not heavy because she has no children

	Children (number, age)
	No

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Diploma in accounting 

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	From 1998 to 1993 she worked for a small-medium firm in the sector of “data entry”. In 1993 all employees of this firm were relocated in a bigger company. In 1995 this company won a competitive tender for DVLA call centre. In 2000 she started working at the call centre free phone number, and she is still working there. 

Perspectives: keep on working for the call centre. She hopes that source company (DVLA) will stop outsourcing the service and will hire all employees. This would improve work stability, that is affected by continuous calls for tenders by source organisation.



	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	It is a small call centre destination of outsourcing that works for Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA). There are 36 operators, 5 men and 31 women. The call centre duty are to answer free phone number calls, check and confirm driving licence expiry dates, to help customers to apply for grants of driving licence duplicates and to inform them about variations in the penalty points  of driving licence.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Call centre operator with a temporary contract. Perspectives: become responsible for human resources

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	She answers to phone calls; users call to obtain information about driving licences and log books.

	Working hours
	40 weekly hours. 8 hours a day, Monday to Friday. There are no working shifts; working hours: 8.30am 2pm and 2.30pm 5.30pm, lunch break is half an hour.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Knowledge acquisition occurs mainly on the job.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
	Work instability; scant opportunities that source organisation stops outsourcing the service. Tasks are monotonous and repetitive, while controls on activity and personal performance are systematic and insightful. Low incomes with scant possibilities of career advancement. Full-time work makes it difficult to achieve work-life balance.


	8. Personal information

	Name/Code
	8

	Gender
	F

	Age
	32

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Italian 

	Family status
	Single, family unit 4 people

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	She lives with her parents and sister

	Children (number, age)
	No

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	Secretarial Diploma 

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	She started work when she was 20. For about 6 years, she worked with temporary contracts provided by temporary work agencies. She worked in various companies as a secretary, conference hostess, call centre operator, etc. 

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	It is a small call centre destination of outsourcing that works for Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA). There are 36 operators, 5 men and 31 women. The call centre duty are to answer free phone number calls, check and confirm driving licence expiry dates, to help customers to apply for grants of driving licence duplicates and to inform them about variations in the penalty points  of driving licence.



	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Call centre operator with occasional contract. Perspectives: keep current job, improve her contract.

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	She answers to phone calls; users call to obtain information about driving licences and log books.

	Working hours
	40 weekly hours. 8 hours a day, Monday to Friday. There are no working shifts; working hours: 9am – 1pm and 2pm – 6pm.

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Knowledge acquisition occurs mainly on the job.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)
	Work instability; scant opportunities that source organisation stops outsourcing the service. Tasks are monotonous and repetitive, while controls on activity and personal performance are systematic and insightful. Low incomes with scant possibilities of career advancement. Full-time work makes it difficult to achieve work-life balance.
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