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ABSTRACT
This paper attempts to contribute to our theoretical understanding of the relationship
between regions and the location dynamics of telemedlated employment through an

analysis of the regional dynamics shaping the call centre Industry in Pittsburgh. which
has grown significantly despite the increased possibilities for offshoring. Focussing on

fundamental dimensions of the call centre labour process, it suggests that there are
particular features of the Pittsburgh region that are not only Important components
of firms' decisions to locate call centre work there but also influence their processes
for doing so. These features are rooted In the industrial history, socio~demographlc
dynamics and cultural factors in the region that increase the level of 'stlcklness', or
propensity of enterprises to stay in the area.

Introduction
In the last decade, dramatic improvements in the capabilities of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) have significantly increased the depth and
complexity of remote interactive communication, resulting in new patterns of
employment location and relocation both within the United States and internationally.
Daily media reports highlight a significant relocation of work to India, where thousands
of customer service representatives, software developers, and financial analysts now
routinely handle daily work for US-based corporations and customers. According to
some estimates, as many as 14 million US jobs have the potential to be outsourced
overseas (Bardhan & Kroll, 2003). As the capabilities of information technology
continue to increase, possibilities for information exchange, knowledge development,
and interactive learning available in remote locations are likely to continue to increase
significantly as well. In this context, there is a strong potential for large amounts of
telemediated work to move overseas to countries with adequately skilled workforces
and telecommunications infrastructure, but with significantly lower costs.
At the same time, however, many efforts to outsource or relocate work overseas
have failed, as unexpected complications, rising costs, and lower quality have
undermined the benefits sought by companies overseas. Furthermore, international

outsourcing of ICT-enabled work is still dwarfed by the extent of this work in the United
States. Today an estimated six million workers are employed in the US in various types of
remote telephone call centre, with over 10 million employed in ICf·related occupations
increasingly being conducted in new, relocated sites around the country (Atkinson,
2004; Datamonitor, 2003; Hecker, 2005; National Research Council ,2001). The limited
international mobility of telemediated work is often linked to localised educationalleve1s,
common cultural norms, national regulatory systems, and a' need for periodic face-to~
face communication and other localised learning processes, suggesting that much of the
growth and relocation of telemediated work may continue to stay in the United States.
As the EMERGENCEl research efforts have shown, developing rob'ltSt understandings
of why firms relocate eWork requires more than an understanding of simple location
factors (e.g. costs of labour, real estate, regulatory climate) and instead requires a detailed
attention to the historical trajectories, processes, and socia-technologically embedded
labour processes that shape decisions about the location of eWork (Huws, 2003). Most
of the EMERGENCE research has focused on these processes at the firm level, within
the context of national regulatory systems. Many of the proces:>es shaping work location,
however, are rooted at a regional (metropolitan) scale, particularly as they relate to
labour market dynamics, local production complexes (dusters) and historical 'layering'
of previous rounds of capital investment and accumulation (Massey, 1995). We therefore
need more robust theoretical constructs for analysing the regional processes that shape
decisions for locating eWork.
This paper attempts to contribute to this theoretical process by analysing the regional
dynamics shaping the call centre industry in Pittsburgh, which grew significantly in the
1990s and continues to this day to add new employees, despite the increased possibilities
for offshoring. I analyse dynamics in the regional industry by examining processes of
restructuring in four dimensions of the labour process that are fundamentally shaped by
information technology: space, work, employment and time. Through this examination,
I suggest that there are particular features of the Pittsburgh region that are important .
components of firms' decisions for locating caU centre work there and processes for domg
so. These features are rooted in the industrial history, socio~demographic dynamics and
cultural factors in the region that increase the level of'stickiness' of enterprises, or their
propensity to stay in the area.
.
This paper is structured in the foHowing way. I start by briefly reviewing recent
literature on the scale and processes of outsourcing in the US. I then turn to an overview
of Pittsburgh, and particularly the call centre industry in Pittsburgh. This is followed
by an analysis of call centre labour processes in the region along the four dimensions.
of space, work, employment and time. I conclude by exploring the implications ~f this
analysis for theoretical understandings of how regional processes shape telemedtated
work in our global economy.
1
The EMERGENCE (Estimation and Mapping of Employment Relocation in the Global Economy
in the New Communications Environment) Project is the most comprehensive, systetll<ltic global study of
employment relocation, combining both qU<lntitative and qualitative analysis in under~ta.lldi,ng the scal~ and
processes involved in employment relocation. Initially funded by the European CommiSSions Info~matlO.n .
Society Technologies Programme (rom 2000 to 2003, the methodology has been subsequently rephcated 11l As,a,
Canada and Australia. For more details, see http://www,emergence.llu.
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Offshoring: tidal wave or small trickle?
There has been a growing sentiment in the USA over the past few years that the
growth in outsourcing work to India by US firms is the first step in a major relocation
of telemediated work overseas. Much of the analysis of this phenomenon to date has
been conducted by international consulting firms, whose objectivity in the matter
must be questioned, since many of them are involved in helping firms to relocate
work. Yet the large scale of their predictions suggests a need for serious academic
attention as well. McKinsey and Associates, for example, predict that tota'1 offshore
employment in the service sector will reach 4.1 million jobs worldwide by 2008
(McKinsey Global Institute, 2005). John McCarthy of Forrester Research estimates
there will be 3.4 million jobs offshored from the US alone by 2015 (McCarthy, 2004).
Warnings about the potential dangers of large-scale outsourcing are not limited
to international consulting firms, but also include more careful analytical research. In
a detailed analysis of the work characteristics of all occupations in the US, Bardhan
& Kroll (Bardhan & Kroll, 2003) estimated that as many as 14 million US jobs may
be at risk, though they are careful to state that they do not believe anywhere near
that number will actually relocate. Princeton University economist Alan Blinder, in
reviewing the potentially revolutionary impacts of the development and diffusion of
information technology, argues that 'the total number of current US service-sector
jobs that will be susceptible to offshoring in the electronic future is two to three times
the total number of current manufactUring jobs (which is about 14 million)' (Blinder,
2006).
On the other hand, there are a number of studies that find that the numbers
of IT~enabled service jobs that have been offshored to date are still small, and
suggest that the scale may remain limited for some time to come. While there
is some disagreement on specific numbers, nearly a1l sources estimate that total
information technology enabled services (lTES) and business process outsourcing
(BPO) employment in India was of the order of 400,000 people in 2006 with
another half a million employed in information technology, software and R&D
positions (NASSCOM, 2006), though growth was substantial. The US Government
Accountability Office in a detailed review of the evidence available at the time, not
only found a similar limited scale of offshoring but also provided evidence that
suggests a more limited impact than some estimates. They pointed out that most
business service imports still come from high-income countries, that less than 1%
of mass layoffs were attributed to overseas relocation and that 70% of foreign direct
investment from the US was still going to high~cost developed countries while
India only accounted for 0.4% (GAO, 2004). Even some consulting firms recognise
the limited scale of offshoring currently, with Datamonitor (2004), for instance,
predicting that a total of only 5% of all call centre seats would be offshored by the
year 2007.
Clearly the factors shaping the location, quality and character of telemediated
work activities are highly complex and still poorly understood. Some factors - such
as labour costs, infrastructure, tax and regulatory structure - shape location and
growth trajectories in ways qUite similar to manufacturing industries (Giaoutzi &
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Nijkamp, 1988). Yet the interactive and service elements of the work brings in a wide
range of cultural, linguistic, quality, communicative and learning process factors that
are not well understood, but potentially remain more important than cost factors in
shaping telemediated work location patterns (Kugelmass, 1995). Part of the difficulty
in analysing these processes is rooted in the ways that the development and relocation
of telemediated work undermines the usefulness of many of the conceptual categories
that are typically used to analyse employment growth opportunities. For example,
integrated ICT systems blur the boundaries between firms, with the legal 'employer'
frequently having less influence on employment conditions or management practices
than other firms who may subcontract the work, but retain extensive monitoring and
control systems within the workplace. In essence, technologically~integrated global
networks of firms, rather than single employers, are increasingly shaping conditions
of employment and employment growth (Castells,1996; Gereffi et a1., 2005; Graham,
2000: Graham & Marvin, 2001; Shapiro & Varian, 1998; Sturgeon, 1999; Sturgeon,
2002).
Similarly, the rapid pace of change in information technologies is changing the
meaning of a 'job' or even a 'career' (Bridges 1994; Farber 1996). New technologies
are resulting in rapid changes in skill requirements and work practices, creating
entirely new job categories (such as 'webmaster' or 'call centre operator') while
rendering others obsolete (such as 'typesetter' or 'filing clerk') (Huws, 2003; Laudon
& Marr, 2003). As a result, working lives more frequently include multiple jobs,
employers and occupations, with constantly changing skill requirements (Peiper! et
aI., 2000). Telemediated work also challenges traditional notions of the 'workplace',
as telecommunications networks link workers and customers via 'telemediated
space' across vast distances, including different countries with different cultural
norms, regulatory regimes and social institutions that fundamentally shape work
place dynamics (Graham, 2000; Green, 2002; Lash & Urry, 1994). Thus, to effectively
analyse employment conditions and dynamics in telemediated work, there is an
urgent need to develop theoretical frameworks and concepts that more effectively
capture the blurred institutional and spatial boundaries, dynamic processes, and
complex employment practices that characterise this type of work.
In analysing the factors shaping the location and character of telemediated work,
this paper utilises an analytical framework that is built around four dimensions of
the labour process: Space, Work, Employment, and Time, abbreviated to 'SWET'
(Benner, 2006). These are fundamental, irreducible dimensions of any labour process
which are being dramatically reshaped by information technology. VVhile it is useful
to separate these dimensions for analytical purposes, they should be understood in an
integrated way, as four dimensions of the same lived experience of labonring. None
of the dimensions is meaningful except in the context of how it interacts with the
other dimensions. Yet by highlighting each dimension in turn, we can gain deeper
insights into critical aspects of labour process restructuring.
.
Before discussing this framework in more detail, I will first turn to an overVIew of
the call centre industry in Pittsburgh, which will provide the contextual basis for the
more detailed SWET analysis.

Work organisation, labour & gfobaJlsation Volume 1, Number 2. Summer, 2007

101

Pittsburgh and call centre work
Pittsburgh is famous for its history as the core of the US steel industry, first developed

in the late 18005. At its peak. Pittsburgh was the fifth largest metropolitan area in the
country and produced two-fifths afthe entire nation's steel (Lorant, 1999; Muller,200l).

The decline of the region's steel industry actually began after the first world war, but the
region was particularly devastated by the recession and deindustrialisation of the 1980s.
In just six years, between 1980 and 1986. the region lost 42.6% of its manufacturing
jobs, with 50% of this loss in the steel industry (Detrick, 1999).
Despite this collapse in manufacturing, total employment in the region declined
only by 7% during this time, as the region's education, health care, financial and other
service sectors took up some of the slack. Overall employment in the region has retained
some resilience. Thus. for example. the total population in the 7~county metropolitan
area declined by 12% from 1960 to 2000, dropping from 2.77 million to 2.43 million.
At the same time. however. there has been a tremendous hollowing out of the City of
Pittsburgh itself. and of Allegheny County, the core county in the metropolitan area.
Pittsburgh itself lost 45% of its population between 1960 and 2000. dropping to oniy
335.000 in 2000. Allegheny County lost 21 % of its population in this time, and saw
its portion of the total population of the region decline from 59% to 53%2. The result
of these patterns has been significant urban sprawl, disinvestment in many areas of
Allegheny County (including large vacant land and declining real estate and office
building prices), and a significant ageing of the population, as young people have
migrated to other parts of the country in search of better employment opportunities
(Brookings Institution, 2003).
One of the types of work that has grown in the Pittsburgh region since the early
1990s is work in call centres. Call centres are workplaces consisting of dedicated phoneagent positions in which employees integrate telephonic and computer technologies
while interacting in real time with customers over the phone line, allowing for temporal
co·presence without spatial co-presence. Call centres exist in dozens of industries. most
prominently in financial services, telecommunications, and the travel industry. Since
call centres are integrated into the operations of companies in many different industries,
and since standard occupational classification systems don't distinguish most call centre
occupations. there are no reliable statistics on the extent of call centre work. According
to the Pittsburgh Regional Alliance, however, there were in 2006 at least 86 call centres
in the Pittsburgh Region, employing an estimated 27,000 people. Of these, an estimated
60 centres employing more than 20,000 people were in Allegheny County itself, the core
county of the metropolitan region.
Of all the centres in the region, an estimated 44% are in the financial services
industry (see Figure 1). Call centres in the telecommunications industry (18%).
general industryoutsourcers (11%) and those in the health care industry (9%) make
up the bulk of the remaining centres. There is a significant spatial variation of caU
centres by industry within the metropolitan region. Financial services call centres
2
All population figures have been calculated by nuthor, based on data from the US Census Bureau,
Historical Decennial CensuS Population and Housing Counts, retrieved on Apri117, 2007 from http://www.
census.gov/population/www/censusdatafhiscendata.htm.
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are predominantly concentrated in the city of Pittsburgh itself, or in the immediately
surrounding municipalities. Indeed the three largest call centres in Allegheny County,
and five of the ten largest call centres. are in financial services. This reflects a dose
connection between call centre operations and the other activities of banks, credit
cards, and investment service firms in the area. Call centres that exist more in the
periphery of the metropolitan region tend to be smaller. and are more concentrated in
telecommunicJtions, insurance and general outsourcing industries (see Table 1).

Figure 1 Estimated Call Centre Employment by Sector, Allegheny County,
2006 (number of centres in parantheses)
telemarketing
(11 )
9%

health (7)
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Gaining accurate counts of call centres and employment in call centres is notoriously
difficult, yet, according to figures gathered by the Pittsburgh Regional Alliance, the
number of people employed in call centres in the region grew from 25,300 in 2004. a
growth of more than 5% in two years. VVhile these numbers may not be exact, newspaper
reports either of caU centres growing or of new ones being established in the region
during that time lend support for the presumption that there has been growth in call
centres in the region. Table 2 lists call centres that have expanded in the region beh'leen
2004 and 2006.
Many call centres are doing well in the region in part because of its relatively low land
and labour costs. Ai> Figure 2 shows, wages in Pittsburgh are generally lower than the US
average, including for customer service representatives and switchboard operators, two of
the most canunon call centre occupations. Average wages amongst telemarketers in the
Pittsburgh MSA are actually higher than the national average, but as shown in Figure 3,
the higher wages in Pittsburgh are only at the upper end ofthe wage distribution within
the telemarkets occupation. The median wage and wages at the lO'h and 25 lh percentile are
significantly lower in Pittsburgh.
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Table 1: Call Centres in Allegheny County and Pittsburgh

figure 2: Wages by Occupation, Pittsburgh and US, 2003
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Figure 3: Hourly Wage Rates by Percentile, Telemarketers, US and
Pittsburgh
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Pittsburgh's call centre industry: a SWET analysis
I now turn to the SWET analysis of call centre work in Pittsburgh. As already noted, a
SWET analysis can be applied to any type of labour, though the factors that are most
salient will vary depending on the specific context. In what follows, for each of the
fOUf dimensions, I describe the dimension itself, the specific application to call centres,
and then a discussion of how the Pittsburgh region shapes dynamics in each of the
dimensions.

Space
Space is the material support for time-sharing social practices (Castells, 1996).
With the increased development of information technology, telemediated ~pace has
become as important as territorial space in supporting labour processes in many
contexts. These changes in the spatial forms in which labour activities take place - the
constantly shifting territorial location of productive activities, the changing nature
of the communicative ties (e.g. telephone, email, web, video-conference, travel) that
link multiple production sites and the development of material dimensions of the
production spaces themselves - are shaped by a range of social actors, often with
contradictory goals and perspectives. Understanding the nature of the social space
produced in the struggles between these actors is an essential step for understanding
the implications oflabour process restructuring (LeFebvre,199l).
In call centres, telemediated space consists of interactive telecommunication links,
computer and web-based data systems, and complex performance monitoring systems
which support the interactive communication between workers and customers, and
the relationship between workers and their supervisors (which is frequently shaped by
monitoring of labour activities by supervisors through telemediated space) (Callaghan
& Thompson, 2001; Richardson & Gillespie, 2003). The territorial labour space consists
most prominently of the cubicle-dominated office complexes that are the site of daily
work activities. 1erritorial space also includes, however, the broader context - most
particularly the urban infrastructure of buildings, transportation systems and utility
networks - that shapes business processes and the links between residential and work
environments (Graham & Marvin, 2001). The critical factors to analyse for call centreS

are the ways that the telemediated and territorial spaces shape the business networks and
social networks ofworkers, and how these networks in turn shape the quality and quantity
ofcall centre jobs in any particular place.
In Pittsburgh, there are a number of regional spatial factors that contribute to the
strength and viability of local call centre work. The first major factor is the availability
of inexpensive land and buildings appropriate for call centre facilities. As discussed
previously, the Pittsburgh metropolitan region, particularly the city of Pittsburgh
and surrounding parts of Allegheny County, experienced a significant decline in
employment in the latter half of the twentieth century. As a result, a large amount
of buildings and land has been made available for other developments. Perhaps the
most striking example of this is the EchoStar Dish Network call centre in McKeesport.
The site is located on land formerly occupied by a major US Steel steel mill. The mill
stopped operating in the 1980s and in 1990 the land was acquired by the Regional

Investment DeVelopment Corporation of Southwestern Pennsylvania, a government
sponsored redevelopment agency for the region. After environmental remediation and
building preparation, the RIDe began looking for clients and in 1998 EchoStar was one
of the first to establish itself in the new industrial park area, initially occupying 105,000
square feet of a one mil1ionvsquare~footbuilding, previously used for making seamless
pipe (Blair, 2002). It quickly expanded to employ 1,000 people doing customer service
work and has maintained roughly that number ever since. Substantial commercial
real estate is also available in the downtown area, which has experienced significant
hallowingout, due both to declining population and to increasing sprawl to suburban
counties. Cardholder Management Services (CMS), for example, operates an 800person call centre in a building that used to house the Frank & Seder Department store
downtown (Lindeman, 2002). The company moved to Pittsburgh in 1999 in part to
take advantage of the available real estate.
Pittsburgh also has certain spatial advantages because of its position within the
broader geography of the East and Central parts of the US. Pittsburgh has an award
winning airport and unti12005 was a major hub of US Airways. The region is within a
9D minute flight of an estimated 70 percent of the US population. Thus, for companies
wishing to locate call centre operations outside of the core metro areas of the East
Coast and Chicago, but within easy access of major corporate offices or headquarters,
Pittsburgh provides a reasonable choice.
The spatial factors of reasonable real estate access due to a hollowed out urban core
and accessible location within the geography of the US apply to a number of other 'rustbelt' cities in the USA. Pittsburgh also has a significant spatial advantage, however, due
to the strong history of financial services firms that grew in the region, originally linked
with its industrial history. As the core of the US steel industry from the late 1800s through
the first half of the 20 th century, Pittsburgh also became a major centre tor banks and
financial service firms that got their start financing steel and other related manufacturing
industries. The Mellon Financial Corporation and PNC Bank (Pittsburgh National
Corporation) are the two largest financial services firms headquartered in Pittsburgh, and
both have their origins in financing the iron and steel industry in the area. Each has very
large (2,000+ person) call centre in the region. National City Bank, Citizen's Bank, and
Federated Investors are other prominent financial service firms in the region with major
(500+ person) call centre operations. These large firms have also stimulated the growth
of a variety of smaller, more specialised, financial service firms, including National City
Home Loan Services and Cardholder Management Services (credit card collections),
and more general outsourcing firms that focus on finandal services clients, such as OSl
Outsourcing and Precision Response Corporation. Pittsburgh dearly doesn't compete
on the scale of New York, San Frandsco, or Charlotte, NC as a major banking centre.
But it is ranked tenth in the country by SNL Securities, based on assets held by banks
headquartered in the region, despite the region as a whole being only the 2}'1 largest
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) and Pittsburgh being only the 581h largest city in the
countrr. The dose proximity of general financial services contributes to the importance
of call centres in the region's employment structure.
M

M

http://www.census.gov/popest/dties/files/SUB-EST2005-all.csv

106

Oefragmentlng: towards a critical understanding of the new global division of labour

Work organisation, labour & globalisation Volume 1, Number 2. Summer, 2007

107

Thefactors discussed above all relate to Pittsburgh's territorial space, and provide
an indication of some positive fa'tors that would lead to 'all centres remaining in or
even growing in the area. In terms of telemediated space, Pittsburgh has a capacity
similar to most large US metropolitan areas. This includes a recent fibre-optic network
installed by Verizon Communications that reaches a number of suburban locations as
well as downtown areas. 4 Thus, there is little to distinguish Pittsburgh from many other
US metropolitan areas in the sphere oftelemediated space, beyond simply having the
necessary infrastructure to provide high-speed telecommunications access.
Work
The term work refers to the actual activities people carry out while engaged .in the
process of production. It includes the physical skills and cognitive processes involved,
the tools and technology used, and the relations with other people - customers, coworkers, colleagues from other firms, suppliers and so on - that they engage in during
the process of perfonning those activities. The quality of work itself is related in part
to the level of education required to perform it, the complexity of the cognitive and
relational skills involved and the economic value of the information and knowledge
required to perform that work. Increasingly one of the most critical additional factors
shaping the quality of work is the extent to which the work involves tacit knowledge.
Understanding struggles over tacit knowledge has been a central focus of research on
the labour process for many years (Attewel, 1987; Braverman, 1975). These debates
have become increasingly important as the development and diffusion of information
technology create new opportunities for codifying knowledge that was previously
highly contextual and rooted in workers direct experience (Zuboff, 1988). Work that
primarily involves non~tacit, codifiable knowledge can more easily by automated or
relocated to low-cost areaS of the globe (Maskell et aI., 1998; Storper, 1997). Tacit
knowledge, in contrast, is more resistant to automation or cost-based competition, and
as a result can form the basis for improved work opportunities. Furthermore, if this
tacit knowledge is effectively translated into improved business operations, it can lead
to the ongoing competitive success of enterprises, creating greater opportunities for
more work of a higher quality (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).
In call centres, work includes both general and specific skills. General skills are
applicable beyond the call centre environment, and include computer skills (e.g. the
ability to operate a mouse, enter data into a database, and navigate in a Windows and
web~based environments) and customer service skills. Specific skills may be specific to
the firm or industry, and include more specialised computer skills (e.g. the ability to use
customised database systems, perform specific data·entry protocols, and manipulate
dedicated software applications) as well as knowledge of the particular product or
service that forms the content of the interactive communication with customers. In

analysing the forces shaping the quality and growth ofwork in call centres) criticalfactors
to look at include the formal education and training required to perform the work, the
nature ofthe tacit knowledge involved, and how the tacit knowledge developed in the
labour process is translated reflexively into changes in future work opportunities.
4
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A full evaluation of work processes in the call centre industry in Pittsburgh, as
elsewhere, can only be achieved through detailed examination of particular caU centres.
Yet it is possible, at least on a broad scale, to distinguish both demand and supply side
factors that shape the richness of work processes in call ,entres in the region.
On the demand side, as seen previously, there is a significant number of call
centres in financial services. In some cases, the existence of people with experience
working in financial service related occupations has directly contributed to growth in
call centres in the area. When Cardholder Management Services announced plans to
expand their call centre operations in May 2003, for example, they cited the availability
of former employees of Mellon Bank as a primary motivation for locating in the
area (Lindeman 2003). The region has also been the site of a significant workforce
development training program in financial services funded by the Department of Labor
and Industry.s Whilst this program is small in terms of the number of people trained, it
is one of only four priority industry training initiatives that emerged out of a region.
wide workforce development planning process in the late 1990s, headed by Mark
Norderberg, the Chancellor of the University of Pittsburgh. Along with information
technology, metals manufacturing, and health care, the financial services industry,
including call centres, was identified as a strategic growth sector for the region.
Part of the strength of the region for call centres is rooted in the characteristics of
the supply side of the labour market. Call centres typically employ a disproportionate
number of young workers, and female employees. With 33 colleges and universities
(including, most prominently, the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie MeHon
University) enrolling 135,000 students, the region has a large number of college age
students, providing a ready pool of educated part.time workers for call centres in the
region. Nearly 70% of all people employed as telemarketers in the region are under
35 years old, and nearly 50% of customer service representatives are under 35. 6 The
decline of manufacturing in the region has led to the entry into the labour force of an
increasing number of older women, as ageing families suddenly face the loss of stable
manufacturing jobs and try to secure their income from other sources. This has also
proven to be a support for call centres in the region.
Employment

Employment refers to the nature of the relationship between worker and employer, the
processes employers use in directing, motivating and monitoring workers' activities and
the types of compensation provided tor the activities performed. What is critical here
is the nature of the human resource management practices used, the organisational,
legal, and regulatory context shaping employer~employeerelationships and the systems
involved in distributing the economic surplus produced in the work process (Stone,
2004), A comprehensive analysis of compensation systems encompasses not just
wages and benefits, but also gains accruing to workers from overall company spending
patterns (e.g. revenue invested in total compensation, employee training, and processes
http://ww\'l.iet.duq.edu/fswilindex.htrn
Data supplied by the Centre for Workforce Infotmation and Analysis, PA Department of Labor
6
and Industry.
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designed to improve employment conditions), along with governmental taxation
and social programs that shape sodal wage expenditures. With the growth of global,
technologically integrated labour processes there is also a need to analyse the factors
shaping distribution of surplus value within global value chains (Gereffi et al" 2005).
Characterising employment practices in call centres is extremely difficult, given
the enormous variation in the industry. Management practices, for instance, can
vary tremendously, between extremes ofhigWy Taylorised, routinised, and heavily
monitored mass production models on the one hand, and more high quality,
professional, customised service models on the other. Similarly, wages vary from the
very low pay characteristic of near sweatshop conditions to highly paid professional·
level compensation. Despite this variation, there are two sets of tensions t~at shape
nearly all call centre employment systems. First, in relation to management practices,
there is typicallY a set of tensions that centre around the ability of employers to
monitor effectively monitor only certain aspects of the telemediated interactions that
form the core of the call centre labour process. Thus there tends to be a continual
struggle between, on the one hand, management and compensation systems linked
to quantifiable targets developed out of monitoring systems and, on the other hand,
less easily measured but still valuable interactive communicative skills that are often
the most important for customer satisfaction in call centre operations. Second, since
call centres are characterised by the telecommunications·based linking of different
organisational and spatial contexts, they are arguably at the leading edge of the new
networked organisational forms that are undermining the effectiveness of historical
labour market regulations and institutions that assume stable, long-lasting, and direct
relationships between employers and employees (Benner, 2002; Osterman et aI., 2001;
Stone, 2004). How these tensions are resolved in any particular context shapes the quality
ofemployment to a significant degree.
In Pittsburgh, there are two major factors that can be identified that contribute
to the buoyancy of call centres in the region. In terms of wage rates, as discussed
previously, wages in Pittsburgh are generally lower than national averages, making it a
viable place for call centre work. More important than this factor, alone, however, are
the relatively low housing prices in the region. According to the National Association
of Realtors, the median sale price of existing single family homes in the Pittsburgh
metropolitan area was only $116,100, ranking 134 1h out of the 156 metropolitan
areas surveyed by NAR, and just over half of the national average of $219,000. These
low housing prices - a result of the declining population of the region over the last
four decades -means that the low wages in call centres don't translate into such low
purchasing power as might othenvise be expected. In other words, the low housing
prices almost serve as a social wage, supporting the continued existence of low wage
employment in the region while buffering potential labour opposition that might
otherwise result from the low wages.
Related to this is another factor that is somewhat more speculative, but has to do
with the lack of unionisation and general quiescence of workers within call centres in
the region, despite the low wages and sometimes poor working conditions. Unions
in the Pittsburgh region were strong in traditional manufacturing and mining

110

Defragmenting: towards a critical understanding of the new global division of labour

industries (e.g. the Vnited Steelworkers of America and the United Mineworkers of
America). These unions have been in heavy decline since the 1950s. The unions that
have been prominent in other parts of the country, such as the Service Employees
International Union (SEIU) or the Hotel and Restaurant Employees Union (formerly
HERE, now UNITE HERE), have seen little activity in the region. Pittsburgh has
an extremely small immigrant workforce, and one of the oldest age distributions
of any metropolitan region in the country (Pennsylvania has the second highest
percentage of residents older than 65, after Florida). The Communication Workers
of America (CWA) had unionised some of the call centre workers in US Airways,
but was never able to leverage this strength into other sectors. When US Airways
merged with America West, they closed their Pittsburgh call centre and consolidated
in the Phoenix area. Thus, aside from a few small call centres in the utilities industry,
the entire call centre workforce in the region is non-unionised, and there is little
labour unrest. Again, this contributes to the stability of call centre employment in
Pittsburgh.
Time

Time in this context refers to the temporal dimension of human activity and
social interaction in the labour process, requiring attention to both individual
and economic trajectories to be fully understood. For individuals, this implies a
focus on careers not jobs, with 'careers' understood as applying to all workers and
referring simply to the evolving sequence of work-related experiences over the span
of a person's life-time (Arthur et al., 1989). For economic trajectories, the analysis
of labour time requires an increased attention to the evolutionary trajectory of the
product or service being analysed, the organisational context in whi,ch that product
or service is produced, and the implications of these changes for labour processes.
Contemporary changes in time both for individuals and for economic trajectories
can be broadly characterised as involving speed up, greater unpredictability and
volatility, more frequent non-linearity (as disruptive technologies and competition
destroy entire industries o! require workers to pursue entirely different career
trajectories), and the increasing blurring of boundaries between firms, and between
labour time and non labour time (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Benner, 2002; EnglishLueck, 2002: Smith, 2001).
The analysis of time is espedally important in the context of call centre work
for two reasons. First, for individuals, the nature of the labour process in many call
centres is such that few workers stay in call centre work for longer than a few years,
Repetitive, stressful and emotionally draining work means that many workers face
'burn-out' within a short period of time. Furthermore, the transferability of many
of the required skills (e.g. customer service relati-onship skills, general computer and
data management skills, and broad industry related knowledge) means that many
call· centre workers can reasonably hope for improved employment elsewhere over
time. Second, for economic trajectories, with the rapid development and diffusions
of a range of internet, telecommunications, and software technologies enabling
significant restructuring of work process and relocation of employment, the labour
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process and job opportttnities in call centres are shifting very rapidly. Understanding the

social, informational, and institutional processes that shape these individual and economic
trajectories is thus essential for understanding developmental trajectories in call centres,
In Pittsburgh, in terms of individual trajectories, there are few opportunities for
advancement within call centre work itself. The predominant groups of workers in the
industry are young college students or people entering the workforce for the first time.
Beyond entry.level positions, there appear to be few higher paying positions in the
industry. There is a potential for people in call centre work to obtain skills that can be
applied in other employment settings. These skills include customer service experience,
core computer skills, and industry knowledge (depending on the type of work they are
doing). Yet job growth in the region as a whole has been stagnant or slow-growing, so
there have been few opportunities to move to other positions within the region. As a
whole, the region faces a substantial exodus of young workers, and call centre workers
seem set to follow the same pattern (Hansen et a1., 2003).
In terms of industry trajectories, it appears that many of the companies that have call
centres in the region also have corporate headquarters in the region. This indudes the
major financial firms (Mellon and PNC) but also some of the smaller, privately owned
outsourcing firms in the region (such as Reese Teleservices). As call centres have evolved,
the proximity to corporate headquarters remains important for ensuring management
practices and for quality control systems (Grougiou & WLison, 2003; Richardson &
Gillespie, 2003) as well as offering a possible avenue of career development. These
linkages in the Pittsburgh area are poorly understood, but are likely to be an important
part of the process that has led to the concentration of call centre firms in the area.

Conclusion
The SWET analysis of labour processes in Pittsburgh's call centre industry must be treated
as an indicative, rather than a definitive assessment. It is based primarily on secondary
material and data analysis - a full assessment requires significantly more qualitative and
in-depth research. Nonetheless, the analysis presented here suggests some important
features of the way that the regional context shapes growth and dynamics of call centre
work in the region. To summarise:
First, in terms of space, Pittsburgh is well positioned for call centres within the US
context. It has the necessary telecomnnmications infrastructure for call centre growth. M
a declining region it also has readily available real estate yet is also spatially proximate to
a strong financial services duster and well·positioned to serve markets east of the Rocky
Mountains.
Second, work practices in Pittsburgh call centres vary and skill requirements vary
as well. Yet the region seems to have a large enough pool of well·educated workers to
provide a strong workforce for the industry and there are dedicated training programs to
channel people into call centre work.
Third, in terms of employment, wages rates in the region are significantly lower than
national averages. The low cost of living in the area mean that the social costs of low
wages are much less than they might be otherwise. The workforce is relatively quiescent in
the area and there is little labour unrest.
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Finally, in examining temporal trends in the industry, it seems that career ladders
are relatively limited, given the lack of growth in related sectors. There seem to be some
evolutionary trends within call centres in the region linked to corporate headquarters
but it is questionable how long this will contribute to the 'stickiness' of call centres in the
region.
Overall then, this assessment of the labour process in Pittsburgh's call centres
provides a somewhat mixed picture. The spatial assets, workforce strengths and strong
local linkages in the region contribute to the growth and vibrancy of call centre work.
The low wages, poor career ladders, and questionable economic trajectories in the region
nevertheless raise some concerns about the longer-term viability of work in the region.
"What 1 hope this analysis dearly demonstrates, however, is the importance of
incorporating regional dynamics into an analysis of relocation processes. Clearly the
growth or decline of caU centre work in a region will be fundamentally shaped in part by
corporate decisions and processes of restructuring that are specific to particular firms.
Nonetheless, the regional dynamics shape these corporate decisions in ways that help
explain some of the overall patterns of relocation and growth.
© Chris Benner,
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