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The Relationship between Globalization and the Call Centre Industry
How has globalization changed the call centre industry? Are the effects positive or negative? Globalization is an immensely complex subject as there have been many books and scholarly articles written on globalization, yet it is ever increasing. As well, numerous books, scholarly articles, and media sources are increasingly available which focuses on the topic of call centres as a study. Examining globalization in the call centre industry provides many valuable opportunities to study the profound effects it has on the people and their economy. Globalization has been making its presence felt in our lives for many years now and it is found to have yielded both positive and negative outcomes. The term globalization has many definitions but when used in an economic context it refers to an “increase in the flow of goods, services, capital, technology, ideas and labour with an overall decrease and elimination of barriers between national borders (Pelàez & Pelàez, 2008). Large corporations such as American Express, Bell, Hewlett Packard, GE, Microsoft and many others have adopted the practice of globalization which can be both beneficial and detrimental to the Canadian workforce. The call centre industry is one of the most rapidly growing areas of work globally. Technological innovations have led to a restructuring and reorganization of work. Many corporations outsource their labour to different countries to reduce costs and also earn profit. Countries like India have long established their role in the call centre industry. In the call centre industry, economic globalization has encouraged foreign investment to developing countries and improves the economy. It has increased the overall level of productivity by having more representatives available to service customer’s needs because of companies off-shoring its labour to countries such as India that operates in a different time zone. However, the result of outsourcing causes an overall increase in unemployment for Canadian workers of transnational corporations. A study of globalization and the call centre phenomena becomes an important window into understanding how it has impacted the individuals working in that environment. Research on the state of the global call centre industry will create significant contribution to further practical study on this topic. To fully explore the impact of globalization on the call centre sector in Canada, it is important to understand the reality of outsourcing, how globalization has revolutionized in the call centre industry, and the cultural impacts globalization has on these workers. Although economic globalization has caused growth in various countries, it has impacted individuals working in the call centre industry.
Globalization has transformed the Canadian workplace and worker’s place within it in many ways. In the American Express call centre, globalization has enhanced the availability to service the customer. Globalization has made it possible to have twenty-four hour customer service by employing representatives in India and other countries that operate in different time zones. “Customers like the convenience of service or sales on-demand in a virtual 24/7 marketplace” (Wilk, 2008). This allows for a better customer experience by being available at any time of the day thus increasing business and overall profits as “call centres represent a large portion of customer transactions” (Basi, 2009). Wilk states that in North America almost seventy percent of customer transactions representing some $700 billion went through call centres in 2000 and that number is increasing. An increase in profit for the business increases the overall economic security for employees in Canada and abroad. Within North America, many American companies such as American Express have outsourced to companies in Canada. This is due to higher labour turnover in the United States, a pool of comparatively skilled unemployed people in Canada, and, until recent years, a favourable exchange rate. J. Ammah (personal interview, March 2, 2011) indicates that outsourcing “has allowed me to work for American Express, considering it is an American corporation”. Service industries now account for three-quarters of employment (74%) and about 70% of Gross Domestic Product (Statistics Canada, 2010). In Canada, the call centre sector is a rapidly growing industry that went from “just over $424 million in 1998 to almost $2.76 billion in 2006” which represents an “average annual increase of 27.7%” (Statistics Canada, 2010). Over two-thirds of this revenue growth was generated by call centres located in Ontario alone. This indicates that globalization in Canada has been great for the economy and Canadian workers. R. Persaud (personal interview, March 2, 2011) believes that the effect globalization has made on call centres is positive. He states that “it has made call centers more cost efficient and the cost of doing business has decreased” which results in an “increase in our bonus payouts.” On the other hand, the consequences of globalization are said to push firms into internationalization. Many corporations outsource labour to reduce costs resulting in fewer opportunities available for Canadian workers. This can lead to an overall increase in the unemployment rate for the Canadian economy. Corporations benefit from outsourcing their business to countries like India because it is cost-effective. Upadhya and Vasavi indicate that a range of white and pink collar work has been outsourced and off-shored to countries where “cheaper labour enables large amounts of work to be carried out round the clock”. “Call centre operations moved to India because the country provided a cheap, English-speaking labour force” (Patel, 2010). By outsourcing, corporations increase their profit with the availability of around the clock service to customers. In addition, representatives in Canada may experience lesser call volumes by having multiple call centres open in various locations to service customers. Although this implies that it has provided great benefits to the Canadian economy, it does not come without disadvantages to both Canadian and Indian workers. 
Wilk indicates that “call centres represent the modern-day ‘factory floor’ and can be viewed as Tayloristic” because there are some strict controls over the quality and quantity of work for individuals in this environment. Taylorism is a theory of “management that analyzes workflows, with the objective of improving labour productivity” (Wilk, 2008). Wilk’s suggestion of Taylorism in the call centre industry seems to be alive simply due to the similarities it has with mechanized assembly line work in that it can be repetitive, routinely and standardized. However, it differs from Taylorism because call centres demand more knowledge based workers with a certainly high degree of multitasking abilities, which is usually not required for assembly line work. A major problem identified is that highly educated workers are recruited and then become dissatisfied and disempowered by their jobs because they are subjected to routine tasks, a lack of power, performance surveillance, and the repetitive use of boring work. Therefore, the level of quality service can be potentially lost. In addition, many Canadian call centre workers experience working long hours that can become stressful which creates the “so called good jobs / bad jobs divide” (Menzies, 2005). In Jackson’s chapter on “The Unhealthy Canadian Workplace”, he indicates that the quality of an individual’s working life depends on the workplace and whether it is defined as a “good workplace” or “bad workplace”. A good workplace from the perspective of workers includes good pay, benefits, job security, good working conditions (pace and hours) and some degree of democratic control over the work process. A bad workplace provided the exact opposite including no work-life balance, anonymity, alienation and was also demanding. Call centres in Canada usually experience high call volumes which can be very stressful as it is difficult to maintain organization in that type of environment. An employee may resign from their position if they feel the workload is overly excessive and unmanageable. For Indian labourers, work intensity rather than salary is seen as the key differentiator between employment conditions in India and Canada. Van den Broek  indicates that work conditions in India appear to be much worse than in North America with more electronic monitoring and control of workers; intense pressure on workers to meet daily targets and efficiency goals; stress and burnout from working atypically long hours in the night shifts; and the emotional demands of dealing with irate callers. The nature of work patterns imposed on Indian workers by the interests of western corporations and their customers result in negative consequences such as psychological, physical, and emotional strain. “Twenty percent of workers in India endure severe health problems and behavioural disorders (Van den Broek, 2004). Consequently, a majority of these workers are women. Research indicates that call centres in India prefer to hire young, educated women. As with call centres in Canada, firms have restructured to gain the benefits of employing women and young people “who are already marginalized in labour markets in the context of the expanding call centre industry” (Buchanan & Koch-Schulte, 1999). According to Patel, call centres often prefer to hire women because they are seen as “more hardworking, patient, less aggressive, attentive, and loyal” and have better interpersonal skills than men. In a report from Buchanan and Koch-Schulte, it stated that call centre work that involved credit collections had predominantly male workers because it “required aggressive employees to harass late-payers” while work that involved reservations had “more women workers”. Comparatively, results from the survey in Buchanan and Koch-Schulte’s report indicated that women and youth made up a majority of the call centre workforce across Canada and about “forty-five percent of all female call centre workers were employed in precarious jobs”. This allows for the conclusion that there is a persistence of gender-based stereotypes in the call centre industry not only in Canada but also in India. The discussion regarding globalization revolutionizing the workplace indicates that although there are positive outcomes derived, many different negative impacts occur that effect workers directly such as stress. This causes problems attaining the desired quality of interaction between workers and customers.
Although globalization has “encouraged multiculturalism by means of interactions with different countries around the world” (Abraham, 2008), it has caused some challenges. Communication and “technology in combination with the ability to work anytime, anywhere, and contact anybody, anytime, anywhere...puts people out of sync with each other” (Menzies, 2005) because more time is spent facing various screens rather than one another in shared time and real space. The anonymity can be viewed “isolation at work caused by technology” (Menzies, 2005). While this practice of anonymity exists in Canada, workers in India also experience the same type of problem. Many call centre companies outsourcing to India attempt to conceal their location by signing secrecy agreements while registering outsourcing deals. Ammah indicates that language and aesthetics in Indian call centres is one of the major issues that arise with customers in North America. “Some of the American customers complain about our centres in India due to the language barrier…their accent sometimes causes a lot of misunderstanding.” She states that “many American customers do not like the fact that we outsource, politically, they feel American Express should remain on American soil.” Transnational firms identified accents, language problems, and cultural differences/mistakes through misunderstanding were as a major disadvantage of relocating its businesses to India (Van den Broek, 2004). As with all call centres, the absence of “clear verbal communication may lose customers and undermine the rationale for relocation” (Van den Broek, 2004). Depending on the client, workers in India are trained American or British English diction where “Indian accents are neutralised to ‘desirable’ levels of westernization” (Van den Broek, 2004). Although the fluency in English is required to work in this industry, “accent acquisition and proper grammar” (Patel, 2010) seems to be the larger issue. In a documentary by Gulati entitled “Nalini by Day, Nancy by Night,” the director explores her journey into India's call centres through a personal narrative. Gulati details how most of the time customers would ask, “can I speak to someone that knows English” or that customers would want to “speak to an American”. Indian call centre workers in Canada sometimes experience this type of treatment. Firms try to handle customer’s complaints regarding language deficiencies through the dual strategy of “training their staff in accent neutralisation and requiring workers to adopt western alias” (Patel, 2010) to create the impression that customers are interacting with a worker in their geographical location. This type of training may seem absurd to some but such training in western culture reinforces the perception that worker’s “are forced to live as Indians by day and Westerners after sundown” (Patel, 2010) which is a major disadvantage to globalization. This demonstrates the level of desperate and insensitive behaviour globalization has caused major corporations to employ in order to retain their customers. Indian workers found it difficult taking pride and responsibility for their work in the face of such mass deception. There are indications that “frustration, role confusion, and psychological tension” (Patel, 2010) surface from the practice of concealing the Indian identity to customers. The attempt to accent neutralization is a form of cultural oppression which comes into conflict with traditional Indian values and cultures. The impact of globalization on the call centre Industry in India will continue increase if there is no change to help prolong the Indian identity.
Evidence proves that globalization has impacted not only Canadian workers in the call centre sector but also Indian workers. The advantage of off shoring and outsourcing businesses to India implies there are positive effects. Major corporations save themselves millions of dollars by employing the well-educated English speaking population in India without western costs. Although this highlights the positive aspects globalization has on the call centre industry, it is not without its critique. With call centre jobs being outsourced, the result can cause unemployment for workers in Canada. In India, outsourcing not only improves their own economy but provides many workers with employment. Thus, off shoring results in benefits for Indian workers and transnational corporations but it is detrimental to the economy of North Americans. In the call centre, globalization has helped both the consumer and the employees of the organization by having more representatives available to service customer’s needs because of a different time zone operated in India. Moreover, it makes the company easy to do business with and work life a little more manageable for its employees. On the other hand, there is some indication of Taylorism and gender-based stereotypes in the call centre industry. Both positive and negative outcomes are derived that affects workers directly when analyzing how globalization has revolutionized the call centre. The findings obtained only prove that globalization has an impact on individuals working in the call centre industry.
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