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<A>Introduction

In the film Slumdog Millionaire, the central character Jamal Malik gains employment in a Mumbai XE "Mumbai"  call centre as a chai wallah. Scenes from this workplace, particularly the one in which Jamal stands in for a customer service representative and mishandles a call from a Scottish customer, resonate with the multiple images and perceptions popularly associated with the Indian XE "Indian"  call centre: cultural and linguistic difference and misunderstanding, crowded and fast-paced workplaces, the youth of its upwardly mobile workforce, technological domination, the concealment of the centres’ locations and the ambiguous identities of employees. Although myths persist, such as that presented in the film of management giving agents daily updates of UK XE "UK"  soap operas so that they can better empathize with customers (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter" , 2005), these representations do reflect a material reality, the relocation of interactive service work from the English-speaking developed economies (principally the United States and the United Kingdom) to the developing countries (notably India XE "India" ) (Dossani and Kenney 2003; Taylor 2009). 

The volume of services offshored has grown remarkably over the past decade, as is evidenced by the Indian XE "Indian"  industry body Nasscom XE "NASSCOM"  (National Association of Software and Service XE "Service work"  Companies). For the overall BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  (Business Process XE "Processing"  Outsourcing XE "Outsourcing" ) sector, total employment for 2009 is calculated at 790,000 (Nasscom 2009), having risen from 102,000 in 2002 (Nasscom 2002). The BPO designation indicates a heterogeneous sector composed of call centre services and diverse non-customer-facing activities of varying complexity, from the most transactional data processing to what is known as Knowledge XE "Knowledge, knowledge work, knowledge workers"  Process Outsourcing (KPO) (see Dossani and Kenney 2007; Nasscom-McKinsey 2005). Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  (2006a) calculated that 60 percent of employees were engaged in voice processes and 40 percent in non-customer-facing processes. More recently Nasscom-Everest (2008, 32) estimated 42 percent to be employed in ‘customer interaction and support’ activity, which includes both voice and email contact. The less visible ‘back office’ is growing more rapidly than call centre activity, a trend that seems certain to continue, but this longer-term shift has hardly surfaced in popular commentary or impacted on academic discourse. Both seem, with the Indian call centre, to be emblematic of the cultural contradictions implicated in the globalization of service work. 

Consequently, several studies have centred on how Indian XE "Indian"  employees have negotiated their identities within the dynamics of cultural globalization, often focusing on genderized dimensions (Cohen and El-Sawad 2007; McMillin 2006; Mirchandani XE "Mirchandani, Kirna" 

 XE "Mirchandani, Kiran"  2004; 2005; Poster 2007; van den Broek 2004). A broader analysis of gender and the outsourcing of service work has considered the position of women in Indian call centres (Howcroft XE "Howcroft, Debra"  and Richardson XE "Richardson"  2008). Other authors have focused on the labour process (Batt et al. 2005; D’Cruz and Noronha 2006; Ramesh 2004; Russell and Thite 2008; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2004; 2005) arising from this new international division of labour, and explored within the Indian context issues of work organization and management control that had stimulated early academic interest in the call centre in the UK XE "UK"  and elsewhere. Still others have pursued a more specific interest in human resource management practices (Batt et al, 2005; Budhwar et al, 2005; 2009) and in employee relations and trade union organization (Noronha and D’Cruz 2006; Sandhu 2006; Taylor and Bain 2006b; 2008; Taylor et al. 2009). Surprisingly, though, less attention has been paid to the political economy of offshoring and to the organizational restructuring and process re-engineering that have accompanied relocation (Dossani and Kenney 2003; 2007; Taylor and Bain, 2003; 2005; 2006a). 

Although this literature as a whole now constitutes a considerable body of knowledge on work and employment in Indian XE "Indian"  call centres, it remains focused on the international centres servicing overseas customers and has almost entirely neglected the ‘domestic’ segment, which services Indian customers. To reinforce the point of neglect, a recent edited collection on Indian BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  (Thite and Russell 2009) scarcely mentions the ‘indigenous’ call centre industry, which by late 2007 employed an estimated 280,000 (Dataquest 2008). Although this is undoubtedly an overestimate, Indian industry body Nasscom XE "NASSCOM"  (2009) calculated half a million by 2009.

It is important to acknowledge the contrasting dynamics underlying the international and domestic segments, the outcomes of differing capital accumulation strategies operating at global and national scales respectively. The former involves decisions taken by companies based in the US XE "US (United States)" , Canada, the UK XE "UK"  and Australia to locate at least part of their voice services in India XE "India" . This overseas migration occurred for multiple reasons, but principally because of labour arbitrage, overall cost reduction and the availability of an educated, English-speaking labour force that could provide customer services and sales of sufficiently high quality.
 The first migratory wave in the late 1990s saw the creation of ‘captives’, essentially in-house facilities, owned and directly controlled by multinationals such as GE Capital XE "Capital, global capital, human capital, social capital"  or American Express. Thereafter, Indian XE "Indian"  companies emerged as third-party providers offering services to clients in the developed economies (Chakrabarty 2006), and were followed by the significant arrival of multinational service companies (e.g. IBM, Accenture, EDS) which established facilities as part of their global service delivery model in competition with the Indian outsourcers (Dossani and Kenney 2007; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  2009). Irrespective of the nature of the contractual relationship between supplier and provider, and notwithstanding the differentiation between captive and third-party operations, the Indian call centre industry should be regarded essentially as a spatially configured outcome of the capital accumulation strategies of corporations in the developed economies operating at an international scale. 

By contrast, the fundamental driver of the domestic segment is the dynamism of the Indian XE "Indian"  economy, the growth of its broadly based services sector (Central Statistical Organization 2006; Poddar and Yi 2007) and, as an integral part of this expansion, the emergence of an Indian version of the ‘new economy’. Annual Indian GDP XE "GDP (Gross Domestic Product)"  growth for the two years 2006–200-7 and 2007–2008 was over 9 percent (Economist Intelligence Unit 2008), and averaged 6.8 percent for the period 2000–2005, having risen from 5.8 percent p.a. between 1995 and 2000 (Ablett et al. 2007). Sustained expansion followed the liberalization of the economy in 1991 and the commitment of central government, irrespective of political complexion, to reform agendas comprising deregulation, privatization and, crucially, the attraction of foreign direct investment. 

India XE "India" ’s new economy is inseparably connected to the emergence of its expanding middle class (Sukla et al. 2004; Sridharan 2004). Estimates of its size vary considerably from 100–250 million depending on definitional boundaries, but what is beyond doubt is its growth and the particularly significant formation of a ‘new middle class’. This social grouping is held to be both ideologically committed to the policies of liberalization and distinguished by the consumption of commodities such as cell phones, televisions, washing machines and cars (Ablett et al. 2007; Fernandes 2004). As the aggregate income of the middle classes has swollen, so too has discretionary spending increased on the commodities and services that require customer interaction services, such as in telecommunications, banking, insurance, technology/IT, travel, electronics and IT (Dataquest 2008).   

The point of departure for this chapter, then, is the lacuna in research on work organization and the experience of work in Indian XE "Indian"  domestic call centres. The one limited exception is the country study of the global call centre project (Batt et al. 2005). However, the research was conducted in 2003 before the domestic sector took off, and, more importantly for the purposes of this chapter, the data on working conditions and work organization comes exclusively from management sources. Our specific focus is to fill a significant gap in our knowledge by attempting to understand the experiences of domestic employees from their own perspective, considering, when the data permits, the particular gender dimensions of this experience. We begin with a summary of what is known of the structure and characteristics of the domestic BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  industry. This contextualization is followed by a necessarily brief evaluation of key themes to have emerged from the relevant academic literature. Although this is not strictly a comparative study, the evidence and argument from both the developed geographies and India XE "India"  foregrounds and informs the discussion that accompanies our findings.  An account is then provided of the methods employed in the study. 

The primary data comes from what is to our knowledge the first survey of domestic agents, and is supplemented by insight from in-depth semi-structured interviews. Presentation of the findings is structured sequentially according to a number of research questions. What is the profile of the workforce according to gender, contractual status and the distribution of employees by type of work? What are the career intentions of employees? To what extent do workers feel pressurized in the course of a normal working day and what are the perceived sources of pressure? We conclude with some general reflections on the experience of work in domestic call centres. 

<A>Indian XE "Indian"  domestic XE "Domestic work, domestic workplace"  BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  and call centres
It is possible to construct a profile of the Indian XE "Indian"  domestic BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  sector based upon consultants’ reports, additional documentary sources, data gathered at Nasscom XE "NASSCOM"  conferences and the limited academic research. Synthesizing these sources, we can see that domestic BPO developed haphazardly in comparison to the international segment, which originated in the locational decisions of western capital. Domestic XE "Domestic work, domestic workplace"  centres originated with small direct selling or telemarketing operations ‘who made calls using just an office set-up, sometimes with a very basic ACD’ (Dataquest 2008, 2). While advanced technology and international marketing served as entry barriers to companies setting up offshore centres, these were not obstacles for anyone wishing to establish a domestic centre. Consequently, although several of these companies have developed into sizeable organizations, much of the industry consists of small ‘unorganized’ players of less than 200 employees, a fact which has several significant deleterious implications for employment relations and the experience of work and resonates with Howcroft XE "Howcroft, Debra"  and Richardson XE "Richardson" ’s (2008) observations regarding informality and its effects on women.  

The major clients of the top ten outsourced companies (Table 1) demonstrate the importance of the ‘new economy’. Clearly the deregulated telecommunications industry, whether Indian XE "Indian"  or, increasingly, global companies, dominates (Nasscom XE "NASSCOM"  2005, 7). The growth in mobile telephony is particularly significant. Nasscom-Everest (2008) calculate that 81 percent of domestic employment is in the telecoms ‘vertical’ as almost all the major players have outsourced call centre services. Given that Batt et al.’s (2005) sample consisted of only 27 percent of centres in telecommunications, this indicates the disproportionate recent growth in this sector. BFSI (banking, financial services, insurance) is next in importance, although companies have tended to keep customer service in-house, outsourcing only outbound and telemarketing services. In terms of ‘captives’, then, almost all the large banks, including ICICI Bank, Reliance, HDFC, Citibank and Standard Chartered, have centralized in-house call centres (Dataquest 2008, 2). In travel, operations are split between in-house and outsourced operations. Jet Airways and Kingfisher have captives while Air India XE "India"  has increasingly outsourced to Intelenet. Retail XE "Retail work" , technology, and media and entertainment are also sectors in which companies have developed call centres, albeit more modestly. 

Table 1 Top 10 domestic outsourced call centre companies

	Company
	No. of Employees
	Major Clients

	Intelenet Global XE "Global"  Services
	15,260
	Air India, XE "India"  BSNL, Vodafone, Tata AIG, ICICI Pru, Citibank, PNB, ABN AMRO, Airtel Broadband

	Aegis BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  Services
	13,044
	Airtel, Vodafone, Idea, HDFC, Aviva, Citibank, ABN AMRO

	InfoVision
	7,814
	Icici Bank, GE, HP,HSBC, WPL, Airtel

	HTMT
	6,000
	Airtel

	Omnia BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" 
	5,927
	MTNL, Indian XE "Indian"  Spice, Indian Railways

	MphasiS
	5,500
	Airtel, SBI, Idea

	Andromeda
	5,500
	Vodafone, Idea, Citigroup, Tata AIG Life, HDFC, Standard Life, Birla Sun Life

	Firstsource
	4,600
	Vodafone, ICICI Bank, ICICI Prudential

	Magus
	4,000
	Airtel, Vodafone, Idea, Times of India, XE "India"  Dishnet

	Serwizsol
	4,000
	Tata Teleservices, VSNL, Tata Sky


(Source: Dataquest 2008 http;//dqindia.ciol.com/cgi-bin/printer.asp?id=102722) 

Growth is evidenced by rapid revenue expansion. Nasscom XE "NASSCOM" -Everest (2008, 44) estimated total revenues at $200 million in 2003, $1,100 million in 2007 and a projected $1,570 million for 2008, representing a CAGR of 51 percent. Dataquest (2008) calculates total employment at 280,000 composed of 130,000 in captives and 150,000 in outsourced operations. The domestic segment
 is now the fastest-growing part of India XE "India" ’s BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  industry (Nasscom 2007: Nasscom-Everest 2008), although a sense of perspective is required in that the domestic sector is dwarfed by the offshored component, which boasts $26–29 billion in revenues. It is universally expected that domestic BPO will continue to expand in existing and in new sectors (particularly retail, travel, hospitality, healthcare) as more companies adopt the call centre template, the Indian XE "Indian"  economy booms, middle-class consumption continues to rise, and competitive pressures intensify cost-cutting in tighter labour markets.  These predictions of growth were widely held, but pre-dated the global financial crisis of September 2008 and its impact on Indian BPO. However, future growth is partially dependent on further deregulation, notably the removal of restrictions on domestic service provision from international facing centres (Nasscom-Everest 2008, 121).  

Although the domestic and international components have contrasting underlying political economic dynamics and operate at different scales, some tendencies to integration are detectable. Certain domestic outsource companies are simultaneously offshore providers; Intelenet, for example, is not only the most important domestic company but is majority-owned by Barclays and provides services for UK XE "UK"  customers. Conversely, exporters such as Genpact and Teleperformance are building domestic capacity in order to diversify their client proposition, a trend that may accelerate given the impact of the financial crisis on international BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" . The domain knowledge gained in serving international markets can be applied to extending domestic operations (Nasscom XE "NASSCOM"  Everest 2008, 126, 232). 

Nevertheless, the available evidence suggests salient differences between the industry segments. Nasscom XE "NASSCOM" -Everest (2008, 122) comments that the ‘operating models for serving the domestic BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  segment...differ considerably from those directed at export BPO’. Lower operating margins in export BPO follow from the lack of cost-arbitrage value, a factor impacting on labour costs and hence salaries. Industry surveys consistently show remuneration in domestics at about half that of international centres (Dataquest 2008; Nasscom-Hewitt 2008). Avendus (2008, 16) calculates annual average domestic starting salaries at $2,000, compared with $4,500 for international agents. In turn, this differential is related to skill requirements. The advanced linguistic capability needed to serve overseas customers leads to highly selective recruitment,
 compared with domestics, where only good communication skills are needed (Dataquest 2008, 3; Nasscom-Everest 2008, 122), even though knowledge of Indian XE "Indian"  languages is often an additional requirement. As labour markets tighten in the established locations, domestic centres are increasingly located in smaller (Tier 2 and Tier 3) cities as part of a more general geographical dispersion to lower-cost locations capable of delivering services for domestic operations, if not for international provision.

Domestic XE "Domestic work, domestic workplace"  workplaces are smaller and have more limited delivery facilities. Batt et al.’s sample found domestic centres averaging 104 employees, compared with 741 for international centres. However, this study also claimed that the ‘small office environment of domestic centres does allow for close relationships among employees and managers and provides more opportunity for flexibility in workplace employment practices’ (2005, 3). The assumption that these ‘close relationships’ imply beneficial outcomes for employees calls for rigorous examination. The prominence of reported instances of authoritarian managerial behaviour suggests an alternative perspective in what Dataquest (2008) terms the ‘unorganized’ companies. There was the case of the Bangalore-based company BelAir, which summarily dismissed its 150-strong workforce in the summer of 2006 without compensation, in contravention of labour law (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2008). During fieldwork in February 2007 one of the authors interviewed employees of Chennai XE "Chennai" -based outsourcers who had not been paid for several months. The union, UNITES, which was founded in September 2005 to represent call centre and BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  employees, has identified poor employment practices and breaches of contract as commonplace in smaller centres (http://unitespro.org/). 

<A>Work organization and employee XE "Employees"  experiences in call centres
Since the organization of work, management control and the experience of work in call centres have received such enormous academic attention, it is not necessary to reprise the entirety of the debates. A recent comprehensive review is provided by Russell (2008). Yet, it is helpful to signpost some key conclusions. Researchers have long acknowledged that call centres are not homogeneous, although the nature of this variation has been formulated and explained in different terms. Frenkel et al. (1999) characterized the call centre as a mass customized bureaucracy, while Korczynski (2002) insisted that work is imbued with two logics, the need to be customer-efficient and customer-oriented. These positions commonly contest the view that call centre work industrializes the interactive service encounter by emphasizing the importance of customization rather than standardization. More sophisticated attempts link product markets, customer segments and organizational strategies. Consequently, Batt and Moynihan (2002) produce three models of professional service at the high-quality, high-skill end, mass production at the lower-complexity, low-skill end, and the hybrid mass customization form. Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  (2001) suggested that call centres and their constituent workflows differentiate according to volume and value reflecting managerial prioritization of quantity and quality, the outcome of economic contingencies (e.g. product market, sector, level of competition, position of firm), nature of service (inbound, outbound, sales, help desk, customer service) and technology. Houlihan (2002) convincingly demonstrated variation, albeit within a low-trust, high-commitment paradigm. Recent contributions on nursing (e.g. Smith et al. 2008) remind us that the call centre is the telemediated medium capable of delivering professional services.
 

Nevertheless, despite heterogeneity, complex forms of interaction and the importance of skill and emotional labour, most would agree that it is the ‘mass production’ paradigm that dominates. As a consequence, despite the reported satisfactions of helping customers, many call handlers, particularly those engaged in high-volume, low-discretion workflows, have reported daily experiences of work as pressurized and often contributing to ill-health (Deery et al. 2002; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  et al. 2003). These are as much the experiences of women, who comprise between 60 and 65 percent of the workforce in developed economies, as they are of men. Yet, with some notable exceptions (e.g. Belt 2002; Belt et al. 2002; Durbin 2006; Huws 2003), the genderized aspects of call centre work remain surprisingly undeveloped. Key findings include the perpetuation of a sexual division of labour within an expanding area of women’s employment and the existence of a glass ceiling that leaves most women able to aspire only to being a team leader at best. 

Evidence suggests that work organization in international-facing Indian XE "Indian"  call centres at the offshored node of the transnational service supply lie at the quantitative end of the spectrum (Batt et al. 2005; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2005). In what has been termed ‘Taylorism through export’, the services that have been migrated have been the most transactional, standardized, and subject to extensive scripting and tight controls (Taylor and Bain 2006a). That agents experience this work as demanding, pressurized and frequently stressful has been confirmed by diverse sources (e.g. D’Cruz and Noronha 2006; Remesh 2005; Taylor and Bain 2006), although other researchers have a more benign interpretation (Thite and Russell 2008). Distinctive characteristics of the Indian industry exacerbate problems for call handlers, whether long working hours, late or night shift working and long travelling times. As indicated, several authors have considered the position of women within this new global international division of labour (e.g. Mirchandani XE "Mirchandani, Kirna" 

 XE "Mirchandani, Kiran" , 2004a;b; Poster 2007) and the contradictions and conflicts in national and gender identity that have emerged. For all that this extensive literature illuminates our understanding of work organization in call centres in the developed countries and in the offshored Indian sector, the domestic Indian industry remains almost unknown territory and it remains to be seen how these themes resonate. 

<A>Methods and sources
The findings derive from research undertaken in 2007 by a collaborative team based at the University of Strathclyde and at the Indian XE "Indian"  Institute of Management in Ahmedabad. The principal intention was to examine the attitudes of members of the recently founded trade union UNITES towards their organization and to evaluate the potential for collective organization in Indian call centres/BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" . While the study encompassed employees working in the international-facing and domestic segments, we focus in this chapter exclusively on the latter. We draw on additional data on work organization and experiences of work that have not been used in the published outputs to date (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  et al. 2009).

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used. A questionnaire adopted relevant questions from existing surveys of UK XE "UK"  call centre work, and included others informed by the authors’ knowledge of Indian XE "Indian"  BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  (D’Cruz and Noronha 2006; Noronha and D’Cruz 2006; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2005; 2006b). Amendments were made following a pilot in Chennai XE "Chennai"  in February 2007. Access to the national and local databases of UNITES enabled the research team to identify members who were then invited to complete the questionnaire in face-to-face interviews. In total 618 usable questionnaires were completed between April and June 2008 by employees working in domestic centres in the six cities in which UNITES had established ‘chapters’ (Bangalore, Chennai, Kochi, Hyderabad, New Delhi XE "New Delhi" , Mumbai XE "Mumbai" ). Supplementary semi-structured interviews were conducted with 25 domestic employees, which enabled deeper exploration of their experiences. Interviews lasted on average one hour and were taped and transcribed. 

We recognize potential issues of bias in that the sample was selected, albeit randomly, from existing members of UNITES. It might be supposed that association with this embryonic employee organization (see Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter" , 2008; Taylor et al. 2009) would predispose respondents towards critical attitudes towards their employing organizations and to the meanings attached to their own work situation. Against this, we would emphasize that this is the largest survey of employees to date in the domestic sector and respondents were employed in a broad range of domestic BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  companies. 

<A>Profiling the domestic XE "Domestic work, domestic workplace"  workforce
The findings presented in Table 2 profile the Indian XE "Indian"  domestic workforce and provide evidence both of the type of work undertaken and of employees’ career orientations. According to this sample, a slender majority of the domestic workforce is female (52 percent), which compares to the 60/40 per cent split found in Batt et al.’s study (2005, 6). The evidence, then, suggests that a higher proportion of women is employed in domestics than in international centres overall. Indeed, a number of female respondents reported on how the gender composition of the domestic workforce had changed over time. One outsourced Chennai XE "Chennai"  call handler recalled that, when she had started with her employer in 2004, the workforce of 180 had been almost entirely male. While the overwhelming majority of workers of both genders are employed on full-time contracts, a minority are engaged part-time, a contractual situation almost entirely unknown in international-facing centres (Batt et al. 2005, 9) and markedly so in ‘captives’ (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  et al. 2009, 28). 

Two-thirds of this sample are engaged solely on voice services, while one-third combine call handling with other customer interaction (email, text) and/or non-customer-facing tasks such as data entry or document processing. Of those employed exclusively on voice services, 69 percent received inbound calls of various kinds, while 31 percent were engaged on outbound services, principally telemarketing and sales. One obvious contrast with employees in the international-facing centres, whose work times are synchronized with customer availability in the US XE "US (United States)" , the UK XE "UK"  and elsewhere, is the smaller percentage (16 percent) in domestics who worked on night shifts. 

Table 2: Sample characteristics

	
	N
	%

	Gender XE "Gender" 
	
	

	     Male
	293
	48%

	     Female
	314
	52%

	Contractual status
	
	

	     Full-time
	544
	90%

	     Part-time XE "Part-time work" 
	59
	10%

	Nature of work
	
	

	     Combined call centre and BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  work
	204
	34%

	     Call centre XE "Call centre work"  work only
	401
	66%

	     Inbound calls (sales, technical support, customer service etc.)
	321
	69%

	     Outbound calls (telemarketing, sales)
	80
	31%

	     Night shifts
	25
	16%

	Career XE "Careers"  intentions
	
	

	     This is a long-term job I will stay in
	109
	18%

	     Part of career advancement in this company
	157
	26%

	     Part of a career that will take me to different BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  companies
	318
	52%

	     Part of a career that will probably take me outside the BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  sector
	16
	3%

	     Not part of a career/uncertain
	30
	5%

	
	
	

	
	N
	Mean

	Age
	618
	23.4

	Tenure (months)
	618
	13.4

	Monthly contracted hours a
	520
	219


a Mean hours were calculated on a restricted range of the sample (79 percent) who responded that they had worked 250 hours or less. 

The evidence from Table 2 is that domestic centres provide an entry point into the BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  industry for many, as career intentions suggest. Fewer than one in five respondents see their current position as a long-term job, although more than one in four aim to develop a career within their existing company, progressing to team leader or management roles. However, the most significant finding is that a majority (52 percent) view their current employment as transitory, although the perception that their career will take them to another BPO company suggests contrasting or mixed motives, as the interview evidence reveals. There are those who see their career in ‘horizontal’ terms, in that their ambition is limited to the prospect of moving to another domestic company that might pay more or have better conditions. Others state that they are striving to secure promoted positions in other domestic companies. 

The most powerfully expressed desire is to make the transition from the domestic to the better-paying and higher-status international sector, where career opportunities are perceived to be qualitatively superior. For example, this Bangalore-based telemarketing employee expressed her ideal career path.   

I, like most of my colleagues, would like to work for an international, an American company would be best. They have got reputation and the salary is better and the prospects are good. But they only take the best and your language has to be very, very good. All I can do is get experience and improve myself and hope for the opportunity. I think it more difficult for women to take the step up.

This Chennai XE "Chennai"  outsourced agent expressed the common perception that working in domestic BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  was decidedly second-rate.

It is not very professional. Most of the time we have to speak in local languages. Domestic XE "Domestic work, domestic workplace"  call centres are not up to the mark when you compare them to a multinational. 

Another Chennai XE "Chennai"  worker, an inbound call handler, provided insight into the shared knowledge amongst BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  employees of opportunities in the local market. Personal contact not only informs choices to move, but also could help facilitate successful transition. 

Everyone in Chennai XE "Chennai"  working in call centres is in a little community. Many of us knew each other from college or university of where we lived or through our families before we worked. Now one person works in one place and another in another place. We talk about what work is like, what is going on, what the problems are and people move between places, but they all have pressure. 

The short average tenure of 13 months indicates that the general intention to seek employment opportunities in other BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  firms does translate into actual decisions. Averaging 23 years and 5 months, the domestic workforce is younger even than that employed in the international subsector, a disparity that reflects the fact that the many domestics appear to be more prepared to employ undergraduates in addition to the graduates who almost exclusively comprise the international workforce.

One of the more notable findings of the study is in relation to working hours. The monthly mean of 219 hours is equivalent to a weekly average of 50 hours and 30 minutes, which is extraordinarily long in comparison to comparable averages for the developed economies. From the testimonies, it is evident that extensive working time is deeply ingrained in the domestic subsector. This Chennai XE "Chennai"  call handler, now working for a mobile telecoms provider, recalled: 
We used to handle the customers complaints and had shifts till 10 p.m. Each shift was for nine hours and we had a six-day week, but when it came to month ends we had to work on Sundays too. On a nine hour shift we would take calls for eight hours. Things have improved now. 

Other respondents indicated that the ‘flexibility’ suggested by Batt et al. (2005) did not lead to benefits for employees, but to an unwelcome extensification of the working day. A female inbound agent working for a small telecoms outsourcer reported how she was required to complete the documentation relating to the sales that she had made earlier in the day. 

Whether I come in at seven or ten I have to stay back till late in the night, till we finish the applications on the desk. It causes much pressure. 

<A>Call volumes and average call times
Table 3 provides evidence of the number of calls handled and the average length of calls by type of call activity. Respondents report an average of 167 calls per shift on inbound, 162 calls per shift on outbound and considerably fewer (98 per shift) when voice and other forms of customer contact and/or BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  work are combined. These figures translate into average call handling times of approximately three minutes, four minutes and seven and a half minutes respectively. With the exception of combined call centre and BPO work, where call times are significantly longer, agents in the domestic sector on both outbound and inbound activity handle extraordinarily high volumes of calls of short duration. If, as has been argued, workflows in international-facing centres are located at the quantitative end of the call centre spectrum (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter" , 2005), then those in domestic centres appear to lie at the furthest extreme. Several interviewees commented on call volumes, including this female Bangalore agent: 
I have worked in [several] domestic call centres and in my work now I have to attend to 150 [inbound] calls a day, although I started here on night work. My first job was in Hutch on the day shift – dispute solving work in the retention department – billing and service problems, even more calls. Then I worked in ICICI Prudential for the sale of life insurance policies, where we had to do about 2 lakhs
 per month sales which meant a lot of calls.

These findings confirm the observation that callflows in the domestic industry tend to be transactional, standardized and of limited complexity. 

Table 3: Call volumes and duration

	
	
	Number of calls on average shift
	
	
	Average length of calls (minutes)
	

	
	N
	Mean
	SD
	F
	
	Mean
	SD
	F

	Inbound calls (sales, technical support, customer service)
	321
	166.99
	70.64
	
	
	3.02
	1.74
	

	Outbound calls

(telemarketing, sales)
	80
	161.54
	53.04
	
	
	4.06
	3.64
	

	Combined call centre and BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  work
	204
	98.27
	53.60
	
	
	7.42
	7.57
	

	Total
	605
	143.17
	70.73
	77.06***
	
	4.64
	5.16
	53.77***


The F statistic represents the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) test of differences between the three types of call centre work  *** p<.001
<A>Degree of pressure
The responses to a general question asking employees to report on the extent to which they feel pressurized are presented in Table 4 as correlations and percentages disaggregated according to type of call activity, gender, age and tenure. Greater pressure was reported by those on inbound call activity, women, younger workers, and those with shorter tenure. As many as 93 percent on inbound services reported that they were ‘quite’ or ‘very pressurized’ as a result of work on a normal day compared with 79 percent on outbound, suggesting a relationship between call volumes and experience of work pressure. Although, as previously stated, this study is not seeking to make strict statistical comparisons with the experience of call handlers elsewhere, it is nevertheless instructive to report on the responses to the same question given by agents in the UK XE "UK" . In research on financial services, utilities and in emergency services the percentages reporting that they were quite or very pressurized were 84 percent, 69 percent and 84 percent respectively (Baldry et al. 2007). It can be seen that the quotidian experience of Indian XE "Indian"  domestic call handlers is of comparable or even greater levels of pressure and intensity. 

Table 4: Degree of pressure as a result of work on a normal day

	
	Correlation with degree of pressure a
	% quite/very pressurized

	Call type b 
	(0.367***
	Inbound

(93%)
	Outbound (79%)
	CC+BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  work

(55%)

	Gender XE "Gender"  c  
	  0.200***
	Male

(58%)
	Female

(84%)
	

	Age 
	–0.177***
	18–25 years

(80%)
	26–30 years

(50%)
	Over 30 years

(13%)

	Tenure
	(0.109**
	<1 year

(79%)
	>1 year

(53%)
	


N=590. Correlations are Kendall-tau coefficients. *** p<0.001, **  p<0.01, * p<0.05

a Degree of pressure measured as 1=not at all pressurized, 2=somewhat, 3=quite, 4=very

b Call activity: 1=Inbound, 2=Outbound

c Gender XE "Gender" : 1=Male, 2=Female
It is also notable that the degree of reported pressure is lower amongst agents who combine forms of customer contact with other BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" , confirming the expectation that exclusively working on voice services is qualitatively more demanding than when tasks are varied (Holman 2002). Nevertheless, a majority of agents in this category still reported that they were ‘quite’ or ‘very pressurized’ on a daily basis, a finding which indicates the limited nature of job rotation. 

<A>Sources of pressure
Respondents were asked to report on the extent to which aspects of their work contributed to pressure. Those responding ‘a great deal’ and ‘to some extent’ were aggregated, enabling us to rank the listed aspects according to their perceived importance (Table 5). It should be emphasized that this ranking should be regarded as indicative rather than definitive.  

Table 5: Aspects which contribute to pressure of work

	
	
	To some extent/

a great deal

	Having to meet targets
	
	89%

	Travelling times to and from work
	
	86%

	Number of calls queuing/waiting

	
	77%

	Working evening/night shifts
	
	67%

	Turnaround times
	
	53%

	Pressure from a supervisor
	
	52%

	Not enough breaks
	
	43%

	Difficult customers
	
	42%

	Inadequate staffing levels
	
	34%

	Repetitiveness of calls I handle
	
	34%

	Not enough time between calls
	
	33%

	Breaks not long enough
	
	31%

	Fear of making mistakes
	
	30%

	Making sure my accent is acceptable
	
	29%

	Having to keep to a script
	
	27%

	Not enough information to do the job
	
	26%

	Not being understood by the customer
	
	25%

	Having to work as part of a team
	
	24%

	Difficulty with screen menus/software
	
	22%

	Physical discomfort at work station
	
	21%

	Always having to smile down the phone
	
	15%


Valid N=469

<A>Targets and the labour process

Many of the ranked items are closely related insofar as they derive from a common source, the managerial prioritization of technological controls and quantitative output within the wider context of the mass production call centre, or what might more broadly be regarded as the industrialization of interactive service work (Boreham et al. 2008). The findings from the Indian XE "Indian"  domestic sector resonate with those of other studies regarding the frequency and force with which agents report the deleterious effects of targets (e.g. Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  et al. 2002; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain 2001). Although a universal feature of the ‘mass production’ call centre, targets – whether quantitative or qualitative – are formulated and experienced differently in different geographies, sectors and product markets, and according to variables such as workplace and organization size. In Indian domestics, targets are prevalent and intensive in all spheres of activity.
 The comment by this Hyderabad female CSR (Customer Service XE "Service work"  Representative) with several years’ experience is quite typical. 

When I was working as a CSR two years back, we were given specific targets which were a combination of inbound and outbound calls. I used to meet my targets [but] many of my colleagues used to have problems with their SLAs, and if you were not able to meet them three times you were shown the door. 

As has been argued elsewhere, the wider significance of targets lies in the fact that they provide the concrete linkages between company strategy and market position and call centre productivity, so that they cascade downwards from senior management to team leader and then to agents (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2007, 356).  This team leader, from a Chennai XE "Chennai"  outsourcer, expressed the classic team leader’s role of having to comply with the SLAs (Service XE "Service work"  Level Agreements) imposed from above by ensuring that the call handlers in their teams deliver individually the required level of performance. 

The problem I have had is being put under pressure by my manager to meet targets. I have to put target pressures on my agents, but they can’t always meet their targets. It’s not every day that there’s a problem because there’s good days and bad days, but most of the days it is difficult. But I am a team leader and I cannot show that I am under pressure but I have to give this pressure to my agents and meet my the team’s targets for my manager. 

It is not just that the failure to meet targets might lead to corrective action or dismissal (‘termination’ in Indian XE "Indian"  industry parlance) in circumstances of persistent non-achievement, but that remuneration is frequently based upon target performance. Most obviously this occurs on sales activity (whether inbound or outbound), but it can also be linked to customer service. As the testimony suggests, the difference that target fulfilment makes to net pay can be considerable. A Chennai XE "Chennai"  telecoms agent stated that if she and her colleagues ‘do not meet their targets they [managers] cut our salary’ and this could mean the difference between 4,500 and 6,000 rupees a month given incentives. In addition, the issue of targets is the principal reason why 42 percent reported that difficult customers were a source of pressure. Having to deal with difficult customers means lengthier calls, which in turn can contribute to the failure to meet targets. 

Inseparably bound up with target imposition is the pressure from calls waiting or queuing, which was reported by 77 percent as a significant source of pressure. Other aspects of the call centre labour process – the repetitiveness of calls (34 percent), the lack of time between calls (33 percent), and the infrequency and brevity of breaks (43 and 31 percent) – also contribute to varying degrees to feeling pressurized. In their comments, employees were particularly forthcoming about the issue of breaks. This woman agent from a small Chennai XE "Chennai"  outsourcer recalled that it was only recently and following concerted employee pressure that the most minimal breaks were permitted. 

In the call centre it was a ten in the morning start or a six in the evening start and throughout the night. I had to sit on the in-bound call all the time. Now we can take a 2-minute break. There used to be nothing. We used to beg our team leaders, but now people have the courage to say ‘I have to go to the rest room’. 

Supervisors with sympathies for their team members reported that it was very difficult, if not impossible, to ensure that call handlers received their breaks on time. 

Taken together, these elements that are intrinsic to the call centre labour process, at least in its high-volume, low-complexity variant, contribute to employees experiencing work as ‘an assembly line in the head’ (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  1999; 2001).  Of course, what exacerbates these pressures is the intensity of supervisory intervention and the rigour with which targets are implemented and on-call times maximized. A majority (52 percent) report pressure from a supervisor as contributing ‘a great deal’ or ‘to some extent’ to the pressure of the job. This male Chennai XE "Chennai"  call handler gives a graphic account of the nature of the workplace regime.

No time to freshen up. I will be looking for the first break. We did not even have paper cups. So no water, three hours continuous talking without even taking a glass of water. We are happy when the lunch break comes, run and get some drinking water, have lunch, come back running because thirty minutes is over. As three teams will be having their break, there is hardly any place in the rest room to rest. If you log in at least two or three minutes late, you will be given red marks. Now the red light pops up on the screen but earlier they used to mark it up manually. The team leader will yell, come to each person and scream. This would be in front of all the staff. Then they will ask why instead of taking 15 calls by now you have only taken nine calls. It is a small floor and everyone taking calls on the floor will get disturbed. Many girls who are having their first job will start crying and sobbing. 

While this might be regarded as an extreme example, the interview evidence suggests that authoritarian management styles are widespread in smaller, ‘unorganized’ companies. 

<A>Lesser sources of pressure

Table 5 also indicates other aspects of the call handler’s job which were regarded as lesser sources of pressure. The question of mutual comprehension of understanding the customer and being understood by them, which is absolutely central to the management of quality in international centres, appears to be less of a concern in domestics. Nevertheless, it is still a sizeable minority who report that making sure their accent was acceptable (29 percent) and not being understood by the customer (25 percent) contributed to daily pressures of the job. A comment should finally be made about the last listed item. Only 15 percent reported ‘always having to smile down the phone’, a finding which suggests that the performance of emotional labour, for which this item is a proxy, may be a lesser source of pressure than in either international centres or indeed the developed economies. 

<A>Travel to work 

The survey evidence shows that for domestic agents travel to work was the second most reported source of pressure (86 percent of respondents). The experience of this New Delhi XE "New Delhi"  call handler vividly illustrates the exhausting journeys undertaken by many employees, which precede and follow a pressurized shift of work. 

Basically although the working hours are 10 to 7 one has to count the travelling times also. If you move from Gurgaon XE "Gurgaon"  to Connaught Place, it will take about 90 minutes, so two ways becomes 180 minutes. So practically it becomes 12 hours a day. We are human beings and are getting strained in the traffic. Once you reach the office, you are put on the calls and that creates the stress again. 

Indeed, it might be suggested that travel times for domestic employees are greater than for those in the international sector (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2006b), since a larger proportion of the former work day shifts, which necessitates travel during the periods when the traffic is busiest. Moreover, extensive travel to work times impact most on those women for whom domestic responsibilities have been not diminished despite their significant work commitments.  

<A>Lack of employee XE "Employees"  voice
Notwithstanding the instances illustrated above of team leaders’ sympathy for their employees, many respondents reported a lack of responsiveness by more senior management to issues raised by the workforce. One woman recalled that colleagues had ‘tried to speak to the higher ups’ on several occasions, but that this had led to them either being fired or ‘putting down their papers’ (resigning). One team leader felt compelled to exit his previous employer because, having complained about the harsh treatment of employees by another manager, he had become the object of suspicion. 

Also the promotions and appraisal people were so biased. Then I went to HR and started complaining about this particular manager. He was given a warning and they moved him. Then things started taking a different turn – managers would be very cautious about me because I complained. If I had stayed there it would have led to problems.

In conditions such as these, where employees are denied any sort of voice, the desire to be represented over a range of workplace issues, including basic questions of dignity, emerged in the wider study (Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  et al. 2009). While detailed consideration of the attitudes of workers to trade union organization and the formation of UNITES are beyond the scope of this chapter, a final data table indicates a genderized dimension to the concerns and experiences of women workers. For all the items listed in Table 6 identifying working conditions thought to prompt joining the union, women scored higher than men, but the differences were statistically significant only in relation to bonuses/benefits, job insecurity, health and safety issues, supervisory demands, perceived need for employee voice, targets and pay. Clearly issues of security are a major concern in light of the Prathibha Srikanth Murthy case, in which a woman call handler working for Hewlett Packard was raped and murdered by a man purporting to be her driver (Taylor and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter"  2006b). 

Table 6: Working conditions which would make BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  employees join UNITES by gender (mean rating of importance)

	
	Total
	
	Male
	Female
	
	

	Security e.g. transport
	3.68
	
	3.65
	3.70
	
	

	Working times
	3.66
	
	3.65
	3.65
	
	

	Job insecurity
	3.66
	
	3.59
	3.72
	**
	

	Need for employee voice
	3.56
	
	3.50
	3.60
	*
	

	Targets
	3.41
	
	3.36
	3.45
	*
	

	Pay XE "Pay" 
	3.39
	
	3.32
	3.45
	*
	

	Health and safety issues
	3.38
	
	3.31
	3.43
	**
	

	Pressure of work
	3.33
	
	3.31
	3.35
	
	

	Travel to work times
	3.24
	
	3.19
	3.30
	
	

	Bonuses/other benefits
	3.23
	
	3.12
	3.35
	***
	

	Demanding supervisor
	3.16
	
	2.55
	2.61
	**
	

	Management go back on promises
	3.11
	
	2.46
	2.54
	
	

	‘Apple polishing’ favouritism)
	2.67
	
	2.60
	2.77
	*
	


Valid N=571 

Asterisks represent the significance of the t-statistic for test of mean differences: *** p<0.001, **  p<0.01, * p<0.05

Rating of importance: 1= not important, 2=somewhat important, 3=quite important, 4=very important

That there is a genderized aspect to the democratic deficit suggests that union agendas should be informed by women workers’ concerns. Additional evidence provides illustrations of some issues with which UNITES could engage. Three women call handlers in Chennai XE "Chennai"  interviewed together during the piloting phase complained that the supervisors refused them adequate toilet breaks during their menstrual cycle. The managerial obsession with productivity and high call volumes was denying women a fundamental right to health, hygiene and human dignity. The General Secretary of UNITES reported that instances of sexual harassment were not uncommon across BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" , but it was in the smaller companies that the problem appeared to be most acute (Interview, 16 February 2007).

<A>Conclusions

This exploratory investigation of work organization and the experience of work in Indian XE "Indian"  domestics reinforces the argument that the call centre must be embedded in broader political economic contexts (Boreham et al. 2008; Taylor XE "Phil Taylor" 

 XE "Taylor, Phil"  and Bain XE "Peter Bain" 

 XE "Bain, Peter" . 2007). This means acknowledging how in the advanced countries the call centre offered organizations the means to realize significant cost reductions through, inter alia, economies of scale and novel forms of labour utilization, melding the industrialization of service work with forms of emotional labour. There was always a spatial dynamic involved at first operating within the advanced countries. This was followed by companies situating facilities in both nearshore and increasingly offshore locations, particularly in India XE "India" , where massive cost savings were promised through labour arbitrage. Capital XE "Capital, global capital, human capital, social capital"  accumulation strategies of companies in the developed world focused on what might be termed a global spatial fix (Harvey 1982). 

India XE "India" ’s domestic sector is distinct from its offshored counterpart in important respects. Principally, it is not part of the global servicing chain and depends entirely on a national market and Indian XE "Indian"  customers in the context of a developing economy. Its origin and expansion lie in the growth of the Indian middle class and the emergence of a version of India’s new economy. Since revenue base and margins are significantly lower than those in global BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" , lower salaries and inferior conditions and, as we have seen, the extensification of working hours are the outcomes. In other words, the political economy underpinning domestic call centres leads to an even more extreme version of the ‘mass production’ call centre model (Batt and Moynihan 2002) than that which prevails in much of the international sector. The pressures call handlers face are familiar to those faced in the UK XE "UK"  and elsewhere (e.g. targets), but there are characteristics that derive not just from the Indian context in general (e.g. travelling times) but also from the distinctive characteristics of its domestic provision. Of these, the authoritarian management style of many companies, particularly smaller enterprises in what has been referred to as the ‘unorganized’ segment existing on the fringes of the market, appears as a dominant theme. 

Both survey and interview evidence recall Fox’s (1974) designation of low-trust labour management systems, in which discretion is minimal, supervisory control is unforgiving and workers are denied any voice, let alone meaningful representation. Within the generalized democratic deficit that affects all workers, there are particularly genderized dimensions towards which this preliminary study has merely gestured and which do need to be the subject of more detailed study and trade union action. The domestic call centre and BPO XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)"  industry has certainly become an important source of female employment, and our figure of around half the workforce tallies with that of Batt et al.’s (2005) study. Compared with ratios in much of the formal sector, the overall rate of women’s participation in domestic call centres/BPO is high and indicates that the sector does facilitate the entry of significant numbers of women into the formal workforce. Nevertheless, as a counterpoint to this general picture of opportunity, the evidence presented here suggests that working conditions for women are particularly onerous and prospects may be bleaker than industry optimists predict.   
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� There is not the space here to analyse in depth the complex and often contradictory factors driving, facilitating and inhibiting relocation (Dossani and Kenney 2006; 2007; Taylor� XE "Phil Taylor" �� XE "Taylor, Phil" � and Bain� XE "Peter Bain" �� XE "Bain, Peter" � 2004; 2005).


� Domestic� XE "Domestic work, domestic workplace" � BPO� XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" � is dominated by call centre services as opposed to back office processes. Nasscom� XE "NASSCOM" �-IDC (2006) calculated that 70 percent of employment in domestic BPO was in call centres and voice services. This obviously contrasts with international BPO, in which the back office accounts for more than half of activity.  


� Industry body Nasscom� XE "NASSCOM" � (2005) estimated that only three to five out of every 100 applicants were hired and that only 10–15 percent of graduates were potentially directly employable (Nasscom-McKinsey 2005, 90). 


� A sense of national variation can be gained from the Global� XE "Global" � Call Centre Project (Holman et al; 2007) 


� A lakh in the Indian� XE "Indian" � numbering system is equivalent to 100,000. 


� We note also the majority (53 percent) who reported turnaround times as contributing to pressure. This figure includes those working on pure voice work and is related to the ‘wrap up’ time following a call during which agents are required to complete the appropriate documents. It also encompasses those who combine voice services with other forms of BPO� XE "BPO (Business Process Outsourcing)" � work. Turnaround times for email interaction or other forms of processing have also tightened (Taylor� XE "Phil Taylor" �� XE "Taylor, Phil" � and Bain� XE "Peter Bain" �� XE "Bain, Peter" � 2006).





