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GENERAL INFORMATION

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.

For the writing of this report, two different case studies were considered. The main body of data comes from interviews carried out at CUSTOMER (nickname) in January and May 2007. Three additional interviews were carried at ROTA in April 2007 comprising a very similar case. 

Brief overview of  the case study contexts:
The focus of this case study is the public access/customer service function within two joint-venture companies nicknamed CUSTOMER and ROTA. CUSTOMER is a partnership between two local government councils (nicknamed COUNTY COUNCIL & MID DISTRICT) and GLOBAL (nickname) a British, multinational private sector IT service provider and consultancy. ROTA also is a partnership between GLOBAL and a COUNCIL in another region in the UK.

The vision behind the setting up of CUSTOMER & ROTA was to create a concept for customer service and customer access that provides a single effective point of contact for the public. The business function focused on in this case is customer service via face-to face, email and telephone support to members of the public.

In both cases, the re-organisation involved the front-office aspects of customer service and public access. These functions were integrated and centralised into a number of sites, and modernised, in the sense that public access now consists of a call centre, email support and face-to face service in walk-in centres. The public access service has brought together previously localised, fragmented services which used to be carried out separately by the COUNCILs and also acts as a ‘one-stop service’ being equipped to deal with queries regarding a high number of local government services. 

Outsourcing of services/staff was considered as an option but GLOBAL proposed a partnership model, involving joint-venture status and a secondment model for staff transfer. The reasons for this were that GLOBAL at that time felt they lacked the experience of TUPE (Transfer of Undertakings Protection of Employment) regulations concerning transfers and felt uncomfortable in taking on a large number of workers.  

Secondment was seen as more convenient for GLOBAL because they did not have to take on contractual responsibility for staff; it was also more politically acceptable to unions and staff because the impact of change would be minimised due to the fact that staff could stay on the same terms and conditions. It does not appear that the secondment model was chosen to deliberately circumvent a TUPE transfer but that GLOBAL simply lacked the legal expertise to go through with it. However, the secondment model might have been strategically valuable for GLOBAL’s reputation as a more ‘sensitive’, worker-friendly outsourcing provider. It also emerged from the interviews that the secondment model will not be sustainable for the long term: CUSTOMER & ROTA have been created as a limited company with the strategy of generating income. A workforce on ‘ generous’ public sector terms and conditions is seen as not fitting with this strategy where plans may include to have a more flexible workforce or introduce more standardised mechanisms of workflow. 

The secondment model stipulates that each employment contract stays with the corresponding councils and that employees’ original terms and conditions do not change. 

It should be noted that, although the same company was involved, with the same strategy, involving the same public services, the regional economic context was very different in these two cases. CUSTOMER is based in a relatively prosperous rural region in the East of England (within commuting distance of some larger centres of employment) with below-average unemployment levels. By contrast ROTA is in a declining industrial (‘rustbelt’) region in the North of England where unemployment is well above the national average.

Interview profiles CUSTOMER:

	Job Title
	Age
	Gender
	Family Status
	Children
	FT/PT

	Call centre agent
	37
	Female
	Married
	2
	FT

	Call centre agent
	45
	Female
	Married
	2
	FT

	Call centre agent 
	33
	Female
	Married
	1
	PT

	Call centre agent
	37
	Female
	Married
	1
	FT

	Call centre agent
	42
	Female
	Married
	2
	FT


Interviewee profiles ROTA: 

	Job Title
	Age
	Gender
	Family Status
	Children
	FT/PT

	Customer service representative
	62
	Female
	Married
	2
	Part time

	Supervisor in the call centre
	35
	Female 
	Married
	1 
	Full time

	Customer service representative
	33
	Male
	Married
	2 step children
	Full time


2.  Work biographies, career construction, trajectories

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

In the CUSTOMER case, all interviewees had been working at either MID DISTRICT or COUNTY COUNCIL in different Council departments before the transfer, their work consisted either of administrative, reception or customer service related activities. However, the area of advice given was very narrow, e.g. when working in the social services department advice needed to be given only on benefits and benefits related queries. Now customer service agents deal with hundreds of different type of queries.  Most of them have been with the COUNCILS for a number of years and feel great affiliation and familiarity with the COUNCILS’s ways of working and customers’ expectations. They also strongly feel that they enjoy customer service in their current posts and those who have worked in customer service, said they have always enjoyed customer service related work. Hence the transfer to CUSTOMER from the COUNCIL did create a sense of initial uncertainty and insecurity of what it would be like to be working for a new employer, but all interviewed agents agreed that they are, by and large, satisfied and content at work.

Working in the public sector was a deliberate decision to gain more security in employment and also to benefit from family friendly policies and a friendly working atmosphere for many of them. The decision to transfer to CUSTOMER was seen as an opportunity by some to ‘be part of something new’ leading to better career prospects and new skills, others felt it was safer to transfer in order to keep work. At the time of the transfer there was a lot of anxiety amongst staff whether they would keep their jobs and what it would mean being transferred to CUSTOMER. 

The customer service agents we spoke to in the CUSTOMER case are all mothers of small children and all had a career break after giving birth when they were staying at home to look after their children. They are now in mainly full time employment  either to increase the income of the family or to keep active in the labour market for reasons of personal independence. Most of their children are at school and ‘are old enough to look after themselves’. They are all married and their husbands are in full time, permanent employment as well. Agents assessed their working situation as very secure and stable. Their school qualifications include O-Levels to A-Levels and then vocational qualifications in secretarial and administrative courses.

Agents enjoy the customer service work, they believe ‘they are making a difference’ and doing something worthwhile. They enjoy ‘looking after people’ and feel the most important skills needed to do the work is to have strong communication and emphatic skills. 

They all plan to stay at CUSTOMER, they feel content with the transfer and believe they have better career prospects now. There is opportunity to become a team leader and to go on further training courses to increase the knowledge base of councils services offered (e.g. dealing with benefits and students’ loans). 

In the ROTA case, staff were also seconded from the COUNCIL to ROTA, thus they equally have been working in similar, customer service related activities. For one interviewee, who retired from the COUNCIL in 2003, the attractive factor was the part-time work ROTA offered to her. Before she was working at the COUNCIL but retired, when she saw the job offer at ROTA she decided to go back on a part-time basis.

 Another (male) customer service agent, had worked at a large bank call centre. He wanted to move into the public sector as he felt that there was ‘greater stability’ as it was working, as he saw it, for the government. He thought of it ‘as a job for life.’ He considers the public service aspect of the job worthwhile. His career trajectory is interesting and fairly wide-ranging: He did a stint at college studying graphic design, but left before completing the course. He expresses some regret at this. This would have been his ideal job. There followed a range of work on the back of that: he worked in a sewing factory as general labourer, in warehouse work, and on building sites. He claims to approach employers directly when looking for work, having first explored the area and located likely employers. 

The key to his work – the key character trait and ability - lies in good communication, an ability to work quickly as ‘everything is money.’ His worst move was quitting college then finding himself a little adrift; his best move was landing the job as warehouse worker at a supermarket. Plans for the future are to advance in the council – in his previous job he worked as a call centre agent in a call centre for a bank.

Another career trajectory for a female customer service agent:  After leaving school she worked for the a Electricity Board, and then another Electricity Board. Then came marriage and 2 children  which meant no paid employment for the next 14 years. To get back into the labour market, she went on a community care practice course. She decided that something in the public sector would suit her. When she secured her job, she found it “ideal.” She felt she was doing something “worthwhile.” For her, there is a type of personality which best suits the work: being “interested in people”, and being willing to take time and “connect” were important qualities. “Taking the trouble and not being judgmental” were important attributes. 

The biggest change to her work came with the introduction of new technology, which was well managed with good training packages.  There was some sense, though, that she retired a little disappointed with the way things were changing. Her last three years were borne out in grim determination, waiting to reach the 60 mark. Considerable changes were occurring within the structures of the housing department which altered the nature of her work. It became far less face-to-face, with a stronger emphasis on budget forecasts and increased workloads. This was the period when restructuring began taking place. Her work now seems to be a way of getting out of the house and for a little extra money. She joined ROTA in September 2006. Her main role now is that of a supervisor, where she is in charge of the call-centre staff. Her previous capacity at the council was in waste management (her husband works in rubbish collection).

The third agent began working in the board-plate industry for nine years, then as a manageress in a public bar. Leaving this, she came to ROTA’s region and took on agency work, then worked for the COUNCIL and got a job with ROTA. She has experienced multiple jobs since leaving school, probably typical of this area with its still relatively high levels of unemployment. But she was always conscious that she needed more qualifications to acquire a “dream job”. She did say that ROTA had helped her accomplish this in many ways – her first job with the council was taking her nowhere, but since her move across she ‘has learnt more with and from ROTA than she did at school.’ She views her move to ROTA very favourably. She suggests that in the early period of her work in the call centre were often stressful, with long hours. But this settled down, she suggests. Now she is making her way in the company and appears very content. She sees herself in five years time as team leader.

2.2. Characterisation of the organisational contexts – Relations between restructuring and changes in career profile(s) and trajectories.

In both cases, there appears to be a high level of contentment and satisfaction with the work and the transfer. Customer service agents at CUSTOMER ( embedded in a region with low unemployment) were working at the COUNCILS for many years, they also seem to have less interrupted career trajectories. Due to the fact that they were seconded ( and not outsourced) they feel very secure in their jobs, they also believe that there are opportunities to progress. 

In public access centres the agents tend to be generic agents, meaning they are dealing with all types of calls across hundreds of different local government services. Even though generic customer service agents are split into small teams, they are not specialised but can all do, more or less, the same work. Each team has support from an admin team, made up of four generic customer service agents, who deal with either face-to-face front-line services (e.g. taking cash payments) or with passing on logged queries to specialised units in either of the two Councils.

Most customer service agents work on the telephone or web support function, but can also get involved in face-to face work or other admin support for the GLOBAL system which involves calling back customers to respond to their initial query. This can be planned based on an agent’s personal preference or decided by the team leader around demand but there is a definite link between the contact centre work (upstairs) and the face–to-face interaction (downstairs). Interviewees told us that they were asked for their preference at their job interview and that their wishes have actually been considered when planning rotas. Rotas are done for one month in advance: team leaders take personal preferences into account but otherwise allocate agents according to demand. Generally, staff stay in the same shift pattern and work on the same activity per month but at the same time the system allows for short-term changes (e.g. swapping days of work). The system can also require urgent changes of working  ‘upstairs or downstairs’ (as reflected in the quote below) when customer demand rises. 

It is also interesting to see that the phone/email support seem to be the preferred activity as the face–to-face work sometimes means that staff have to stay longer than their contractual working time.

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

ROTA and CUSTOMER operate family friendly policies which is crucial for a mainly female workforce with children. In comparison to previous jobs, the customers service agents are better supported by institutional policies than before where career progression was less clear and happened rarely in the same department. Now being in a centralised public access function with a clear management structure creates the belief they have more opportunity to move up, e.g. becoming a team leader or gaining a number of new skills, in particular IT, that will make them more employable to other call centres. They also feel appropriately supported by the training policies and feel there are lots of new opportunities to learn and develop. For CUSTOMER staff problems emerged when their flexitime was cut and Saturday working was introduced. They felt previously it was more convenient for them to work a Monday to Friday week being often mothers, Saturday working was seen as very interrupting to their family responsibilities. Equally, there are some issues around annual leave bans around key holiday times, again for mothers to be working when their children are off school of course clashes with their quality of personal life. Interviewees described that this clashes  with their idea of family-friendly policies and a public service mentality which is supposed to be caring towards issues like these.  These new demands come from the notion of an extended service to customers/citizens forming part of the better public access agenda. 

Equally, the staff at ROTA feel positively about the institutional context and practices: they believe the organisation has taken family and Equal Opportunities policies seriously, are even ‘maximising’  their impact. Two of our interviewees expressed strong interest to stay with the company and become a team leader. There was however some only anecdotal evidence (interviewees talking about their colleagues) that the call centre agent workforce is understaffed and as result stress and dissatisfaction with working conditions are emerging. Trade unions are seen as  ‘not having any teeth’ and are too close to management, ROTA is currently recruiting new call centre agents with the promise to reduce high workloads.

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

The customer service agent workforce is predominately female; they regard their work as important and seem contented with it. At CUSTOMER, they like the flexibility and the degree of autonomy in the sense that staff is usually able to elect where they want to work, e.g. on the phones or face to face work, what training they want to do for different services. They also have a good and fairly informal relationship with their team leaders who seems to be willing to accommodate individual wishes for working hours, this definitely adds to perceptions around good team working and friendly work atmosphere.  All of our interviewees (but one) were women who seem to have taken the traditional route of marriage and having children, with the clear division of responsibilities of the husband as the main breadwinner and the woman staying at home taking care of the children. The female interviewees share similar trajectories in the sense that they obtained similar qualifications (O Levels to A Levels), supplemented by further education and vocational qualifications. They then spent a couple of years in admin related and customer service work, took a career break in order to look after family and children and then found employment with one of the COUNCILS. The reason of wanting to work in the public sector definitely ties in with them being mothers with children, looking for flexibility in their work but also a sense of security which they believed the COUNCILS could give them. Evaluating their careers none of them felt they have a major regrets because they were never intending to have a career as such. In life it was more important to have ’healthy children’ and a good family life. They all feel they have achieved that. The enjoy the work they are doing and ’leave it behind’ when going home. There were only two female interviewees (one at ROTA who has progressed to a team leader and one at CUSTOMER) who wanted to developed their skills and knowledge to become team leaders. The others were content with working in the way they have been and think they will still do the same job in five years times. 

In summary, we could say that the majority of these workers have accepted and adapted to a  ‘traditional’ gender contract, whereby the role of mother and housewife is prioritised over career ambitions. Interestingly, all the women interviewed were married, with a husband taking on the main ‘breadwinner’ role. What they ask from their employment is that it should enable them to give priority to their traditional gender role and not create undue conflicts in their lives. On the whole, the employer had provided this. The only area where this process of mutual adaptation between employer and employee had broken down was in conflicts over working time (Saturday working and holidays).

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 interviews carried out at CUSTOMER show a high level of occupational identity and collective feeling amongst the customer service agents. All interviewees were employed at the COUNCILs before and thus have known some of their CUSTOMER colleagues before the transfer. They all agreed that they ‘enjoy and like customer service work’ and that through this centralised function they are indeed able to offer a ‘better service to citizens’. They feel they have strong ties to the organisation and are being looked after by the organisation, their line management and team leaders.  They do not feel they ‘take work home emotionally’, the notion is it can be left with their team leaders who need to worry after work. The most important factor in their life is definitely their families and even though they feel that their career opportunities have increased, they do not necessarily have ambitions to progress. The fact that agents can be involved in several tasks and express their preferences (either work on the phones, email, admin support or face to face advice) seem to contribute to a positive effect in respect to feelings of autonomy, solidarity and collective bonds. Similarly, the team leaders seem to make great efforts to accommodate individuals when appropriate. This definitely creates an atmosphere that management is trying ‘to be fair’ and ‘do value their staff’.

They enjoy the somewhat flexibility (swapping shifts) and through initiatives like the staff forum (which involves trade union reps and CUSTOMER management) there is a channel to voice concerns. They only key issue is the fact they have to work Saturdays to accommodate the more accessible public access to citizens but interestingly this service is now being reduced due to lack of demand from members of the public. They generally feel management is responsive to most issues, even though sometimes progress is seen as slow. For example, there is some dissatisfaction with planning of rotas which customer service agents feel should be done more in advance so that they can fit their other responsibilities around work and vice versa. They also feel they have good relationships with their colleagues and there is socializing after work. In addition, the centre’s managers do experiment with different ‘empowering’ initiatives such as buddy systems for new agents and work shadowing which adds to the feeling that there is mutuality and collectiveness. For those staff transferred from MID DISTRICT there is an additional positive factor as they meet monthly with the Chief Executive of the Council to discuss any issues of concern. This meeting serves also as a point of contact with their old workplace and bridges the new situation in the sense that staff are now part of two environments - MID DISTRICT and CUSTOMER.

In addition, impacting on the quality of work is the increased emphasis on joined-up working between departments (mainly linking front and back office functions).  The way teams work now is seen as ‘breaking down barriers’ where before there was more emphasis on doing an individual job. Now, being part of the public access team seems to create a sense of identity which is also about being part of CUSTOMER and not the Council any more. Relationships with back office services in specialised units are underpinned by some animosity. One agent said that around the transfer, back office staff from MID DISTRICT were ‘very anti CUSTOMER’ and ‘very anti us’, because they were thinking the customer service function might interfere with their work rather than complement it.  

The situation is very similar at ROTA – some staff did not have to change work location, others did have to. Interaction at the workplace was described as ’ good’ and ‘supportive’, a sense of exclusion is not evident: staff feel they can approach line management and that there is a relatively strong relationship between unions and management. All interviewees felt that there is a collective atmosphere amongst colleagues and that social interaction is ’good’. The male interviewee previously working in a call centre for a bank described that due to the small size of ROTA’s centre is it very different working atmosphere, being friendlier and more team like. However, some concern for other staff working on the phones was expressed.  The female supervisor tells of the great stress these workers work under – the calls can be constant, so much so that they may fail to take their allotted 15 minute in the morning and afternoon.

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

One big change certainly is working as part of a much bigger team than before and in a way being in the middle between two organisations – the COUNCILS and GLOBAL (in the shape of  either  CUSTOMER or ROTA). Resulting from the secondment, terms and conditions remained fairly unchanged and there are still links to the COUNCILS. The focus of the work is to provide good service to the public, interviewees felt that this is the most important thing and even though it was something they have done before, they are now better trained and equipped (through technology) to do so. Through fairly supportive management, there have been little changes in the occupational identity but positive feelings towards CUSTOMER also appear strong and interviewees do not perceive a negative impact following from the transfer. This is somewhat surprising considering the worry and anxiety before the transfer and the fact that customer service agents are effectively working for a semi-private company. Staff seem to have adjusted quickly to this new situation and do not feel any concern of not being full public sector employees anymore
. There were two trade union members amongst our interviewees, the remaining were not in a union but most believed that ‘if it all goes belly up’ than the COUNCILS are legally bound to take them back.
For some public access staff the content of work and work flow processes was fairly new or at least very different from the way they used to work. With respect to carrying out customer service work, three interviewed agents did not feel that there are big differences in dealing with customers whereas the other two had little previous customer service experience and feel it was a big change to begin working at the public access function.  Public access staff interviewed for this study all felt that the biggest change was the introduction of new technology and increased telephone work.

A quote from one agent:

‘I don’t think, well from my point of view, serving the customer is any different.  We can give them more information now which is something we couldn’t do before. It was always oh I’m sorry, you’ve got to go here, or you’ve got to go there.  Whereas now you can actually answer 99.9% of the questions that they have, because you’ve got the tools to do it’

They all agreed work is varied, the day goes quickly and that it is possible to leave work behind once out of the door, as any worries can be passed on to team leader. The work was considered ‘convenient’ for its geographical location.  

Another new element is to be working to Service Levels Agreements, at CUSTOMER these are perceived as manageable and not too pressurising. For example, agents reported that even though they are supposed to be only spending around 5 minutes on the phone with each customer, there is little pressure in cases where customers need a lot of attention or even emotional support. This longer time spent is usually balanced by other calls that take only a couple of seconds. 

At ROTA, SLAs and monitoring seems to cause more stress, staff mentioned a ‘big brother’ atmosphere and stress caused by high call volumes at times (with the result of not being to take small breaks).  The three people interviewed nevertheless said that it does not impact on their quality of working life, and, in comparison to previous work places, their occupational identity has been strengthened in the sense that work suits their expectations and career plans. This is, perhaps, not so much an indicator of good working conditions at ROTA as of very poor ones in other workplaces in this relatively deprived region.

3.1.1. Appreciation & Recognition 

Staff at CUSTOMER feel they are getting a lot of appreciation for their work. Customers express their gratitude and their team leaders do reward good performance with encouraging words. There also is a very good collegial atmosphere and agents feel their work is recognised and they try to support each other and discuss their work informally and try to help each other out. For example by having a chat in the staff kitchen about a difficult query. They also believe they are making a contribution to the COUNCILs’ work and to the customers. 

There are regular team meetings and one-to-one sessions with a team leader with a focus on development of performance and to discuss any issues arising. There is also a staff forum every month. The forum consists of volunteering staff, managers and in some instances senior strategic managers from CUSTOMER. Staff have a suggestion box available in the kitchen where they can put in suggestions to be discussed at the meetings.  The common issue that is on the agenda is the planning of rotas which often is done at too short notice which means that customer service agents feel they can’t plan their family responsibilities effectively. 

The wayin which customer service staff are now being managed seems new to them, in particular working towards Service Level Agreements
, but at the same time do not appear to cause stress and the feeling of not having any autonomy over ones work.

At ROTA there is also a strong ethos of mutuality in the company. Mutual aid and assistance among workers and management has been developed; there is a good working relationship between the staff and they feel valued and recognised by their colleagues, managers and customers. Again, this is based on the three interview accounts we obtained and may not be representative for the rest of the customer representatives, especially in the light of their mentioning of stress and reduced numbers of staff.

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 does not appear that there was a negative impact on the occupational identities of CUSTOMER and ROTA staff. Due to the larger team size and common goal of providing a good service, interviewees seem to buy into the organisational vision, believe they are part of a big, solidary team and thus have strong feelings of affiliation and are supported in their new occupational identity. Before staff tended to work in smaller departments with little opportunity to progress, even though most interviewees working with the COUNCILs previously also enjoyed their previous work, it seems they prefer where they are now. 

As far as social dialogue goes, at ROTA interviewees see a willingness on behalf of management to negotiate with trade unions but one also admitted that the union  ‘does not have a lot of teeth’ and is too close to management to really worry about the workers. In his view the working conditions are much better than in the private call centre he has been working before, but he still admits that work can cause stress at times. 

The social dialogue seems to be stronger at CUSTOMER where staff, trade union representatives and management have a regular forum to discuss any issues of concern.  In other words, interviewees perceived little change here to the situation that existed before the restructuring.

4.  Quality of work

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

4.1.1. Terms and Conditions 

In both cases, the context was one of secondment of the public access staff which meant that whatever contractual arrangements they had previously with the respective councils remained in place. 

 At CUSTOMER, staff transferring from MID DISTRICT & COUNTY COUNCIL some initial issues emerged. The terms and conditions of the two Councils are fairly similar, being public sector agreements, but also have some differences: for instance, staff seconded from the COUNTY COUNCIL receive less holiday entitlement than staff seconded from MID DISTRICT. Based on our interviews, this was a ‘bone of contention’ amongst seconded staff. For most aspects, there was little change in terms and conditions: staff kept the same scale of pay, and all are in a pension scheme. Their holiday entitlement is 6 weeks after 2 years service (less than 2 year is 25 days). 

In addition, customer service agents in their previous posts often had flexitime as an option and did not work Saturdays, which they now have to and they also lost their flexi time  which they feel is ‘not modern’ and can be inconvenient, considering that most public access staff are women and have family responsibilities they need to fit in with their working responsibilities.

At ROTA, staff equally kept their previous terms and conditions and none of the interviewees made any complaints about the process of transfer or any issues emerging.

4.1.2. Changes in Ways of Working 

Through the introduction of new technology, some work processes have become more standardised, alongside some performance monitoring and the working towards Service Level Agreements (SLAs). For most customer service staff at CUSTOMER this is a very new way of working, and all of these agents who were part of first cohort had 3 weeks training. Newer recruits don’t receive this – they tend to just shadow someone and it was thought this was not as good as the training they had received.

Agents felt the technology was clever but some services need tweaking. It could sometimes be slow, but it was easy to use and not stressful. It has not made their jobs more stressful in their opinion. Back office staff write the service functions for the GLOBAL system and there is also a service transformation team. There are updates done but agents are not usually advised on changes and sometimes have problems finding things after an amendment.

The customer service agents interviewed for this study said they do not find it too difficult to reach the expected SLAs (performance targets) and in fact seem to feel they have learned more skills and developed broader knowledge since working at CUSTOMER. There are negative consequences when failing to meet SLAs: on an individual level they will be addressed in meetings with the team leader, on a team (and departmental public access level) penalties have to be paid to the CITY COUNCILS. At the time of interviews, the only reward agents receive are good appraisal results and building up more skills reflected in their development plan which in turn may lead to improved prospects of increasing pay, moving onto the next level at CUSTOMER or a new customer service job.

Agents also felt that they have freedom with each individual call to follow it through because there is no real pressure ‘to get rid of a customer and get on to the next one’. Telephone work, in this respect, seems to be regarded as similar to face-to-face customer service where it is common to have to comfort people who are upset. This caring attitude reflects the notion of good customer service and a public sector mentality. At the same time, customer service agents working on the phone reported that it is rare to get a customer demanding a lot of their time on the phone. A customer service agent said:  

‘You can say “right, come back in the back office”, you can take them in there, get them a drink, you can sit there for an hour and a half with a box of tissues, nobody’s on your back saying “get rid of that customer”.  There’s no pressure like that at all’

Stress or health issues at work seem to arise rarely – agents mentioned one situation where they experienced a high volume of calls (1000 per day instead of the usual 600) which was perceived as stressful but otherwise expected performance seems realistic and at an appropriate level and SLAs seem to be ‘softer’ than those operating in the private sector.

Equally at ROTA, SLAs and monitoring are part of daily work routines, the staff interviewed feel they have good quality of working life and working under strict monitoring is not too bad. However, at the same time they mentioned that a lot of their colleagues do resent this system and mentioned a ’big brother atmosphere’ in this context.  Last year, before becoming a supervisor, one female interviewee described her workload as ‘very intense’, she felt this to such an extent, she took time out from the phones and spent four months as a Warden (a kind of street supervision). It was a period when ROTA was understaffed. The male interviewee feels that the conditions are improved in comparison to his previous call centre job ‘looking at employees as battery chickens and not real people’  (which he thinks is the case at ROTA). 

4.1.3. Management Issues 

There is a formal management structure in place – one to one monthly meetings and annual appraisals; at the same time agents felt they have reasonable autonomy to handle calls and visitors as well as over expressing individual preferences for the shifts they are working. Even though their performance is monitored and measured to performance targets they feel these SLAs are realistic. At CUSTOMER, agents have a very ’informal’ relationship to their line management and also praise the public access management as responsive and interested in their views. This is reflected in a staff forum and a suggestion box in the staff kitchen.  

Equally at ROTA, there are regular performance review meetings (every 3 and 6 months) and an annual appraisal meeting. The notion of fairness was described by interviewees, but also a picture of tighter management and more emphasis on reaching performance targets (presumably experienced as higher pressure from line management) emerged.

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

CUSTOMER aimed to introduce more flexibility in the form of longer opening hours.  Local government contracts are ‘very traditionally’ 9 am to 5 pm with a lunch break.  Resulting from the aim to be more customer focused, working hours have been extended which caused some initial resentment amongst customer service staff 

 ‘some of those transferred people were quite rigid in the hours they worked because their contract might have been.  So that raised an issue around having to talk to those individuals and say we’d like you to be a bit more flexible’. 

Opening hours are now from 8.30 am until 5.30 pm in the service centres,  8.30 am to 6 pm in the contact centres.  On Saturday the service runs from 9 am until 4pm.

Customer service agents work 3 shift patterns:  8.30 am to 4.30 pm, 9 am – 5 pm, 10 am – 6pm. Full time agents work one Saturday in every six. If they are part time this is done pro rota. Working a Saturday means getting a day off in lieu during the week. 

Working hours before were more fixed and ‘rigid’ and people tended to work only in one shift pattern.  For example, receptionists’ contracts were prescriptive because local government would in the past have announced their reception hours as being from 9am until 5pm. The change of working hours is in fact one of the issues that caused most resentment amongst customer service staff; in particular the issue of having to work Saturdays was something that was strongly opposed. This is also underpinned by the ethos of working in the public sector where a degree of individual preference has been seen as easier to accommodate than in a more pressurised business environment. 

Customer service staff can put in requests and swap shifts – they  felt rotas were fair. Team leaders are quite helpful in this regard. Agents required to be flexible about working at other public access location on occasion to cover staff shortages though not often.

At ROTA, team leaders schedule and plan agents’ work, work times are 8 to 4.30 with some late shifts per month which is 8 to 8. Though the rota is fixed, staff can move flexibly within this depending on circumstance and team leaders’ discretion. One female interviewee who now works as a supervisor with responsibilities for working out the rota explained that this was based on ‘fairness.’

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

At CUSTOMER, there are 152 people involved in the public access function (including all roles), of whom only 36 are men. When the public access function was set up, most of the people that transferred into that service were women. Now, there are ten men working as customer service agents. The strategic Head of Public Access and the Operations Manager are both female, the Team Managers are female and the team leader posts are almost 50 percent male team leaders & female team leaders. In summary, more women are working in public access but are vertically spread across the management structure. 

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 

For transferred staff it was crucial (in the words of a GLOBAL representative) to learn ‘a new culture of customer service and understanding CUSTOMER’s or ROTA’s public access vision’. In addition, learning involved the use of new technology to handle telephone and email enquiries.  Customer service agents felt the new GLOBAL technology was clever but also that some services needed tweaking.  Systems can be slow sometimes, but they are seen as  ‘easy to use and not stressful’. Interviewees believed that it had not made their jobs more stressful. At CUSTOMER, most of the transferred staff had dealt with a very small, specialised area before (for example student loans) and due to the transfer had to develop a knowledge of 400 local government services, demanding a diversification and broadening of existing knowledge. Interviewees considered their new roles to be an upskilling due to broader knowledge and newly learned technology.

The key desirable skills were seen as being good at customer service and possessing a high degree of adaptability. 

Formal skills required for team leaders are education to degree level and NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) level 4.  For customer service agents it is NVQ level 2 and ‘a good level of general education to ‘A’ Level or equivalent standard’. Interviewees thought that these were requirements very similar to previous entry requirements.  Since CUSTOMER has been set up, more emphasis has been placed on ‘good telephone skills’ and  ’customer service’ skills when recruiting new agents. During the job interview, applicants undergo a number of role-play type exercises to assess their skills.

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

When CUSTOMER was set up, seconded staff underwent a structured training programme focusing on customer service which at that stage seemed to be more important than official qualifications. Transferred staff trained for three weeks learning the new call centre technology, the range of local government services and role-play scenarios developing customer service skills. This programme is still run as a general induction programme for new agents.  More recently, a buddy system has been devised where a more experienced agent assists a new one, creating a learning-by-doing scenario. Other training since then has been about dealing with difficult, aggressive customers and diversity. Interviewees were aware that previously the COUNCILS would be supportive of staff undertaking any sort of training, including college course, etc.; now at CUSTOMER they were unsure if that still applies.

Customer service agents reported that even though they all have undergone the same training they still possess slightly different skills and may lack knowledge in some areas, reflected in this agent’s comment: 

‘some people work in all areas, I’ve done some cash training and I’ve done reception and covered reception but I’m not trained in Benefits at all.  So I wouldn’t be able to do that front facing bit but cash and reception I’m probably OK on most of them. I do the phones upstairs, all the general enquiries, and I’m also trained to do student support calls for the people applying to university’.

Training needs can be brought up in monthly meetings with team leaders who are seen as trying to accommodate interests; so far no training request has been turned down. Customer service is encouraged to make use of existing training courses, based on the team leader’s discretion and there is some experimentation with different approaches: for example, work shadowing of team leaders’ work has been offered to agents and a buddy system has been introduced, coupling a new member of staff with a more experienced one.  

ROTA also offers in house training; this revolved around learning to employ new systems and ICT. Other training related to customer service skills. Interviewees feel that training provision has always been good, and continues to be sufficient. The male interviewee feels he has mostly learnt on the job – the key being the ability ‘to adapt to modern systems’, ensuring efficient working.  Communication skills are also seen as key – to be polite at all times. Developing ‘character’ is important also. He feels there are numerous training paths to enable him to develop his skills in the company – team leaders encourage the staff to take available courses. He does take some responsibility for training outside work. He feels he has gained skills by being trained in this new system which he regards as superior to system that was used at the financial call centre where he worked before.

The customer service agent who has progressed to supervisor, feels quite empowered by ROTA, and doesn’t see much that is negative about her job at present. She feels that all her training needs are catered for; this is mostly work on the job to develop skills in ICT and people management. ICT is central to the work. The recent introduction of a new central phone system has caused some aggravation – ‘bedding in problems’ – which are being attended to. 

5.3. Gender dimensions in the changes in skills requirement for this OG (trends in the recognition of formal / informal skills)

For both organisations it seems that informal skills falling under the umbrella of ’customer service’  and good communication skills are more important than technical skills or formal qualifications. The customer service workforce is predominately female, the job meets women’s needs for flexibility and also represents that traditionally reflects traditional female attributes, i.e. looking after customers and being caring towards customers. For transferred workers however there was little change in this respect in comparison to their previous work, and there is fairly good female representation across grades and positions. The change has not created any challenges that have required women to step outside traditional gender expectations. However the presence of a minority of men in this workforce suggests that the occupational identity has some element of ‘gender neutrality’ about it. The single man interviewed certainly did not give any impression that he thought his work was ‘unmasculine’,

6.  Work-life balance

6.1. Family friendly policies for this OG – Existence, access and interest.

CUSTOMER and ROTA both promote family friendly policies and encourage staff to make use of existing schemes. Most interviewees perceived these schemes as ‘authentic’ and feel that the organisations are really supportive of work–life balance issues. ROTA has special hour arrangements for single mothers and at CUSTOMER the informal relationship with team leaders enables some flexibility for swapping shifts. Some interviewees also feel the organisations are promoting equal treatment and that structures are in place to ensure this, for example a clear structure of career progression, with generally a flat hierarchy. 

At CUSTOMER, however, having to work extended hours including some Saturdays, new shift patterns and losing flexitime are the main issues that became a ‘bone of contention’, or caused ‘unhappiness’ and are seen by the staff as ‘not modern’. The desire for flexitime seems to tie in with the fact that most customer service agents are women with family responsibilities who feel that these responsibilities can clash with their new, more structured way of working.

6.2. Relations between work and family for this OG – Difficulties, opportunities, changing boundaries. 

The workforce is made aware of Equal Opportunities and diversity in a range of ways, including the email. The policy is regularly updated, and is seen as being for everybody’s benefit. Interviewees feel they have a good level of work life balance and feel very content with their work. At CUSTOMER, the key issues clashing with family responsibilities were the Saturday working issues and the summer holiday leave bans, both of them have been addressed and reduced. There is little stress and clear division of roles in the sense that our interviewees felt they can leave ‘ worry’ at work and that it is their team leaders who are the ones to worry when something did not work out. The relocation to CUSTOMER’s public access centre also meant a positive change in terms of travel and proximity to home for many workers. 

One ROTA interviewee exclaimed that she ‘loves the job’, and ‘goes home happy’. Her work-life balance is fine for her. Similarly, the work-life balance for the two others was seen as good – the male customer service agent (who has two step-children) is also content with his work-life balance; he has week-ends available and no shifts. Even though it is not the ‘dream’ career he had once envisaged he feels he is relatively satisfied. Unlike most of the women interviewed, he sees himself working in management in five years time.

6.3. Gender dimensions of the relation work/family for this OG.

At CUSTOMER, there are many age groups involved but the majority of customer staff are mothers, often of young children. When asked about their perception regarding organisational gender equality all female customer service staff said they felt that they are working in an organisation where women have a lot of influence and where equality is taken seriously and valued. None of them felt they lacked in work life balance.

At ROTA, a similar picture emerged but with some anecdotal evidence that it is not positive for all working there. Last year, there were staff shortages which resulted in stress and higher workload; one of our interviewees decided to take a break and work as a street warden for 6 months before returning to ROTA. Recently, ROTA has extended its services and is thus installing more telephone lines; this also means that workload has increased which might affect feelings around stress and level of work life balance. 

In both contexts, the women felt they wanted to work in a field where they can do a job that gives a degree of flexibility that, through different shift patterns they can juggle their other responsibilities more efficiently. They said that were aware of family friendly policies but they did not necessarily know the detailed content. The fact that they lost their flexi time has somewhat limited their private flexibility as their own life now needs to be structured around more rigid shift times (and some Saturday working).  However at CUSTOMER there is a culture of team leaders trying to schedule working according to the preferences of individual staff. This, is felt, adds to a family friendly atmosphere ‘where they will try to listen to you or change things’.

At ROTA, the organisational culture seems to a more top down, with more emphasis on performance targets and higher call volumes, but nevertheless the three interviewees said that their work life balance was fine. 

7.  Conclusions

7.1. Basic characteristic of the case study.

Most people interviewed have been working in administrative, secretarial and customer related services before joining CUSTOMER or ROTA. Most of the women had taken a career break and then gone back to work at the COUNCILS. It was important to them to work for the public sector due to its family friendly ethos and generous terms and conditions. Interestingly, the fact that they are now working for a semi-private company does not seem to have a great impact in terms of identification with their employer or their occupational satisfaction. They like customer service work and feel empowered to be part of a big team providing better access to public services to citizens, this is something that became very evident in the interviews, a sense of pride almost. 

Interviewees rejected the notion that this work is their dream job but they feel it is a good and secure job and they are definitely are planning to stay. 

The fact that staff were seconded and there was minimal change in their way of working and terms and conditions has definitely helped to minimise a negative impact on the quality of work. Customer service work is seen as a secure, permanent job and CUSTOMER & ROTA have also introduced a career structure for customer service agents to make the work more attractive. In both organisations, trade unions are involved, However they seem to be more recognised at CUSTOMER through representation at the staff forum. Even though customer service work has become more structured and standardised it does not seem to impact negatively on perceptions of the quality of work or work-life balance. With regard to skills and knowledge, there has been a diversification and as a result customer service staff feel they have learned more and possess more knowledge. They are also pleased to have learned IT skills and most of them report intentions to stay with their respective employers and believe they can have a career there if they wish. 

All interviewees felt content with their work and reported little stress. Again this seems to be particularly true for CUSTOMER. Even though work is scheduled and there was dissatisfaction about working on Saturdays interviewees did not feel this as too limiting. 

At ROTA, stress and more unhappiness with new initiatives of monitorng seems to have been experienced, due to staff shortages and expansion of services. However ROTA interviewees felt that management is trying to improve the current situations.

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

The most important aspect of regulation with direct relevance to the case is the legal framework of TUPE (’Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) Regulations 1981’) which lays down conditions governing the transfer of personnel from one employer to another. The use of the device of ‘secondment’ made these regulations irrelevant in this case, thereby reducing the likelihood of opposition from the staff and their trade union.  Interviews carried out as part of the organisational case study revealed that future developments might not involve a secondment model any more. The question then is how that will impact in workers and their working conditions and of course their retained ‘public sector’ terms and conditions. 

It will depend on the future what sort of strategies CUSTOMER will adopt towards its workforce; one could image a tightening of SLA targets to increase productivity or a further streamlining of services. In addition, there are plans to transfer further services to CUSTOMER which may have consequences on the workload for existing staff, and equally consequences for staff working at the CITY COUNCILS dealing with services planned to be transferred. It would be interesting to see if the secondment model will be applied again, or if there will be a different strategy.

There is also a sense that the COUNCILS and GLOBAL chose secondment as a way to keep up the caring and friendly public sector image in order to avoid a bad image. 

In addition, it is worth noting that there are a number of regional differences. CUSTOMER is located in a region which has high rates of economic activity and a number of other bigger call centres are also located there, which increases the risk of high staff turnover. Keeping staff on mainly permanent, full time contracts with the option of also offering part time and other flexible hours to women and students will create an image of an attractive employer.

ROTA on the other hand is located in a region with rates of economic inactivity above the UK average (39% in comparison to 33% across England, Census 2001) which may explain the slightly higher pressure of stress and monitoring with resulting higher degree of dissatisfaction. 

This is an interesting example of restructuring in the public sector, driven by a national eGovernment agenda, representing good practice in a number of respects including: 

·
the avoidance of conflicts in the transfer of personnel, 

·
the introduction of new working practices in ways that have been well accepted by the staff, 

·
the development of more standardised and efficient ways of handling information in ways that have avoided routinisation and deskilling of staff but on the contrary have expanded their knowledge and range of tasks

·
the creation of secure jobs with career development prospects

On the other side of the coin, it also emerged from interviews that they secondment model in its current form may not be viable for the long-term. CUSTOMER has been set up as a private business with the aim to create opportunities to expand their customer base. This may entail selling products, like call centre strategies, to other councils in the UK. GLOBAL is also involved in two other partnership arrangements with other local authorities. In a new area of activity for GLOBAL, this case has clearly provided a useful testing ground and learning experience.

In marketing similar schemes to other local authorities, it is very good publicity for them to have a ‘best practice’ case. However it should be noted that this case is in a prosperous rural region where the burdens on local councils are not so heavy and there is a strong sense of community (also an area of low unemployment so staff retention is important). The model might not work so well in a harsher environment, such as a run-down inner city area with multiple social problems and high staff turnover.

The ‘softly softly’ approach has clearly worked here and the ‘secondment’ device has not only minimised opposition from trade unions and staff but may also have minimised some other risks too, related both to the role of legal employer and the role of legal provider of statutory services. (the interviews did not cover such issues as legal liability in case a child was put at risk because of bad social services advice, or someone sued the council because they were injured because a pothole in the road was not repaired).

7.3. Importance of the case study results for the WORKS research questions.***

This case has a number of aspects that are of interest in relation to the WORKS research questions:

· It presents an interesting example of one of the new contractual forms (secondment) which are currently being adopted in the context of global restructuring of value chains. This form can be viewed positively (as a way of ensuring continuity and protection of pre-existing terms and conditions of employment, with a full involvement of the social partners) or negatively (as a device by employers to avoid the provisions of the TUPE [transfer of undertakings] regulations). It is too early to be certain but it appears to be the case that this form of transition has succeeded in providing some occupational continuity for the workers affected, enabling them to shift fairly painlessly towards new ways of working and the acquisition of new skills. It could be argued, however, that these factors may be specific to this particular occupational group: these are workers whose previous jobs carried few promotion prospects; as a group they are mostly women who have already made the decision that ‘career’ takes second place to ‘family’ in their lives

· The case also provides an interesting example of a group of workers who, on the whole, subscribe to a ‘traditional’ gender contract. Although only one man was interviewed, so the result remains tentative, it appears to be the case, however, that the minority of men in the group, whilst agreeing that it is not a ‘dream job’ nevertheless see it as offering routes for promotion into management. The fact that most of the managers in this case are also women suggests that the restructuring has not impeded the prospects of promotion for those women who want it – indeed it may have actually offered new opportunities for promotion to management within the new joint enterprise. 

· The restructuring has clearly created new challenges for the development of a good work/life balance. Many of these workers had selected public sector employment in the past precisely because it offered good opportunities for organizing working time around family responsibilities (flexitime agreements, no Saturday or evening working, no shift working). The only cause of major resentment resulting from the restructuring was the requirement to work shifts and sometimes work on Saturday mornings. Even though this is sensitively managed by (mainly female) managers who did their best to accommodate personal needs, it nevertheless clearly represents a deterioration compared with the previous situation.

· In relation to skills and knowledge, the restructuring has provided an opportunity to broaden the knowledge base of workers by turning them into ‘generalists’ expected to have a knowledge with the entire range of local government services instead of ‘specialists’ in a single service area. This has however been accompanied by a standardisation of knowledge

· Finally, the inclusion in the case of three interviews in a different part of the UK but involving an identical organisational model and the same range of local government functions makes it possible to compare the impact of different local economic contexts. It is clear from this comparison that  the nature of the local labour market plays a strong part in forming workers’ expectations. What constitutes a ‘good job’ is clearly measured in relation to the other choices available on the local labour market. The region where the additional interviews were carried out is one of high unemployment. The interviewees had experienced a range of different ‘bad jobs’ locally and, by comparison, customer service in the public sector was experienced as a ‘good job’. By contrast, the other region was a relatively prosperous one where unemployment is low and the labour market is tight, with a number of different call centres competing for workers with good communication skills. Here the workers clearly had much higher expectations that employers should respond to their needs (especially their needs to fit work around family responsibilities) and were less ‘grateful’ for their working conditions. This emphasises the importance of taking into account the regional economic context when studying the impact on individual career trajectories of the restructuring of work.

8. Key data questionnaires 

	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 1

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	37

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Native

	Family status
	Married 

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	Not known

	Children (number, age)
	2

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	GCSEs, National Vocational Qualifications Level 2, typing skills, basic IT skills, customer service skills.

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	Worked at MID DISTRICT COUNCIL before transfer, this was her first job after having taken time off to look after children.

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Customer service agent at CUSTOMER, largely in contact centre and does some admin work. Has done cash and reception training but not benefits therefore rarely downstairs in service centre to deal with face to face queries.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Call centre agent

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Before she worked as administrative staff in MID DISTRICT COUNCIL’s planning department. Key changes relate to using call centre technology and dealing with emails queries. Before there was some work on the phones but not so much customer service oriented.

	Working hours
	35 hours, changing shift patterns 8.30 -4.30, 9-5, 10-6 plus Sat 10-4

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Has participated in general 3 weeks induction training, diversity training, dealing with aggressive customers. Also has done cash and reception training but not benefits therefore rarely downstairs in service centre.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	She likes her customer centred role and enjoys giving advice over the telephone & emails. The work before was admin related and did involve little contact with others. One reason for applying for this post was to work closer to home, she wanted to move location as she lived in the town where CUSTOMER is located. Before she had to travel 30 minutes to work.

The change is experienced as positive, she feels she is learning more and has opportunity to develop if she wants to.

	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 2

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	33

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Native, White British

	Family status
	Married 

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	Shares child caring responsibility with her husband.

	Children (number, age)
	1

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	A-Levels, NVQs Level 3, basic IT skills, 

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	Previously in economic development at MID DISTRICT COUNCIL (still there .5),

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Customer service agent at CUSTOMER, largely in contact centre and does some admin work. Has done cash and reception training but not benefits therefore rarely downstairs in service centre to deal with face to face queries.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Customer Service Agent 

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Works in service centre & contact centre. Does general enquiries on phones in contact centre, also does overflow of student support on phones ( which is more specialised), does benefits face-to-face in service centre (and  is training to do benefits on phone), does cashiering in service centre.

	Working hours
	17.5

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Done general induction, diversity & other customer service related training. 

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	Reasons to transfer was about wanting to pick up another .5 post and concerns how her existing job might change. Also to work closer to home, before travelling was involved now it is a couple of minutes to get to work.

 Agreed work is varied, day goes quickly and that it is possible to leave work behind once out the door, as any worries can be passed on to team leader. Work was considered ‘convenient’ for is geographical location.

Pleased with the solution of secondment, had worried if being outsourced. Belief if things go wrong there is a legal obligation the MID DISTRICT has to take transferred staff back. 

Issues around having to work on Saturdays which can complicate planning of child care and family life in general with her husband.

	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 3

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	45

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	Native, White British

	Family status
	Married 

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	Not known

	Children (number, age)
	2

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	GCSEs, NVQ Level 2 in customer service

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	Previously at MSDC (was based in same location doing a similar role)

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Customer service agent at CUSTOMER, largely in contact centre and does some admin work. Has done cash and reception training but not benefits therefore rarely downstairs in service centre to deal with face to face queries.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Customer Service Agent

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	(Mainly service centre, plus back office functions eg. pest control function),

	Working hours
	35

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Done 

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	Didn’t change location and her role similar though now deals with more services - but previous role was in customer service.

Reasons for applying as she particularly enjoyed face-to-face customer service (not phones) and had been in similar roles for 27 years with council. Acknowledgement that is was not much of a ‘career as such’ though some people had progressed but she wants to stay with CUSTOMER.

	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 4

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	37

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	White British

	Family status
	Married 

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	She is in full time employment to increase the family’s income. She wants to contribute towards mortgage payments and also not be stuck at home all the time. She feels better when she is working and can get a different perspectives on things. She also wants to have enough savings so that her children will receive a good education.

	Children (number, age)
	1, 10

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	A Levels, 

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	Has been with MID DISTRICT as a receptionist in the planning department. She has been working there a year before the transfer. She took some time out after childbirth (5 years) and felt she did not want to leave it too long before returning to full time employment. 

Before she worked as a receptionist for the private sector. Moving into the public sector was a deliberate choice, as more family friendly initiative and support. 

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Customer service agent at CUSTOMER, largely in contact centre and does some admin work. Has done cash and reception training but not benefits therefore rarely downstairs in service centre to deal with face-to-face queries.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Customer service agent

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	She mainly works on the phones dealing with customers’ queries and questions. She has been trained on most of the services on offer and is keen to keep updated. She hopes she can train as a team leader in the future.

	Working hours
	35

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Has done the general induction, diversity.



	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	She is surprised that they process of transfer went so smoothly. She is pleased that she now works in the same town where she lives. She also likes the modern working atmosphere and the closeness between team members. She feels that her colleagues and team leaders do value her. 

It is also easy to swap shifts which she had to do on occasion, e.g. in an emergency with her kid to take them to the doctor. She feels it has been a good career move; she is planning to stay at CUSTOMER.

	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 5

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	42

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	White British

	Family status
	Married

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	She is mainly responsible for taking care of the house, cooking & cleaning. Her husband works often late and as her children are teenagers now she feel pleased to have more time to do things she wants to do and also be working full time.

	Children (number, age)
	2, 15 & 16 years

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	A levels, Undergraduate Degree

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	After her degree show was working only for two years as a PA, then she fell pregnant and stayed home to look after her two children, she only started working at MID DISTRICT in 2005. She was working in a customer service type role at the COUNCIL giving out advice on benefits; this is still a part of her repertoire now.

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	Customer service agent at CUSTOMER, largely in contact centre and does some admin work. Has done cash and reception training but not benefits therefore rarely downstairs in service centre to deal with face to face queries.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Customer Service Agent 

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Deals with queries on the phone and also works in the service centre involving face to face work, has specialised training in benefits. She does not feel her work has changed a lot, it has become more structured and even though she doesn’t have a problem with the monitoring she liked the more unstructured way of working before. 

	Working hours
	35

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Has done 3 weeks general induction, diversity, benefits and social service related work, 

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	She feels she likes the work – and feels it is a big advantage to have moved to the new offices, as they are closer to her home. 




	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 6

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	62

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	White British

	Family status
	Married

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	-

	Children (number, age)
	2, grown up 

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	After leaving school she worked for the Yorkshire Electricity Board, and the Midlands Electricity Board. Then marriage and children meant no paid employment for the next 14 years. To get back into the labour market, she went on a community care practice course. She decided that something in the public sector would suit her.

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	ROTA is a joint venture company set up between GLOBAL and a COUNCIL. The company provides centralised public access to a region in England.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Customer Service Representatives 

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Call centre work answering to queries from customers

	Working hours
	24 

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	Most of her training has been in-house. This revolved around learning to employ new systems and ICT. Some training on how to “handle” customers

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	She joined ROTA after most other staff was transferred, the key reasons to earn extra money and also keep in work to ‘get out of the house’.

	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 7

	Gender
	Female

	Age
	34

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	White British

	Family status
	Married

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	-

	Children (number, age)
	1, 12 years

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	_

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	Experienced multiple jobs after leaving school, worked for electricity boards as admin person and then in a bar. Took 14 years off to look after her daughter. Joined ROTA in 2006, felt much stressed at the beginning when working as customer service representative but now as a supervisor she feels she is actually having a career path she likes and will get her somewhere.

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	ROTA is a joint venture company set up between GLOBAL and a COUNCIL. The company provides centralised public access to a region in England.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Supervisor

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	She looks after customer service representatives, schedules the work and monitors performance.

	Working hours
	37, Shifts: 8 to 4.30. One late shift – 8 to 8 – 2 or 3 times per month

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	All her training needs are catered for; this is mostly work on the job to develop skills in ICT and people management.

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	Feels somewhat empowered by ROTA, and doesn’t see much negative about her job at present.

 She ‘loves the job’. She ‘goes home happy’, though ‘there are not enough hours in the day.’ Last year, before becoming a supervisor, her workload was intense. To such an extent, she took time out from the phones and spent four months as a Warden (kind of street supervision). It was a period when they were understaffed and experiencing poor

 Sees herself as advancing to team Leader and staying with the company.



	Personal information

	Name/Code
	Participant 8

	Gender
	Male

	Age
	33

	Ethnic origin (native, migrant …)
	White British

	Family status
	Married

	Responsibilities in the family/support (short description)
	-

	Children (number, age)
	2 Stepchildren

	Skill profile and trajectory

	Skills profile (degrees, set of skills…)
	A-Levels began degree in graphic design then dropped out since multiple jobs.

	Job history (changes, perspectives, experience of unemployment)
	Prior to this he worked at Ventura, large bank call centres. He wanted to move in to the public sector as he felt that there was ‘greater stability’ as it was working, as he saw it, for the government. He thought it ‘as a job for life.’ He considers the public service aspect of the job worthwhile.

His work experience is fairly wide-ranging. He did a stint at college with a view of going into car design, but left before completing the course. He expresses some regret at this. This would have been his ideal job. There followed a range of work on the back of that: he worked in a sewing factory as general labourer, in warehouse work, and on building sites. He claims to approach employers directly when looking for work, having first explored the area and located likely employers.

	Current job

	Type of organisation (name and short description)
	ROTA is a joint venture company set up between GLOBAL and a COUNCIL. The company provides centralised public access to a region in England.

	Present job (job title, position, perspectives)
	Customer service representatives

	Short description of tasks (changes due to restructuring)
	Deal with calls from the customers. 

	Working hours
	37

	Access to training (formal and informal)
	ICT training to learn the new system has mostly learnt on the job – the key is the ability ‘to adapt to modern systems.’

	Experience of restructuring (main changes in personal job situation)


	Feels this job is better than any of his previous work, he believes ROTA is friendly and maximises a culture of EO and diversity. Following from his multiple job career, he feels he is now at a place where he’d like to stay and move up into management.
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� This contrasts strongly with the (mainly older, mainly male, more senior) IT staff outsourced from the public sector in another UK case study who strongly regretted the loss of a public sector identity. 


� Service level agreements (SLAs) specify performance indicators that must be met by subcontractors. They are usually translated by the outsourcing company (or, in this case, the partnership) into targets that must be met by individual workers or teams.
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