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Call Centres – the latest industrial office

Add together the average crowds at some of Britain's biggest football clubs - Manchester United, Arsenal, Liverpool, Newcastle United and Glasgow Celtic - and you get some idea of how many people work in Britain's call centre industry.  At 250,000 and growing this is an important form of new office work (Datamonitor 1998; Fletcher 2000).  Reports of working conditions in these workplaces have led to comparisons with 19th century factory 'sweatshops' (Observer 1999; Financial Times 2000; Independent on Sunday 2001).  This image of industrialisation is also found in industry publications (Arkin 1997; Call Centre Technology 1997) and academic research, with descriptions such as 'assembly line' (Taylor and Bain 1999), 'battery farming' (Crome 1998) and 'mass customised bureaucracy' (Frenkel et al. 1998) being used. But we do not need to turn to another industrial sector or go back 100 years to find mechanised, routinised and intensive white collar working conditions - such office work has been around for some time (Braverman 1974; Glen and Feldbeg 1979; Kadt 1979; Morgall 1981; Webster 1990, 1996; Baldry et al. 1998). 

This paper takes the model of an industrial office, of a white collar workplace, which combines scale with scientific management, and applies it to call centres.  This is important for two reasons.  Firstly it places the lived working experience of many thousands of UK citizens within a historical context.  Such contextualisation encourages a useful process of reflection; an appreciation of the factors and forces which shaped previous white collar labour processes allows us to examine contemporary workplaces with an informed insight.  Secondly it brings certain discontinuities into relief - while call centres share similar physical characteristics with earlier forms of large-scale office work - lines of neatly arranged (mainly female) workers sit at workstations with the occasional supervisor walking amongst them (see pictures) - the substance of work is different. Earlier clerical and typing work tended to concentrate on the physical, with paper, memos and letters being created, amended and pushed through a production system - in call centres the work is a service interaction between customer service representatives (CSR's) and customers.  Here the value added by each employee’s labour power depends, to an extent, with the worker’s subjective engagement with the labour process. While there have been instances where office workers have had to interact with customers (for example Belt’s (2000) work on telephone operators) and while clerical workers have always had to draw on social skills, the nature, extent and depth of demand for emotional skills in call centres is qualitatively different.

Background and structure

The comparison and analysis of call centre work with earlier forms of clerical work uses a variety of data.  The historical material draws on published as well as unpublished material from various postgraduate research projects and individual research conducted by firms, organisations and trade unions.  Call centre data comes from both primary and secondary sources.  The primary material emerging from a recent study into a telephone banking centre (Telebank) which has been the subject of previous papers investigating recruitment and models of technical and bureaucratic control (Callaghan and Thompson, 2001, 2002).  The secondary call centre material is drawn from the increasing academic literature and includes Taylor and Bain's research into employee resistance and the role of trade unions (Taylor and Bain, 1999; Bain and Taylor, 2000), Frenkel et al's work into international comparisons (Frenkel et al, 1998) and Belt et al's research into the role of gender in call centres (Belt et al, 1999, 2000).  Yet among all of this work there are few studies which root call centres firmly within the historical developments in office work. This is the motivation behind this paper - just how does the daily work of so many of our fellow citizens fit into historical patterns of industrial office work? How much is the same and how much is different?  What follows is an attempt to begin engaging with such questions.

In terms of structure this introduction is followed by an examination of the historical developments of the industrial office.  Then there is a more detailed analysis of certain emerging characteristics including the composition of the workforce and the application of scientific management.  Throughout conceptual and empirical comparisons are made.  There is then a discussion of areas where call centres fit less neatly into the model of the industrial office.  This discussion uses differences in the type of work done, in particular the role of emotional labour in call centre work, to take issue with some (Poynter, 2001) who have overstated the Taylorisation of call centre work.  A summary and conclusion then follow this.

Historical Developments in White Collar Work

Maarten de Kadt, an insurance office worker turned academic describes how the company he worked for was established in 1792 with three workers. At this time record keeping consisted only of listing policy dates, the purpose of insurance and the premium collected.  Nearly two hundred years later the office had substantially changed:

My desk was in the middle of a large open floor of an office building.  By 9.05am the steady click, click of many typewriters could by heard.  The telephones had started to ring…  The desks on the open floor were arranged in columns and rows.  On one side of my desk there were five more desks, on the other there were four.  Behind me there were three rows of desks and in front there were eleven more.  This part of the office was laid out in a matrix of about ten by fifteen desks.  Here 150 employees did their daily work.  (De Kadt, 1979: 244).

This description could easily be applied to modern open plan offices, and is certainly typical of call centres.  What were the major developments in the intervening two hundred years?  Real changes began in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when the increasing scale and complexity of trade and commerce required an accompanying increase in the scale of clerical support.  Office managers began to borrow, adapt and apply principles of work organisations developed in a factory setting.  One example comes from De Wit and Van Den Ende’s (2000) study of the work organisation of the Dutch Rotterdamsche Bank in the 1920’s.  They show how managers used the ideas of Leffingwell (1917) and Galloway (1919) – who in turn had borrowed concepts from Fredrick Taylor’s factory system of scientific management - to re-organise administrative and clerical work. They write ‘At departmental level the various activities involved in the typing, recording and verifying of certain numbers of invoices were listed and monitored.  The total time taken for these activities was then compared with the time taken to perform the same tasks using carbon copies’ (De Wit and Van Den Ende 2000: 94). – office time and motion studies.

Such activities were particularly common in banking and insurance, where clerical work is central to the production process, and had an effect on an increasing number of workers.  As Chart One shows, the number of people in the UK whose occupations are described as clerical work grew from around one million in 1921 to nearly four million in 1991.  While the composition of the various occupational subdivisions has changed, the momentum and direction of this kind of work has been clearly upward.

The fabric of change in offices consists of a number of threads, including greater rationalisation, routinisation, specialisation, subdivision, mechanisation, automation and improved methods of control.  How these developed, and how their presence is felt in call centres is discussed shortly, but there is another element of change which will be reviewed first – the increasing employment of women as clerical workers.

Gender in Offices

As Chart Two shows, the number of women in clerical work has grown dramatically through the twentieth century, moving from a position where women made up 43% in 1921 to 77% in 1991.

A variety of reasons have been offered to explain the large numbers of women employed in this sector. Looking back to the late nineteenth century Davies (1988) has argued that because clerical work was relatively new - and therefore women were not ‘taking’ men's work - it was possible for large numbers of women to enter this labour market. Barker and Downing (1980) and Morgall (1981) have argued that patriarchal relations have shaped the gender divide, with women doing typing - the ‘simple’ manual office work - while Downing (1983) and Softley (1985) have argued that the choice and use of women workers is a deliberate strategy of capital. 

In a similar vein Glenn & Feldberg argue that managers use stereotypes about women to improve control.  They cite one example where an internal re-organisation in a Public Utility company led to the establishment of an Administrative Services Centre where secretaries (paid $185 a week) are re-classified as clerks (paid $150). They write: “Even when management is aware that its employees see through its rationale, they rely on them to act like ladies and to continue to be loyal, dependable and polite.”  (Glenn & Feldberg, 1979: 67).  The relative economic weakness of women’s positions (caused in large part by social pressures) is also noted by Crompton & Jones who write, “Female clerical workers cost less to employ.  Further, because they leave to get married, they stay at the bottom of the pay scale and are replaced by others at the bottom.”  (Crompton & Jones, 1984:20).

The consequences for careers are clear – men stay in employment and have more opportunity to improve their human capital through work-related qualifications. This leads to fewer women being promoted.  When Crompton & Jones were writing in 1984 it was true that more women were pushing for promotion and also starting families later to pursue careers, but the broad historical pattern is of a clerical workforce which is increasingly female and where there are few opportunities for promotion.

Call centre labour is also overwhelmingly female, with most estimates showing that around 70% of workers are women (Taylor and Bain 1997; Datamonitor 1998; Mitial 1998 and Belt ET al, 1999).  Belt et al argue that management deliberately target women because of the need for particular ‘feminine’ qualities, particularly communication.  In a paper which compares call centre workers to earlier telephone operators, Belt reinforces the importance of ‘feminine’ people skills to customer interaction, and also argues that gender influences the type and nature of managerial control mechanisms (Belt, 2000).  The historical tendency for new types of low-end office work to be done mainly by women looks to be repeated in call centres.

Work Organisation

Accompanying the historical developments associated with increased scale of activity the model of the industrial office involved routinising tasks, mechanising processes, introducing automation and, in trying to co-ordinate these to improve productivity, developing new control mechanisms.

Lockwood, in his classic study of the Black Coated Worker published in 1969, emphasised that as bureaucracies grow there is increased specialisation and subdivision of tasks, a process he describes as “functional specialisation.”  When this division of labour is accompanied by mechanisation and automation groups of workers are pooled together to do similar repetitive tasks – often machine operators or typing.  As an example he quotes from a 1936 publication Women in Offices “On the correspondence side, the introduction of the Dictaphone has led to similar results.  The girls are attached to a typing pool with 20, 30 or 100 other typists.  To this pool come all the Dictaphone disks from all departments which are then distributed among the typing staff.  The girls sit at their machines all day, with headphones over their ears, typing back from the Dictaphone disks.”  (Lockwood, 1969: 92, from Labour Publications Department, 1936:10).  It is this type of work where the similarities with call centres are particularly strong, with call centres building on the economies of scale associated with centralising activities (Taylor and Bain, 1999).

The standardisation and routinisation of work and work processes in both typing and call centre workplaces involves new technology.  But as Downing (1983), Machung (1988) and Webster (1990) point out in connection with the development of word processing in typing pools and Callaghan and Thompson (2001) argue in relation to call centres, it is wrong to see new technology as an objective separate occurrence which management happen to find, pick up and use. Rather technological developments should be analysed in conjunction with changes in work organisation. As an example of this Webster (1990) argues the biggest increase in typing output lay not in the development of word processing but in the way typing pools are organised - typists are brought together and given routine and repetitive work.  Similarly the initial increase in production connected to call centres did not rely on the development of incredibly sophisticated software (which came later) but rather on combining telephones and computers (pre existing technology) and then gathering workers together and giving them routine and repetitive work.  By combining simple and similar tasks with specific and focused technological development it’s possible to automate and systematise work which is already routine and repetitive.
An example of this comes from Mr Bellamy, a clerk experiencing such changes, is quoted in Hoos’s Automation in the Office as saying “The work I am doing now is just completely routine and monotonous, checking records that are being converted from the old system” (Hoos, 1961:69).  Accompanying this specialisation is isolation from the broader labour process.  Writing on this Davies (1988) comments that ‘…this restriction of many clerical workers to one narrow job meant they lost the capacity to understand how their own work fits into the overall work of their firm or institution…’ (Davies 1988: 34).  Similarly Crompton & Jones cite one female insurance worker: “If someone asked my advice about insurance I wouldn’t know what to say – one day they should take us aside to see how the stages fit in. [You’re] not told about things from start to finish.” (Crompton & Jones, 1984: 51).

Such simplification creates an intensive labour process and helps create what Hoos describes as a “factory atmosphere” she writes:

...  So you could sit down like a zombie all day if you chose to... you could be like a battery hen, a bit of a zombie, sitting there all day if you wanted. (Wanda Turner, word processing operative, Webster 1990: 71).

And now that I had been doing it for eight months, it really does get kind of tedious.  It's the same thing every day, every hour.  You finish one letter and there is another letter.  It's either a letter or memo; the form never varies. (Maureen Woo, Video Display Terminal Operator, quoted in Machung 1988: 78).

[I] want to do some studying – [I] can’t stay in the punch room, [I’ll] die of boredom…now I’m so bored, I’m like a robot.  [The] punch room’s got a bad name – everyone outside thinks you’re dumb.  (Data Preparation Operator, Crompton & Jones, 1984:151).

The mechanisation and automation that were developed and applied within clerical and typing work are strong features of the industrial office.  A strength, which is, increased when tasks are simplified and routinised.  Of course not all office jobs were so constrained, many clerks and secretaries still enjoyed variable and flexible work, but lots didn’t - by 1951 there were 130,000 typists and 80,000 machine operators, and by 1981 there were 900,000 typists and 145,000 machine operators.  This tendency to combine technological change with simplified tasks to improve productivity and profitability is also found in call centres.  Like earlier forms of clerical work not all call centre work is the same - there are instances of high in work (involving for example computer helplines) - but most call centres provide only routine work.  Such work, whose structure shares so much with earlier forms of the industrial office, produces responses from workers, which echo clerical and typing workers:

I think it takes its toll sitting on the phone constantly every day.  I've been here for 8 months, so I'm getting a bit brain dead! (Telebank Customer Service Representative 7).

It can be very boring, you're doing the same thing all the time, not getting time off the phone to do other things, than sit there and do calls. (Telebank Customer Service Representative 11).

I do feel that it’s a bit like a 90’s factory job.  Eighty percent of it is very routine.  You can do bill payments in your sleep…it can start to feel like you’re a bit of a human computer. (Agent, Financial Services Call Centre, Belt et al, 1999: 14).

As a home insurance adviser, I use the same script, so you do the same thing every day, repeating the same things, asking the same questions, getting the same answers back. (Telemarketing Agent, Taylor & Bain, 1999:10).

What stands out from these comments is not just that typing and call centre workers have similar reactions to similar conditions but that they use exactly the same descriptions and comparisons - ‘zombie’ like work, being ‘brain dead’ and feeling like a ‘battery hen’.  Even the workers who mention the length of time before these feelings start to emerge give the same figure - about eight months. 

Call centres share certain common features which flow from earlier forms of industrialised office work, with management creating a production system through which divides labour, disconnects them from the labour process, routinises tasks and introduces and systematically applies appropriate technology. The next section investigates how productivity in the industrial office is measured and controlled.

Measurement and control

The industrial office implies work that is standardised and simplified, this also makes it easier to measure.  As Glenn and Feldberg state of the work organisation of Big City Insurance “The more clearly bounded the job is, the easier it is to assess output – how many forms are checked or the number of pages that are typed.  It becomes a simple matter to rate a clerk on numerical production…” (Glenn & Feldberg, 1979:65). 

Various techniques have been used; for example typing output has been measured since the 1920’s by placing a Perspex sheet over each page of typed work and recording output. These were used by the British civil service to measure Treasury typing units (TTU's).  Under such a scheme one A4 sized single space page of typing equals 3 TTU's and each typist has a daily output target of 36 TTU's (McQueen and Don 1992). In common with many typing pools the civil service supervisor would place the Perspex sheet, known as the Typing Units Measure, over each page of typed work and this would produce output statistics with an accuracy of +/- 0.5 TTU’s. As Braverman has noted alternative schemes to measure typing output included using meters and time clocks (Braverman, 1974: 308).  

As typewriters were replaced by word processors there was an accompanying shift in the sophistication of measurement techniques. Morgall (1981) comments ‘When a word processor enters the office an automated time and motion man may come along with it.’ (Morgall 1981: 95). The civil service, for example, in 1989 introduced the text origination and management elements (TOME) Type Measurement System.  Here managers log jobs on to an electronic system and workers complete a daily work sheet on which they record keying time, training time and down time.  Managers then input this information to the system, which can then compile more precise performance statistics. 

Many in the private sector had introduced such technology, with names like 'Timemaster',  'Mastermind' or 'Thoughtmaster' (Womens Voice, 1979; Downing 1983) years earlier, and one company -  WANG - highlighted the measuring aspect, saying it offered: 

A built-in reporting system which helps you monitor your workflow.  It automatically gives the author and typist name, the document number, the date and time of origin of last revision, the required editing time and the length of the document.  (Quoted in Barker and Dowing 1980: 92).

This mix of technology and work techniques is also present in call centres, where the marketing literature for call centre software firm shows how monitoring and measurement has become even more sophisticated: 

PhoneFrame Command Post empowers managers to set productivity goals, monitor activity and manage day-to-day call centre business.  Users can visually monitor the status of agents at any time by viewing the floor plan and observing the graphical representation of the agent workstations as they automatically change colours to reflect different states of agents activity. (Melita, 1999).

The depth and presentation of management information is better than that offered by WANG but the principle is the same - carefully measure and monitor output.  As one manager at Telebank said, ‘management information in a call centre can be very ‘big brother’ because you really can get so much information... We can actually pull off a report which shows us every button that CSR has pressed during the course of the day – not that we do.’  (Manager 2).

Technology in call centres also allows the taping of calls, adding another dimension to monitoring which some authors (Fernie & Metcalf 1997) have likened to Faulcault’s panopticon, where the constant potential of being watched leads to self control. While some (Bain and Taylor 2000) have rightly warned against an over emphasis on such surveillance the strength of remote listening and recording devices in call centres are an important feature 

of such work. They are not, however, completely new to office work, as Langer (1972) and Belt (2000) have pointed out, from the early 20th-century supervisors of telephone operators monitored work through listening to calls.

It’s also worth noting that while the degree of technical monitoring (in terms of recording) was less apparent in earlier industrial offices monitoring through visual surveillance was present.  Usually a supervisor sat at the front of a dozen or so workers who could be continuously watched.  As Davies (1988) comments: ‘Under the control of the people supervising the work came the decisions about how many scheduled breaks to allow, whether or not to stop typists from taking informal breaks, or whether to monitor trips to the bathroom (a well known site for communication amongst office workers) (Davies 1988: 34).  This was recognised by typing pool workers and during telephone interviews one worker said she did not like sitting up front as she was ‘on view’.  Others described the supervisor as sitting up the front ‘a bit like a schoolteacher’.  Yet another described supervisors as martinets, a term originally associated with 17th-century French drill masters and which emphasises the strict disciplinarian atmospheres of some typing pools. 

The intensive monitoring associated with the industrial office puts pressure on workers:

And the thing is that once word-processing is introduced, it's possible to keep track exactly of the amount of productivity each individual displays and set rises and evaluations accordingly.  And people feel very pressurised to get their production out.  The standards are raised.  When I first started at the bank, the standards were 8,000 keystrokes an hour and when I left they were 12,000.  (Carole, word processing operator, quoted in CSE 1980: 50).

You can do it [remote monitoring] from your desk…you just tap their extension into your phone, Bob’s your uncle.  You can just sit and listen to them…what I say to them is if you have anything that you don’t want us to hear, the doors are at the front of the office, see you later, what are you doing here?  (Sales Team Supervisor, S.Taylor, 1998:93).

It [remote monitoring] does really have an effect on you because you know that if you don’t do things by the book they could be listening and they could pull you up on it.  You’ve got to be on your guard all the time… (Telephone Sales Agent, S. Thompson, 1998:93).

What has happened to clerical and typing work and what is happening to call centre employees is similar – mainly female workers are chosen and their work is then closely watched, measured and monitored.  The sophistication of some of the software involved in surveillance and monitoring in call centres has improved but the techniques and, perhaps more importantly, the strategy is similar and fits well into the model of the industrial office.  

Limitations of the Industrial Office Model

Structurally call centres share many of the characteristics associated with the industrial office – work is standardised and technology is used both to facilitate and measure productivity.  Such similarities have led authors such as Poynter to argue that Henry Ford would have been envious of the “routinisation of mental labour” (Poynter, 2000). But a consideration of the actual work done in call centres complicates matters and encourages a debate around the extent to which such work involves deskilling and on the parameters of scientific management. As Allen and Du Gay (1994) argue in a paper on the economic identity of services, the use of deskilling in describing what is happening in interactive service work must be questioned. These authors talk of retail and tourism, but call centres are in a similar position – they contain a labour process that demands management of emotion. 

Unlike clerical and typing tasks, call centre work doesn't involve processing paper or mechanically inputting or manipulating data, rather it involves providing customer service.  Value is added and profits made by creating repeat business, selling additional products and maintaining customer loyalty. The quality of producing these units of customer service, therefore, draws on the degree of emotional commitment from the CSR.  Even if a worker is just giving a balance (the role of around 75% of Telebank workers) their choice of tone and words will affect the customer interaction.  Transactions may get more complex - for example switching direct debits, selling insurance or negotiating a mortgage the level of technical competency will increase - but the need for workers to apply emotional labour remains important.  

Emotional labour involves workers manipulating their feelings so the customer always engages with a positive face and/or voice.  The concept was popularised by Hochschild (1983, 1993) in her work into airline cabin crew and has also been explored in other interactive service settings (James, 1989, Ogbanna and Wilkinson, 1990, Wharton, 1996; Taylor, 1998; Hughes ET al, 2001). Bolton (2000), in her research into hospital nurses, moved the conceptual understanding of emotional labour forward by emphasising the role of workers as active and purposeful emotion managers, splitting emotion management into four categories - pecuniary, prescriptive, presentational and philanthropic. She argues that workers mix and match production and provision according to choice and circumstance.  Call centre employees are aware of the importance of (and their influence over) emotional labour:

You've got to be very much a people person. Handling the public, emotions.  You've got to be very customer focused, you bring your emotions into it, you've got to empathise and sympathise with someone, you can't let your emotions in and let yourself get angry on the phone. (Customer Service Representative 3).

The women are much more comfortable with customer service, in terms of vocabulary they are usually able to explain themselves and they are quite emotive... The guys will not talk about how they feel. (Manager, Telemarketing Call Centre, Belt ET al, 1999).

As the last extract shows women are often perceived as possessing the "communication skills" necessary in emotion management. The reality of such emotion management presents a potential limit to the deskilling associated with office scientific management. Taylorism stripped mental labour from manual processes in much of early office work, but in call centres the need for emotional labour requires a psychological presence whose importance to the labour process means this "stripping" can only go so far. It's tough to separate mental from manual work if the mental element forms part of the product itself. While call centre managers use scientific management techniques to constrain and minimise the space for managing emotions the fact remains that emotions are required. The role of emotion management in earlier office work must not be understated - after all secretaries and some clerical workers have always drawn on social skills (Machung, 1988; Webster, 1996), but in call centres they are more important and represent one area where workers articulate their agency (Bain and Taylor, 2000; Callaghan and Thompson, 2001).

This is one area where call centres challenge the scientific management associated with the industrial office.  Another challenge comes from the existence of career structures for women. A lack of careers for female clerks was one of the issues highlighted by Crompton & Jones (1984) and has long been associated with female clerical work (Mills, 1954; Barker and Downing, 1980; Davies, 1988) yet as Belt (2001) illustrates the situation in call centres is different.  Of the eleven case study firms Belt studied, women made up 70% or more of the team leaders in seven and 50% or more of the managers in six.  As Belt points out this is partly due to the rapid growth and high turnover associated with call centres but for the CSR’s who survive, promotion is a possibility.  There are still constraints, with women seeking to move beyond team leader having to provide a flexibility – in terms of hours and possible relocation – which run up against family commitments. But there’s a route through that is easier than that faced by earlier generations of (particularly female) clerical and typing workers.

Summary and conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to locate call centres within a historical pattern of large-scale office work and to examine how well call centres fit within the industrial office model.  As has been shown call centres share many of the structural and conceptual characteristics historically associated with the industrial office – the workforce is predominately female, the scale is large, tasks are fragmented, work simplified and output closely measured and monitored.  To an extent then, the strategy of call centre managers appears similar to earlier generations of office managers - simplify, codify and control.  But, as is argued above, the need for subjective presence means that what goes on inside a workers head, in terms of values, commitment and dedication, impact directly on productivity and profitability. While office managers in the past would obviously have preferred workers who are committed to company values these were second order considerations.  In call centres they are more important, with the production and presentation of specific values becoming part of the product.  This limits the degree to which tasks can be simplified and hence the deskilling usually associated with scientific management. The conditions of call centre work exhibit elements of scientific management found in earlier industrialised office jobs and to this extent there is continuity, a pattern. But the nature of the work requires an additional dimension: the profitable application of subjective presence under conditions of scientific management.

It’s surprising that after more than 100 years of large-scale office work, and despite many managers gaining MBA's, such large office employers still draw on the principles of scientific management.  There have been modifications, obviously, and it's also true that nature of call centre work limits how much deskilling is possible, but this type of office work still has to flow over the familiar boulders of codification, coercion and control. This has led to high levels of turnover and absenteeism.  These have always accompanied industrialised office work (Hoos, 1961; De Kadt, 1979) but they are particularly prominent in call centres, with rates varying from an official 20% to an unofficial 80% (Bain and Taylor 2000; Callaghan and Thompson 2001; TUC 2001). This is costly in terms of frustration for CSR's and hard cash for management.

What can be done?  Well this paper has shown that a historical perspective is helpful in understanding how call centre labour processes have come about- it might also, through drawing on the work of various organisational theorists point to possible routes forward. The work of the Tavistock Institute and the related ideas associated with sociotechnical organisational change (Mathews, 1994) may offer a starting point. Management need to be aware of the strong Taylorised aspects of the way work is organised, and reminded that scientific management does little to provide the motivation central to encouraging creativity amongst workers – especially important in producing quality customer service. If there is no change workers may deliver the emotional labour management expects, take more sick leave or simply drop out of the workforce.  The longer-term implications for management are that customer service standards may decline and they will find it increasingly tough to get new recruits.  

Practical steps are being taken, with the union Unison (2000, 2001) and the Health and Safety Executive (2001) publishing guidelines on best practice. This work needs to be built on an expanded. Other areas of fruitful research include a consideration of contemporary developments in large-scale office work organisation, tracking the transformation of call centres into customer contacts centres. Such workplaces, which use the Internet as well as the phone, are beginning to replace call centres and it will be interesting to see if new technology automates away the boring and routine work common in call centres.  Given the history of the industrial office, however, this seems unlikely.
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