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Call centres ring the changes
Illustration: Nicky Taylor

Call centres – sweatshops or
hubs of fun? Jane Charnley
finds out how the industry
is trying to give its
workplaces a better buzz to stem
the tide of staff departures.
HANDS-UP for toilet visits, managers breathing down minions’
necks and abuse from callers, all
against the clock – these are the
prevailing images of a day in the
life of a stressed call centre
employee after a decade of horror
stories.
Even though a report by the
Health and Safety Executive last
month refuted the accusation that
call centres were sweat shops,
there seems to be no slowdown in
the rate at which staff are slamming down the phones for good.
And furthermore, the existence
of the £12bn industry – once
hailed as the key to the economic
regeneration of former industrial
cities – could be under threat from
the internet. Although the Call
Centre Association (CCA) vigorously denies this – maintaining
that e-trade is likely to put more
calls its way – the closure of BT’s
192 call centre in York next month
has been blamed on increased use
of the web.
So presumably it is with these
issues ringing in its ears that the
live call-handling industry has
embarked on its clean-up campaign.
Last week, the Yorkshire branch
of the Glasgow-based CCA, which
formed in 1996, held its second
forum – and the topic at the top of
the agenda was recruitment.
Because, although not divulging
specific figures to reveal the full
extent of the problem at its member companies, CCA regional associate Martin Gilhooly admitted
the high staff turnover presents
them with a “significant challenge”.
In fact, estimates for the churn
rate – or rate of attrition, as the
CCA is calling it – can be as high
as 30 per cent, but probably averages nearer 25 per cent. This figure is astronomical in comparison
with the annual average 10 per
cent turnover in other industries.
“It is expensive to have a high
attrition rate,” states Gilhooly,
speaking from the Disaster Recovery Centre in Cleckheaton. This is
a new, £1.3m, 800-seater centre
operated by the global recovery
services arm of US-owned Schlum-

berger Sema, which provides companies with call-handling facilities
in the event of a crisis at their
own premises. (Schlumberger’s
New York facilities were used
within four hours of the World
Trade Centre collapse on September 11.)
“The industry is focusing on it
and wants to reduce it,” continues
Gilhooly. “Today is about highlighting the importance of recruitment. If you get it wrong in the
beginning you are in difficulty.”
Recent examples have shown it
costs companies up to £5,000 to
recruit, train up and then lose a
member of staff.
The key presentation by psychometric-testing expert Roy Davies
from employment consultancy
group, SHL, attracted 40 regional
CCA members to the forum – representing the huge range of sectors which now have call centres
at the heart of their customer services operations.
Yorkshire and Humber now has
the fourth largest number of people employed in direct line call
centres in the UK, with 36,000
workers out of a national figure of
400,000.
Gilhooly, a consultant and exGrattan employee who works part
time for the CCA, says companies
must use sophisticated methods
such as these to recruit the right
staff – who should have “unique,
people skills”.
Helen Roberts, forum delegate
and recruitment projects manager
at Kingston Incontact, the 18month old outsourcing centre in
Hull, said she would be breaking
the call centre mould to look for
people with no previous experience in the field.
“At the moment we have no problems attracting people but we want
to make sure we don’t have problems in the future. I previously
worked in call centre recruitment
in Leeds and there was a constant
churn, with everyone moving from
one centre to another. But we are
looking for strong competencies
and potential.”
And then there’s training – an
area where CCA chairman, Colin
MacKay says most radical change

is needed. The subject takes priority in the CCA’s new Framework
for Best Practice – one of the
benchmarks to result from the
CCA’s drive for more coherent
self-regulation.
The award, which also covers
internal communication,
employee feedback, dispute resolution and customer service levels,
was presented at last week’s
forum to the Yorkshire Building
Society – often out ahead in staff
issues – for achieving the standard at its Bradford centre.
The CCA is also setting up a dedicated training board in London,
which hopes to work with the
Government’s Sector Skills Council, replacing the National Training Organisations.
“What we want to do is put
together a climbing wall of training opportunity,” says McKay, “so
that if you come into the industry
with skills or without any previous experience, you can see what
you need to do to familiarise your-

self with the basic skills – but also
see what to do next to progress.”
But however much emphasis is
placed on recruitment and training, many forum delegates felt creating the right environment to be
the key issue. In fact, furniture,
lighting, desk arrangements, temperature-control and a “fun” atmosphere are invariably placed
higher in importance than money.
An average salary for a call centre
worker has been estimated at
between £12,000 and £14,000 – but
this includes managers’ wages
which can be up to £70,000 – so,
more accurately, call handlers are
only paid the minimum wage.
Morale boosters at Centrica’s
centre in Leeds include wine,
chocolates, employee-of-the-month
certificates and bright yellow cups
with smiley faces more often than
cash. In fact, staff are encouraged
to raise money for charity rather
than themselves. Centrica’s 1,200
staff recently took part in a
designer sausage competition in

aid of Cystic Fibrosis. Customer
services manager Amanda Evans,
explains: “It is about making the
job fun and generating employee
satisfaction. Lots of competitions
and incentives. Anything to give
the place a buzz!”
At NHS Direct in Wakefield
more practical steps have been
taken to hold onto its 120 telephone nurses and general callhandlers. “The main problem is
that most of the work is out of
hours – evenings, weekends and
holidays,” says Mandi Huntington, operations manager, eager to
pick up some tips at the forum.
“So we have started to advertise
for more part-time staff – having
found they don’t mind doing, say
two evenings per week.”
But comments from industry expert Max McKeown,
author of Call Centres:
Strategy for Survival, suggest it takes something more
radical than self-regulation
and jolly crockery to present

call centre work as an attractive
long-term career prospect.
He quotes ICL as a shining
example of progression. The company’s call centres had a crippling
staff turnover rate of 30 per cent,
so managers decided to do the
unthinkable and empower its own
staff. “The ball’s in your court,”
they said, “design your own job.”
And the turnover rate dropped to
a staggering seven per cent. “Not
surprisingly everybody was
happy,” says McKeown. “Normally in call centres you are paid
and rewarded on how many calls
you take. Whereas here, they said
if the number of calls goes down,
you are doing the right thing.”
But its remains to be seen
whether Yorkshire’s call centres

will embrace the idea that the call
centre job itself could be enhanced, rather than the workplace. When it was suggested to
Gilhooly that the real problem lay
in the fact that answering the telephone all day long was no better
than working on a factory production line, he said:
“It can be robotic and it doesn’t
suit everyone – we must recognise
that. But some people love it. It
might have replaced factories but
it is not a dirty job, it is in a clean
environment and you are looked
after. In India, call centres are
seen as the bees’ knees – we need
to make sure that attitude prevails
here. We already have some great
examples in Yorkshire.”

jane.charnley@ypn.co.uk

Private functions and public necessities
Britain’s public services may be in a bad way,
but private firms are falling over themselves to
get involved. Stephen Cunningham reports.
PRIME Minister Tony Blair’s General
Election pledge to nurse Britain’s public
services back to health has relied heavily
on big business coming on side, and the
signs are firms are falling over themselves to sign up.
And that has led the Government to
hand over lucrative contracts to private
companies on an unprecedented scale, to
rebuild schools and hospitals suffering
from decades of neglect and underinvestment.
Only last week, the Government
unveiled a £70bn rescue plan for the
nation’s struggling railways in which the
private sector is expected to play a leading role.
And business has broadly welcomed
the Government’s overtures as oncetroubled construction companies like
Amey have been able to turn around
their fortunes by embracing its so-called
public-private partnerships (PPP) and
private finance initiative (PFI). To date,
more than 450 such projects have been
completed with a capital value of more
than £20bn.
“Former construction firms like Carillion have reinvented themselves as services providers securing better margins
on contracts than before and obtaining
very solid long-term earnings potential
in this sector,” said Paul Haley, of the

International Project Finance Association, which promotes the role of private
business in the public sector. Under PFI,
first introduced by the then Conservative
Government in the early 1990s, private
companies are responsible for the
design, construction, finance and operation of a public asset or service for a
given period of time, after which it is
transferred back to the public sector.
After a rocky start, this method of
financing hugely expensive capital projects, without threatening the public
purse, has mushroomed. The private sector is seen as being more efficient at running public services and there is the
added advantage for the Government
that it bears most of the risk.
The recent furore over Railtrack,
Britain’s railway network forced into
liquidation last year when the Government refused to bail it out, led some to
believe that financiers in the City of London would be unwilling to get into bed
with Labour again, but others say this is
misleading as to how private financing
schemes for public projects work.
“There are no problems in arranging
finance in the market place. PFI contracts are very tightly drawn and if anything the perceived risk has continued to
fall as the market matures,” said John
Denning, director of corporate affairs at

Private role: The furore over Railtrack
raised questions over future finance.
Carillion, the construction and services
firm.
“The Government has made the
improvement of public services a priority and this will require PFI to go on
working and we don’t see any reason
why it won’t continue to grow and
mature,” he added.
Support services group Amey won a
record £1.8bn of orders last year, including a contract worth £35m lasting 12
years to provide an accounts service for

the Government’s Trade and Industry
department.
With Blair planning to pump billions
into transport over the next 10 years,
analysts said future earnings growth for
companies like Amey were guaranteed.
“It’s only so quickly the Government
can spend, and it’s had problems in
underspending over the past year,” said
Karl Green, Commerzbank analyst.
Given that PFI only accounts for nine
per cent of Government procurement
projects, the market has considerable
opportunity to grow, said the IPFA’s
Haley.
While IT projects have struggled,
mainly because of the sector’s constantly
changing nature, private firms have been
scrambling over themselves to get in on
the act in healthcare and schools.
But a distinct unease remains with
what detractors claim are short-term
advantages to the public of privatelyfinanced schemes at the expense of
future generations who will have to pay
for it all.
But PFI supporters refute criticism
that the projects don't provide value for
money, reeling off a long list of government projects that arrived over budget
and behind schedule as proof that the
private sector is more efficient.
There have already been flashpoints,
most notably over the vexed question of
whether National Health Service staff
should be transferred out of the public
sector when their hospitals are taken
over by private firms.
And the current storm over the railways has been at least in part fuelled by
seething union anger at the burgeoning
role of private business.
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