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Summary

This report is the first comprehensive benchmarking survey of work and human resource
practices in the French call centre industry. This survey has been carried out by the LEST
(Laboratoire d’Economie et de Sociologie du Travail) group within the methodological
framework set up by a research team led by Cornell University in the USA and Sheffield
University in the UK. This work is part of The Global Call Centre Research Project, which
involves some twenty countries in Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, North America, and South
America.

The survey is based on general managers’ responses to a nationally representative sample of
204 establishments (over 10 employees), which corresponds roughly to 6% of 3,300 centres
in 2004.

The general manager and human resource managers at each call centre provided detailed
information on the types of customers and industries served; call centre technology;
management practices such as skill requirements of jobs, organization of work, training and
staffing policies and pay levels; and performance outcomes such as turnover and sales growth.
They also described the institutional environment (local employer networks, union, training
institutions etc.) in which they run the call centre operations.

The database thus constituted allows us to conduct benchmarking analysis of call centres
serving a wide range of industries, including banking and insurance, telecommunications, IT
services, retail, manufacturing, and logistics. In addition, we compare management practices
between ‘in-house centres’ (those that are a part of the integrated services of a parent
company) and ‘outsourced centres’ (those operating as subcontractors). In our sample, the
former represents 72% and the latter 28% of call centres.

This benchmarking report highlights some interesting aspects of work, human resource
management practices, technological adaptation, and the impact of institutional pressures on
the French call centre industry. These points are underlined below.

Sectoral and organizational characteristics

o French call centres are a relatively new creation (the average centre is 9 years old): The
oldest centres are often found in the telecommunications services or retail sectors, while
the most recent ones are in the banking sector and are subcontractors..

o Compared to the other countries, French call centres are rather small. The size of the
typical centre in this study (that is, half are larger and half are smaller) is 38 employees.
However, outsourced centres have recently been consolidating into larger and larger
operations, and their average size is 87 employees.

o The typical call centre in this study serves the national market, rather than a local or
international one. The exception is the retail sector (catalogue selling), which targets a
European level market. This is due to the earlier development of call centres in the retail
sector.



The most popular business strategy reported by French managers is customer loyalty rather
than service differentiation or service bundling. Price leadership is not a popular strategy.

Call centres are characterized by a very flat organization, with managers averaging only
5%, and supervisors averaging 7%, of the total workforce. This means that there is little
opportunity to be promoted in the organizational hierarchy.

Employee demographics, training and contract

a

Call centre jobs are often considered to be clerical and low skilled; and the work content is
viewed as monotonous and repetitive. And the employees are portrayed as an unqualified,
unskilled, and unstable workforce. However, this study shows that: The education profile
of call centre workers is considerably higher than generally expected. The typical call
centre worker has a diploma of Bac+2 (two years of tertiary education).

Call centres employ a predominantly female workforce. In this study, 71% of employees
are women.

The average ‘select rate’ for call centres is 25 percent: that is, one worker in every 4
applicants is hired.

Call centres provide an average of 5.4 weeks of training for newly hired employees, with a
range of 9 weeks in insurance services and 3 weeks in outsourced and retail centres. In
addition, call centres provide about 1.3 weeks of on-going training for experienced
employees each year.

For call centre employees, it takes on average about 17 weeks to become proficient in their
jobs, with a variation ranging from 25 weeks in financial sectors to less than 10 weeks in
subcontracted centres.

In our survey, part-time workers represent 14 percent of the call centre workforce and
temporary workers 25 percent. Yet, the percentage is very different by sector. Temporary
workers represent half of the workforce among outbound subcontractors, one quarter
among inbound subcontractors, and less than 10 percent in the insurance or IT services.

Working conditions

a

Call centre workers average about 90 customers per day, with a call handling time of 3.8
minutes per customer. The call load is higher than this average in outsourced and retail
centres, and lower than this average in large business and IT service centres.

Call centres are open for business on average for 12 hours per weekday, 10 hours on a
Saturday. Ten percent of call centres in France are operating on Sunday.

Call centre employees have relatively low levels of discretion over daily tasks and the pace
of work. Only 36% of managers report that they have some or a lot of discretion in these
areas. The use of problem-solving groups is also infrequent. On average, 40 percent of
employees have some involvement in problem-solving groups.



a

Call centres average 6% absenteeism on a typical day, and this rate does not vary across
sectors.

Call centre technology

a

70 percent of centres in this study used email and fax. Moreover, 55 percent of them used
electronic customer relationship management and 25 percent used web-enablement and
workflow management. However, technologies such as interactive speech recognition
(16%) or voice over IP (18%) are used much less in French call centres.

Call centres are clearly moving from voice-only channels to multi-channel operations. But,
this technical shift is occurring slowly in France. Compared to the USA, French call
centres are less equipped with most of the latest information technologies.

Human resource management practices

a

Total annual turnover (including quits, internal transfers, dismissals, and retirements)
averages 22% among French call centres in our survey. However, the forms of mobility
are very different, according to the sector. Outsourced call centres have the highest ‘quit’
rates (more than 15% by year). In addition, the ‘dismissal’ rate is high (5%) in this sector.
By contrast, call centres in financial sectors or the telecommunications industry have the
lowest ‘quit’ rates, with 4% and 6% respectively. Call centre workers in these sectors
experience more internal mobility (promotions and internal transfers) compared to their
counterparts in other industries.

The recruitment in call centres is very active; almost 40 percent of the workers in outbound
subcontractors and 30 percent in inbound subcontractors had less than 1 year of experience
on the job. By contrast, in-house centres had an average of about 20 percent of employees
with less than 1 year of tenure.

The annual pay of the typical call centre worker averages 17,940 euros, with a high of
21,400 euros in centres serving large business and IT services and a low of 15,520 euros in
outsourced centres and 16,840 euros in retail centres.

In the French context, individual and group performance-based pay is not widespread. On
average, only 6 percent of pay is performance-based. Most call centres do not have any
individual incentive system, with the exception of call centres in the retail sector where 13
percent of annual pay is performance-based.

Call centre managers

a

Call centre managers are highly qualified: almost all managers have a post-graduate
college degree (equal to or more than Baccalaureate + two years in the tertiary education)
and 57 percent of managers in this study have a bachelors degree (Bac + 4 years).

The typical call centre manager receives an average wage of 34,600 euros per year.
Moreover, the variation in pay across different sectors is not large, ranging from 32,200
euros in outsourced centres to 37,100 euros in centres serving the large business and IT
sectors.

Institutional environment of call centres



0 Local and state governments often offer incentives to firms seeking to locate call centre
operations. In the French context, more centres benefit from tax incentives than from other
forms of assistance (such as site location assistance or loans and incentives for locating in
targeted zones). Twenty percent of call centres reported that they benefited from tax
incentives. In particular, 35 percent of inbound subcontractors and 25 percent of outbound
subcontractors received tax incentives for locating in a particular region.

a Call centres often find support for their staffing and training needs from public resources in
the town where they are located. On average, 68 percent of call centres use public job
recruitment and placement services and 37 percent of them use public training resources or
programmes.

a Half of French call centres in our survey have a union present. This percentage varies
across sectors. The telecommunications sector records the highest level of union presence
(73%), followed by the banking sector (60%). By contrast, union presence is very limited
in outsourced call centres, especially in outbound call centres where three quarters of
establishments do not have any union.

o Non-union call centres have an annual ‘quit’ rate that is 50% higher than that of union
centres: 11.4% compared to 7.8%. Call centres with unions have an average workforce
tenure that is 50% higher than that of non-union centres: 6.8 years compared to 4.2 years.
By increasing the job satisfaction of employees, unions may contribute to lowering the
turnover and providing substantial savings in selection, recruitment, and training.

Summing-up

The French call centre industry experienced a real take-off only in the last half of the nineties.
This industry has grown rapidly in the last five years and has begun to define itself by
institutionalising the sector’s boundaries and industrial relations practices. At the present
stage, the national government and local authorities are striving to transform the high
potential of this industry into a source of sustainable local development and job creation.

Due in part to the more recent development of French call centres, they tend to be much
smaller, less rationalized, and less equipped with the latest IC technologies than call centres,
for example, in the USA. As our survey shows, however, this industry is characterized by
large heterogeneity across sectors and market segments — along such dimensions as market
competition, strategy, work organization, and human resource management.

In addition, the call centre workforce is generally well-qualified, contrary to the typical image
portrayed in the media. Thus, a central problem for human resource policy is that there is a
‘mismatch’ between the monotonous nature and low pay of the job, on the one hand, and the
high skill level of employees on the other.. As a result, employee dissatisfaction and lack of
promotion opportunities appears to translate into high quit rates.

Finally, the differences between ‘in-house’ call centres and ‘outsourced’ centres appear to be
particularly pronounced in France.



Introduction

The spectacular expansion of the call centre industry is a global phenomenon. The French call
centre industry is no exception. Several factors have influenced the development of this
industry.

o Liberalisation of the telecommunications market made competition more intense, which
led to declining telecommunications costs.

o Firms have made a strategic choice to take more control over customer relations
management. Call centre operations provide an opportunity to rationalise traditional forms
of work organization.

o Rapid progress in information and communication technologies and the steep fall in the
cost of voice and data transmission allow the progressive replacement of face-to-face
commercial interactions with remote service contacts or remote transactions.

However, the speed of these movements seems to have been slower in the French case than in
the US case and even in other European countries: the French telecommunications market was
liberalised at the end of the nineties. Deregulation of banking and insurance sectors is still
underway. French companies have taken a long time to realise that call centre operations
involved a major organisational innovation at the level of the corporation.

According to Datamonitor, the French call centre industry experienced a real take-off only in
the last half of the nineties (Datamonitor, 2003). Before that period, some sectors such as
retail (catalogue selling) or telemarketing services represented a large part of the ‘artisan-
type’ call centre industry. Since the end of the 1990s, however, the frontier of call centre
operations has continually expanded to new activities such as telecommunications, banking,
public services, and health services. The outsourced segment is experiencing especially rapid
growth, as firms add outsourced customer relations management (inbound call services) to
‘traditional’ telemarketing activities. This means that the French call centre industry has
started to implement the ‘rationalisation’ of call centre operations into bigger units with more
sophisticated technologies.

Datamonitor has estimated the French call centre annual market growth (in market value) at
14 percent per year between 1999 and 2002, and in volume (number of agent positions) at
11.6%. By the end of 2002, the total annual commercial value of the sector reached 1,932
million euros and the total number of workstations, 161,000 agent positions.

CESMO, a leading French consulting firm working in this industry, made a very similar
evaluation for 2002 figures: 3,000 call centres, 167,000 positions, and 191,000 employees
(CESMO, 2003). More recent data from CESMO for 2004 estimates there are 3,300 call
centres and 205,000 employees (CESMO, 2004). In 2005, CESMO predicts that 3,500 call
centres will be in operation. At that level, employment in call centres may represent 0.75% of
the overall French workforce, which is considerable although still much lower than the rate in
the US (nearly three percent) or in the UK (1.7%).

All of this data however, is based on partial surveys by private organisations. The call centre
industry is not yet an institutionalised sector with its own national statistics. The exception is,
the ‘outsourced call’ operations segment, which was recently surveyed and grouped into a



single statistical category (‘outsourced call centres’ as a part of ‘Business to Business
services’) by the National Institute of Economic Statistics. In 2004, about 20% of call centres
were reportedly ‘outsourced’ centres. The first estimate of the workforce in this ‘outsourced’
sector was reported as 30,000 ‘full time equivalent jobs’ in 2003 (INSEE, 2004).

While accurate information on the size of this industry is difficult to procure, off-shoring has
more recently become an important public debate in France. An estimated 9,000 to 12,000
employees worked in foreign countries (such as Morocco, Senegal, Tunisia, and Maurice
island) for the French market of call centres in 2004.

Since the end of the nineties, the French call centre industry has taken on real importance as a
major source of job opportunities in the new services economy. From this perspective, the
industry has become a high-profile sector and a ‘public policy issue’. But this trend has not
been followed by real strategies from institutional actors, apart from some local employment
agencies. At the present stage, the national government, public agencies, and local authorities
are searching for efficient ways to transform the high potential of this industry into a source of
sustainable local development and job creation in the context of ‘economic globalisation’.

At the end of 2004, two State-supported working groups presented several propositions to
enlarge and ensure the future of this sector (Ministry of Labour, Ministry of Industry, 2004).
Some of these propositions concern human resource management, including the improvement
of training programs, enlargement of job content, development of more flexible forms of work
organisation, and amelioration of working conditions.

Issued at the critical point of time when the French call centre industry is positioning itself
strategically for the future, the present report is intended to provide useful information for all
actors engaged in this movement.

Objective of the French Call Centre Industry Report

This report is the first comprehensive benchmarking survey” of work and human resource
practices in the French call centre industry. This has been carried out by the LEST team
within the methodological framework set up by ‘The Global Call Centre Industry Project’.
The survey is based on general managers’ responses to a nationally representative sample of
204 establishments (over 10 employees), which corresponds approximately to 6.2 % of 3,300
centres (as estimated by the CESMO consulting cabinet, 2004).

The general manager and human resource managers at each call centre provided information
on the types of customers and industries served and the competitive conditions they face.
They also provided detailed information on the call centre technology; management practices
such as skill requirements of jobs, organization of work, training and staffing policies,
compensation strategies, and pay levels; and performance outcomes such as turnover and
sales growth.

The call centres in this report have a total workforce of 12,844, which corresponds to 6.2% of
total population (205,000 persons) in this industry (as estimated by the CESMO consulting
cabinet, 2004).

* This first version of the survey will probably evolve in time, since we are gathering some additional
data.



As call centres often serve multiple customer segments or industries, most questions were
directed to a centre’s “core employees” - defined as the largest group of employees who carry
out the primary work activity for the centre’s customers. The centres in this study include
9,071 core employees. The overwhelming majority of centres (76 percent) are in-house
centres — that is, call centres that serve the customers of the parent company. Twenty-four
percent of centres are outsourced, that is, operated by subcontractors to serve the customers of
one or several companies.



I — French Call Centre Industrial Landscape
I-1 Industry and market segments

Industry segment

Our survey comprises call centres in a broad range of sectors. As shown in Figure I-1,
the sectors with the largest representation in the French survey are insurance services (36
centres and 18% of the total sample), retail services (33 centres, 16%), telecommunications
services (32 centres, 16%) and banking services (32 centres, 16%). However,
telecommunications services are largely represented by sub-contractors (19 out of 32); and in-
house telecommunications call centres are under-represented. These four sectors comprise up
to two-thirds of all call centres in our national simple. Industries with 10 — 18 centres (5 — 8
percent of the sample) include business and IT services, manufacturing, facilities, and
logistic-transportation. Another three industries have about 5 centres in the study, each
representing 3 percent of the sample. These include the public and non-profit sector, health
care, and print and media. Four percent of the sample includes centres that serve multiple
industries.

Figure 1.1 Sectoral distribution of call centres

W Other sectors
OHealth Care

W Public/non-profit
M Media/culture

OLogistics/transportation

W Facilities

EManufacturing

BT services

OBank

OTelecommunications

W Retail

EInsurance

Types of services

The types of services carried out by call centres also differs considerably, as indicated
in Figure I-2. These differences play an important role in defining the types of business and
human resource strategies adopted. The centres range from outbound telemarketing to in-
bound service, or sales, and technical support.

In this study, 70 centres or 34 percent of the total sample provide only in-bound
service. Service centres are considered as cost centres rather than revenue generators. They
are entirely focused on responding to customer inquiries. Compared to the other countries, the
function of call centres in France may still have a defensive role. In the US case, Batt (2004)
showed that there already has been a shift in the US call centre industry to a profit centre
orientation strategy.

10



Figure | - 2 Call centres by work function
Service only 0
Service and sales 52
Telemarketing 37
IT& technical support 16
Inbound sales only 9
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The second largest group of centres in this study (25 percent) provide both service and
sales activity. This implies that service agents must handle service inquiries as well as process
orders for new purchases or upgrades of existing services. These can play the role of profit
centres, as in the case of the US call centre industry. Employees need a mix of skills: social
interaction skills to pay effective attention to customer inquiries and the ability to negotiate
and close a sale. This suggests that human resource policy needs to adopt a policy of
upgrading employees’ competence.

Other centres in this study are more specialized, including outbound telemarketing (18
percent of the total) and technical support or IT help desks (8 percent). The former need
employees with both aggressive sales skills and an optimistic temperament, while the later
require highly specialised technical skills.

Significant groupings of call centres

We report the findings of this study by using the following categories that capture
some of the variation in our sample (shown in Figure 1-3). We start with in-house call centres
that serve all markets in the four largest sectors. These include insurance (14 percent),
banking (13 percent), retail (12 percent) and telecommunications services (7 percent).

Based on preliminary data analysis, we found that in-house centres providing business
to business services and IT services have much in common, even though they are located in
different sectors. Thus, we report their averages together, and they represent 15 percent of all
centres in this study. Finally, we split subcontractors who serve all industries into two groups:
outbound subcontractors (15 percent of all call centres) and inbound subcontractors (14
percent). Figure I-3 differs from figure I-1 because the former represents the field of activity
in terms of industry, while the later stands for the mixture of sector and type of activity.
Figure 1-3 illustrates the distribution of call centre establishments in these eight categories.

11



Figure I-3 Categories of call centres in this report
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These different types of call centres show consistent differences in management and
employment practices. Generally speaking, the centres providing business and IT services
may be classified as ‘high end’ centres. They serve business customers, compete on service
quality, are smaller in size, hire fewer female workers, and offer a higher level of
compensation. At the other end of the range, outbound subcontractors appear to be the most
cost-driven, with a huge proportion of temporary workers, a high rate of mobility, and low
level of pay. Inbound subcontractors have much in common with the outbound
subcontractors in terms of labour flexibility (use of temporary workers, mobility, and low
pay), but also have some different features: they are more recently established, larger in size,
higher in standardization of work practices and more advanced in the use of new technology.

In-house centres in retail, telecommunications, and financial services fall between
these two extremes. First, retail call centres often look very similar to subcontracted centres,
although the stability of the workforce is much greater in the former than in the latter. Second,
telecommunications centres reveal a unique pattern, apparently due to the current
restructuring of internal labour markets: traditional operators are retraining and workers in
once stable service jobs are being transferred to call centre operations. Third, insurance and
banking sectors offer relatively complex products and services, with opportunities for value-
added sales based on customisation. They hire more educated workers and try to create more
stable employment relations.

I-2 Organizational Characteristics of Call Centres

Our survey includes a wide range of call centres in terms of their size, structure,
location, and market scope (we have excluded small call centres with less than 10 employees).
In France, these call centres are rarely large organizations. The average number of employees
1s 58 persons. In our simple, 67 percent of call centres have fewer than 50 employees and
only 12 percent have over 100 employees.

12



Figure I-4 Size of call centres (persons)

Insurance

Banking
Telecommunications
Retail

B2B & IT services
Inbound subcontractors
Outbound subcontractors

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Size of call centres

Figure I-4, however, shows that the size of call centres differs by industry and whether
they are in-house or subcontracted. Banking centres and call centres serving business or
offering IT services are the smallest in size, averaging about 30 to 40 employees at a worksite.
This small office environment allows for close relationships among employees and managers
and creates a ‘professional’ climate. In contrast, telecommunications services and inbound
subcontractors average close to 100 employees, and this larger size tends to favor economies
of scale and standardisation of operations through call centre technologies. In between these
extremes are the insurance sector, retail sector and outbound subcontractors, which range
from 50 to 65 employees.

Generally speaking, compared to the US, French call centres appear much smaller and
less standardized.

Age of call centres

The size of call centres is not necessarily correlated with their age. The older centres
are likely to be located in the telecommunications or retail sectors, or in outbound
subcontracting. This pattern mirrors both the early use of advanced telecommunications
engineering technologies in these sectors and the rapid development of new commercial
practices (catalogue sales in the retail sector and telemarketing methods in the outbound
subcontractors). While the average centre in our simple is about 9 years old, those in
telecommunications and retail sectors are 12 years old.

As shown in figure I-5, inbound subcontractors and call centres in banking and
insurance are much younger, since three quarters of them were established after 1995. This
reflects the rapid expansion at the end of the 1990s of call centres in financial services and the
emergence of relatively large subcontractors serving multiple clients.

13



Figure 1- 5 Creation after year 1995 (%)
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Call centres as a part of large corporations

A majority of call centres are part of larger corporations - on average 78 percent of the
centres in our sample. As shown in Figure 1-6, this percentage is highest for in-house 