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1 Introductio n 

The issu e o f offshor e outsourcin g o f Informatio n Technolog y Enable d 
Services (ITES), needed in areas such as customer care , data entry and medica l 
transcriptions, ha s becom e centra l i n th e curren t discours e o n th e worl d 
trading order. 1 Mos t o f th e analysis , however , ha s focuse d o n th e implica -
tions o f outsourcin g fo r worker s i n th e Nort h an d i t ha s remaine d persist -
ently gender neutral . This chapter aim s to redress the balance by providing a 
perspective fro m th e Sout h an d fro m th e wome n involved . I t doe s thi s i n 
order t o assess the opportunities an d threat s tha t th e growing volume o f off -
shore outsourcin g o f ITE S from high-wag e t o low-wag e countrie s pose s fo r 
traditionally disadvantage d group s suc h as women i n the poorer part s o f th e 
world. I t highlight s area s o f polic y interventio n whic h coul d augmen t liveli -
hood an d employmen t opportunitie s fo r underprivilege d wome n o n a  secur e 
basis i n th e informatio n economy . In  th e spiri t o f th e U N Millenniu m 
Development Goals , which ai m t o reduc e povert y an d gende r inequality , th e 
chapter base s it s argument s o n a  brie f preliminar y surve y o f th e conse -
quences o f th e relocation o f custome r car e service s to cal l centres i n India , a 
country tha t i s the prime receiver o f outsourced ITE S jobs. Call centres as an 
institution hav e bee n chose n no t onl y becaus e th e centre s hav e becom e a n 
important focu s o f the North-South dialogue , bu t als o because : 

• wome n for m th e majority o f cal l centre workers ; 

• th e training require d t o b e an operato r i n a  cal l centr e i s not a s expensiv e 
as the training neede d t o work i n the software sector ; 
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• wit h initiativ e an d imaginatio n o n th e par t o f policy-makers , NGO s an d 
donor agencies , suc h trainin g coul d b e give n t o wome n an d me n fro m 
semi-urban an d rura l area s where poverty i s generally mor e endemic tha n 
in the cities and towns . 

The opportunities tha t cal l centre jobs open u p for wome n an d me n i n India , 
however, need t o b e assessed i n the contex t o f th e vulnerabilit y o f thes e job s 
in the face of : 

• rapi d technologica l change s tha t ar e likel y t o erod e th e relevanc e o f th e 
skills that women hav e acquired an d ca n offer t o cal l centres; and 

• th e growin g protectionis t lobb y i n th e Nort h agains t th e offshor e out -
sourcing of customer service s and othe r ITE S work . 

Export-oriented development , a s epitomized b y th e boomin g ITE S secto r i n 
general, an d cal l centre s i n particular , thu s present s aspect s o f informaliza -
tion base d o n th e laten t insecurit y i n th e sector . However , a s thi s chapte r 
argues, th e skill s an d expertis e acquire d i n th e proces s ca n b e extende d t o 
strengthen th e informatio n an d communication s technolog y (ICT ) bas e o f 
the nationa l economy , geared t o th e need s o f th e loca l communitie s an d no t 
simply to the business needs of overseas clients. The best practice, in this con-
text, will be to combine global knowledge with local expertise to alleviate the 
problems o f inequalit y base d o n clas s privileg e an d gender . Th e strategi c 
vision shoul d b e t o lin k th e globa l wit h th e loca l s o tha t women , togethe r 
with other disadvantage d groups , can aspire to have sustainable employment . 

The experienc e o f Indi a coul d hav e significan t implication s fo r othe r 
Commonwealth countrie s i n th e Sout h an d th e factor s underlyin g India' s 
success, including the role of the government i n creating a  conducive environ -
ment fo r th e growth o f employmen t opportunities , offe r a  basi s fo r replicat -
ing the Indian experience elsewhere . 

It i s within this framework tha t th e chapter evaluate s an d assesses : 

• th e benefit s an d threat s tha t offshor e outsourcin g o f ITE S job s brin g t o 
women i n the South ; 

• th e informalization o f employment tha t thes e new jobs imply ; 

• th e possibilities o f extendin g th e benefit s o f thes e jobs to under-privilege d 
women o f the South ; 

• th e role s tha t policy-maker s ca n pla y i n utilizin g th e potential s o f servic e 
sector jobs for povert y reduction . 
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2 Th e Global Information Technology Enabled Services 
Industry: The International Story 

In th e 1980 s an d 1990s , th e introductio n o f compute r technolog y le d t o a n 
effective fragmentatio n o f production processes and facilitated th e outsourcin g 
of manufacturin g job s fro m high-wag e countrie s t o low-wag e ones . Youn g 
women i n developin g countries , insid e an d outsid e expor t processin g zones , 
were th e majo r recipient s o f thes e jobs . The implication s o f globa l assembl y 
lines, particularly in textiles, clothing and electronics, for the quality of women's 
working lives have been an importan t are a o f debat e and discussio n in policy 
circles and NG O networks . Simila r an d perhap s mor e dramati c change s ar e 
now takin g plac e i n th e relocatio n o f servic e secto r jobs , agai n involvin g 
women i n the developin g world . 

The relocatio n o f servic e secto r job s mirror s th e experienc e o f 'runaway ' 
manufacturing job s an d i s a  consequence o f busines s strategie s a s wel l a s of 
technological advances . Th e convergenc e o f compute r an d communicatio n 
technologies, culminating in networking technologies, has made it possible to 
digitize a  vast amount o f informatio n tha t can b e transported, processe d an d 
retrieved t o an d fro m a  distan t locatio n a t littl e cost . Fro m a  technica l an d 
productivity standpoint , a n information-processin g worke r sittin g 6,00 0 
miles awa y migh t a s wel l b e i n th e nex t cubicl e an d o n th e loca l are a net -
work. I n thi s scenario , wit h th e cos t o f telephonin g steadil y falling , th e 
advantages o f relocatin g ICT-relate d an d ICT-enable d job s fro m th e U S o r 
the U K t o India , Malaysi a o r Ghan a ar e obvious . I t cost s a  U S compan y 
$13,000 t o hir e a  new graduate , with combine d I T engineering an d busines s 
skills, o f th e India n Institut e o f Management , Ahmedabad . A  Stanfor d 
University graduate with similar qualifications ca n demand somewher e in the 
region o f $95,000 . These ar e wha t th e trad e describe s a s world-class gradu -
ates (Business,  Septembe r 2003:116) , bu t th e cos t differential s ar e equall y 
noticeable a t th e relativel y low-skille d en d o f th e informatio n processin g 
sector, a s i n customer car e services , medica l transcription s work , processin g 
of airlin e tickets , accountin g an d ta x retur n forms . Thes e ar e describe d 
generally a s Informatio n Technolog y Enable d Service s an d ar e openin g u p 
novel opportunitie s fo r women . Th e worldwid e marke t fo r ITE S i s se t t o 
grow a t a  rate o f 66  pe r cen t pe r annu m i n the coming year s an d i t has bee n 
estimated tha t i t will be worth mor e than $50 0 billio n in 2004 (Bhattachary a 
et al.,  2003) . Thes e service s ar e a  ver y importan t par t o f th e Business-to -
Business (B2B) component o f e-commerce, arising out of what i s described i n 
trade journal s a s th e offshorin g o f busines s proces s outsourcin g (Mitter , 
2004b). A  larg e proportio n o f thes e ne w job s ar e likel y t o b e exporte d t o 
low-wage countries . Th e logi c i s simple . Th e averag e annua l wag e o f a n 
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employee i n a  cal l centr e i n th e U K i s £12,50 0 (US$23,000) ; th e averag e 
annual wage of a similar employee in India i s £1,200 (US$2,210 ) (BBC  News 
Online, 1 5 December 2003) . 

Thus, globalizatio n no w offer s wome n i n som e developin g countrie s 
opportunities t o fin d employmen t i n th e ITE S sector , arisin g fro m offshor e 
outsourcing b y global corporations , on a n unprecedente d scale . Women als o 
gain becaus e thes e job s ar e o f muc h bette r qualit y tha n thos e previousl y o n 
offer i n export-oriented manufacturing . Ye t there ar e reasons t o b e cautious . 
Call centre s primaril y cate r fo r th e need s o f oversea s companie s whic h con -
trol th e suppl y chai n -  includin g th e fina l marke t a s wel l a s th e technology . 
Strategic decision s ar e taken outsid e th e hos t countrie s wit h nationa l policy -
makers an d employee s havin g littl e o r n o say . I n orde r t o encourag e globa l 
companies to bring business and employment , policy-makers sometime s alte r 
or modif y nationa l employmen t regulation s an d legislation , whic h ma y o r 
may no t b e t o th e advantag e o f th e employees. 2 I n addition , relocatio n o f 
service secto r job s raise s demand s fo r protectionis m fro m th e trad e union s 
and th e public in high-wage countries which increase s volatility i n the South . 

It is against thi s background o f unpredictabilit y i n the quantity an d qual -
ity of export-oriented servic e sector jobs that nationa l policy-maker s nee d t o 
ensure tha t women , a  traditionall y disadvantage d group , d o no t bea r th e 
brunt o f sudde n adjustment s i f foreign companie s pul l out an d som e or mos t 
of the jobs disappear. 3 

3 Th e Global ITE S Industry: The India Stor y 

Growth of ITES in India 
At th e beginnin g o f th e ne w millennium , th e worldwid e deman d fo r ITE S 
was projecte d t o gro w a t th e dramati c rat e o f 66  pe r cen t pe r annu m 
(Communiqué India,  No . 2, February 2002) ; India considered tha t i t had th e 
potential to bid for a  large part of this market.4 In 1999, NASSCOM (Nationa l 
Association o f Softwar e an d Service s Companies) , projecte d tha t b y 200 5 
nearly 1. 1 millio n India n worker s woul d b e employe d i n ITE S i n India . B y 
2008, IC T service s an d back-offic e wor k i n Indi a i s expected t o swel l five -
fold t o becom e a  $5 7 billio n annua l expor t industr y employin g fou r millio n 
people an d accountin g fo r 7  per cen t o f India' s GDP . India's export-oriente d 
ICT service s ar e expecte d t o generat e 2 0 millio n job s b y 202 0 -  a  welcom e 
prospect i n a  countr y wher e 20 0 millio n peopl e wil l b e enterin g th e work -
force durin g th e sam e period (Business  Week,  8  December 2003 ) an d wher e 
the unemployment rat e for youn g men and wome n i s already high . 

There ar e n o gender-disaggregate d statistic s o n employmen t i n out -
sourced ITE S i n India , althoug h accordin g t o th e Deput y Directo r o f th e 
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Routine: requiring only basic skills - women  predominate 

• Dat a capture and processing 

• Custome r call centres - for routine queries, order taking and referrals 

• Hote l or rental car reservations 

• Virtua l service centres (e.g. home delivery pizza companies) 

Discretionary: requiring technical training and problem solving - women 
predominate 

• Dat a verification and repair (e.g. optically scanned documents) 

• Claim s processing 

• Mailin g lis t management 

• Remot e secretarial services. 

• Custome r call centres - account queries, after-sales support 

Specialized: requiring specific expertise and managerial authority - men 
predominate 

• Accounting , book keeping, payroll processing 

• Electroni c publishing 

• Custome r call centres - problem/websit e design and management 

• Disput e resolution 

• Technica l transcription (e.g. medical, legal) 

• Medica l records management 

• Technica l online support 

• Indexin g and abstracting services 

• Researc h and technical writing 

Source: Adapted by Swasti Mitter from I.T.  Information Technology, Vol. 11 , 
No. 2, December 2001, EFY Enterprises Pvt Ltd, New Delhi 

Confederation o f India n Industrie s (CII ) a t leas t 4 0 pe r cen t o f thes e newl y 
created job s are fille d b y women (Fiel d Survey , 2002).5 Prospects fo r wome n 
workers loo k goo d i n thi s secto r becaus e th e ITE S segmen t o f e-busines s i s 
more resilien t tha n th e softwar e sector . I n th e las t fe w year s volatilit y i n th e 
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US economy and o n Wall Street has affected th e volume of e-business i n soft -
ware. Even a NASDAQ-listed compan y suc h as Infosys, India's second larges t 
listed exporte r o f softwar e services , cam e unde r pressur e a s U S client s 
sharply cu t thei r spendin g o n technolog y service s (Financial  Times,  1 1 Apri l 
2002). Ye t Infosys ha s invested US$5 million i n setting u p a  business proces s 
outsourcing (BPO ) uni t a s it expects to receive a steady suppl y o f back-offic e 
tasks suc h as bil l processing . 

ITES that refe r t o relocated back-offic e operation s ope n u p opportunitie s 
for women. Yet one should be cautious about the future. There are various types 
of back-offic e services , requirin g differen t level s o f skill s fro m wome n an d 
men, and there is a discernible trend to hire women i n operations tha t requir e 
less complex skill s (Box 1) . Businesses in ITES are generally see n as low mar -
gin and hig h volume, requiring repetitive skill s that ar e amenable t o automa -
tion. Thus, while jobs may disappear in the next phase of technological change, 
this typ e o f wor k currentl y provide s much-neede d cushionin g t o companie s 
such as Infosys agains t recessio n i n the US and othe r clien t countries . 

An additiona l reaso n fo r cautio n i s that, i n additio n t o threat s o f redun -
dancies as a result of technological changes , most ITES jobs are 'footloose ' i n 
nature, an d ther e i s growin g competitio n amon g Commonwealt h countrie s 
in th e Sout h t o attrac t thes e jobs . Africa n countrie s suc h a s Ghana , whic h 
have mad e visibl e entrie s int o th e interne t economy , ar e attractin g som e o f 
the job s tha t wen t previousl y t o India . Wage s i n som e Africa n countrie s ar e 
much lowe r tha n thos e i n Indi a an d th e lowe r cos t make s thes e countrie s 
attractive site s i f th e requisit e environmen t an d skill s ca n b e foun d fo r out -
sourcing companie s i n the US . The averag e wage o f a  dat a entr y operato r i s 
US$480 per annum i n Ghana; the wages for a  worker wit h comparable skill s 
is US$1,250 i n India an d US$25,000 i n the US. These footloose job s open u p 
new opportunitie s an d highe r pa y fo r wome n i n Ghana , a  countr y wit h a 
lower pe r capit a incom e tha n Indi a (Business,  Septembe r 2003:159) , bu t a s 
with labour-intensive , export-oriented manufacturin g jobs , there i s reason t o 
be concerned abou t th e quality o f work i n what ar e sometimes referred t o a s 
'electronic sweatshops ' (Bo x 2). 

India's comparative advantag e 
In spit e o f competitio n fro m othe r developin g countrie s an d th e difficultie s 
that globa l companies face i n operating in India, i t has been the most popula r 
site of ITES outsourcing b y US and UK based companies , particularly fo r cal l 
centres.6 I t is worth explorin g th e reasons fo r this . 

India i s a  countr y o f contrasts . Despit e it s presenc e i n th e globa l digita l 
economy, i t contain s th e larges t numbe r o f poo r peopl e i n th e world . 30 0 

170 



WOMEN CAL L CENTRE WORKER S I N INDI A 

Box 2: D o Runaway Job s from Indi a Creat e Electroni c Sweatshop s 
in Ghana ? 

If you are caught playing your radio too loudly in Times Square, selling ice 
cream while parked in a Harlem crosswalk or dumping your kitchen trash in 
Prospect Park, your ticket does not go to City Hall to be processed: it goes 
to Ghana. Just days after the tickets are written out on New York City 
streets, they are scanned and sent as digital photograph s to computers in 
a small office in downtown Accra, Ghana's hot and crowded capital. From 
New York's perspective, it hardly matters whether the work is done in Africa 
or Delaware: the contract is simply a way to process the half-million 
environmental tickets the city hands out every year. It is good work, by 
Ghanaian standards. The typists earn 500,000 cedis a month (almost 
US$70) -three times the Ghanaian minimum wage and more than twice 
the average per capita income ) to type the offender's name, address, fine 
and offence location into a searchable database that is sent back to New 
York. It can then be stored electronically and used to generate payment 
notices. The company's contract requires it to return the transcribed 
information with an error rate of no more than 1  per cent and within 48 
hours of pick-up. The employees work in revolving eight-hour shifts that run 
24 hours a day. They are immaculately dressed and sit silently at computer 
terminals, typing as fast as they can in a plain office. The workers get one 
30-minute and two 10-minute breaks per shift to use the bathroom, eat and 
call friends. Their computers have no e-mail because it could be a 
distraction. Soon, workers will be paid by the keystroke, with deductions for 
errors. Data Management , the name of the office, is the largest internet 
centre in West Africa. Visitors at the internet centre downstairs jokingly call 
Data Managemen t an 'electronic sweatshop'. But the jobs are so popular 
that dozens of people apply for each opening, even when the company does 
not advertise. And to many people in this city of open sewers and vast 
unemployment, the data entry operation represents a beacon of hope. 

Source: Worth, 2002 

million Indian s subsis t o n les s than $ 1 a  day ; more tha n one-thir d o f India' s 
1.3 billio n citizen s ar e illiterate . A t th e sam e tim e Indi a ha s certai n feature s 
that mak e i t a  prime sit e for relocate d servic e secto r jobs . The relativel y lo w 
cost o f manpowe r make s Indi a a  ver y attractiv e bas e fo r sourcin g cross -
border IT-enable d services . India' s larg e English-speaking , highl y educate d 
and low-wag e talen t poo l ha s establishe d itsel f a s one o f th e fastest-growin g 
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outsourcing service s market s i n th e world . A  12-hou r tim e zon e differenc e 
with th e U S and othe r market s fo r medica l transcriptio n o r cal l centr e serv -
ices is also in India's favour . A n article i n McKinsey Quarterly  i n 2001 rate d 
India a s th e highes t preferre d offshor e servic e are a amon g al l countries . A 
recent surve y b y NASSCOM foun d tha t almos t tw o ou t o f fiv e Fortun e 50 0 
companies currentl y outsourc e som e of thei r softwar e requirement s t o India . 
According t o a  stud y don e b y McKinsey , IT-enable d service s offe r a n eve n 
better future tha n software an d can generate substantial revenue and employ -
ment fo r Indi a ove r the next four years. 7 In the UK, unions predict tha t u p t o 
200,000 jobs in the finance secto r will be moved offshore, mostl y to India, as 
companies tak e advantag e o f India' s cheaper labou r costs . A.T. Kearney Inc . 
in the US predicts tha t 500,00 0 service s jobs wil l go offshore b y 2008. Stat e 
governments i n the US, like the private sector , increasingly us e India t o man -
age everything from accountin g t o food stam p programmes (Business  Week, 
2003:67). 

Cheaper labou r cost s are only one reason fo r choosin g India a s a place t o 
relocate services . Indi a als o offer s a  conduciv e environmen t whic h othe r 
developing countrie s d o no t have . There ar e more I T engineers i n Bangalor e 
(150,000) tha n i n Silico n Valle y (120,000) , creatin g a n enablin g cybe r 
culture. Indi a no w produce s 2  millio n colleg e graduate s a  yea r ( a numbe r 
which i s expecte d t o doubl e b y 2010) , o f who m 8 0 pe r cen t ar e English -
speaking (Economist,  1 3 December 2003) . Another country , the Philippines , 
that i s wel l equippe d t o compet e produce s onl y abou t 300,00 0 English -
speaking graduates a  year. India's main competitors ar e China an d Malaysia . 
Currently th e cos t o f operation s i n India i s 37 per cen t lowe r tha n i n Chin a 
and 1 7 per cent lower than i n Malaysia, bu t Chin a i n particular i s putting it s 
resources int o th e qualit y o f educatio n s o tha t i t ca n remai n competitiv e i n 
the ITES sector . 

In addition , governmen t policie s i n Indi a hav e helpe d t o provid e a n 
enabling framewor k fo r th e industry . B y th e lat e 1990s , recognitio n o f th e 
potential o f th e IC T industr y ha d le d t o th e establishmen t o f th e Nationa l 
Task Forc e o n I T an d Softwar e Development , an d th e Ministr y o f 
Information Technology . Th e Export-Impor t (EXIM ) Polic y 200 3 ha s 
removed som e of the formalities tha t stoo d i n the way o f softwar e exportin g 
organizations; this has also helped ITES companies in the country (NASSCO M 
BPO News Online,  Apri l 2003) . 

In March 2003 , the Indian Cabine t approved a  proposal t o ratify th e ILO 
Night-work (Women ) Conventio n to provide flexibility i n the employment o f 
women durin g night shifts , and the State of Maharashtra ha s enacted law s to 
remove restrictions on women working nigh t shift s i n the ITES industry pro -
vided som e conditions ar e met (NASSCO M BP O News Online,  Jun e 2003) . 

172 



WOMEN CAL L CENTR E WORKER S I N INDI A 

The pioneer s i n Indi a wh o firs t bega n t o hos t outsource d service s i n th e 
country got business from America n Expres s and Britis h Airways in the early 
1980s. Som e o f th e ke y multinational s tha t hav e alread y outsource d thei r 
work t o Indi a includ e HSBC , Standar d Chartere d Bank , Hewlett-Packard , 
Microsoft, DELL , America n Express , Convergy s an d G E Capital . Norwic h 
Union (Aviva ) in the UK, which announced i t was transferring a  further 2,50 0 
jobs to India, is just the latest in a long line of companies ranging from Abbe y 
to Tesco, British Airways and National Rai l Enquiries which have transferre d 
sizeable part s o f thei r operation s t o India . A  NASSCOM surve y o f th e ITE S 
market covering 310 companies revealed tha t the average number o f employ -
ees in a  company i n the ITE S sector i s 190 , within whic h ther e was a n enor -
mous rang e fro m a s few a s four t o a s many a s 16,00 0 workers . 

A turnin g poin t i n th e industr y cam e whe n G E Capita l bega n t o se t u p 
large cal l centre s aroun d Delh i i n 1996 , thu s demonstratin g tha t relocatio n 
could tak e plac e o n a  larg e scal e an d givin g th e centre s a  hig h visibility . 
Within ITES , customer car e has emerged a s the most important segmen t wit h 
call centres catering t o customer querie s fro m oversea s countrie s boomin g i n 
India, no t onl y becaus e o f lo w wages , bu t als o becaus e o f th e availabilit y o f 
high qualit y workers . Nearl y al l India n cal l centr e worker s hav e colleg e 
degrees. In  contrast , man y o f thei r America n counterpart s ar e hig h schoo l 
graduates. Mor e educatio n ca n b e helpful , a s consumer s increasingl y nee d 
complex technica l o r financia l information . In  additio n th e attritio n rat e i s 
much higher in the US compared with that in India, where call centre jobs are 
seen by men and women a s lucrative, at least in the short run , and not a  dead-
end jo b a s they ar e seen b y employees i n the UK and US. 

Call centres in India 
One o f th e mos t publicize d type s o f relocatio n o f ITE S fro m develope d t o 
developing countrie s i s in the area o f customer car e services . Cal l centre s ar e 
characteristic institution s o f th e interne t econom y an d represen t distan t 
and/or externa l site s o f companie s fo r answerin g custome r busines s queries . 
Offshore cal l centre s ar e locate d i n low-wage , multilingua l countrie s wher e 
overheads ar e relativel y low . There ar e alread y mor e tha n 160,00 0 me n an d 
women o n th e payrol l o f India n cal l centre s i n India ; approximatel y 4 5 pe r 
cent o f them ar e women. In  some companies , the figur e ca n b e as high a s 7 0 
per cent . Companies ar e now scourin g the towns an d countrysid e awa y fro m 
the big cities to locate employees who can be trained fo r job s in these centres. 
If the tren d continues , wome n i n India ar e likel y t o benefit , a t leas t i n term s 
of quantit y o f work . Th e questio n tha t need s t o b e addresse d i s tha t o f th e 
sustainability an d desirabilit y o f these jobs . 
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Box 3: Wipr o Spectramin d Pvt . Ltd - Cas e Stud y of a Company wit h 
Local Ownershi p 

The New Delhi-based company Wipro Spectramind Pvt Ltd is owned mainly 
by Wipro, one of India's software giants, which has 96 per cent of the 
shares in the company. The other 4 per cent is owned by Spectramind's 
management The company claims to be the first third party outsourcing 
company in India and also one of the main BPO companies in the country 
with five centres in different cities and a sixth about to be opened in 
Calcutta. The company undertakes a large number of jobs outsourced by 
various companies located in different parts of the world, mainly in the UK 
and US. Assignments include services at the lower end of the value chain 
such as medical transcription from dictaphones as well as higher-end 
services such as providing technical support and marketing products 
through voice processing. 

The company opened in 2000 with around 320 employees. Today there are 
10,000 employees in the five centres, of whom 3,000 are employed in the 
Delhi centre. In Delhi, the ratio of female to male employees is 45:55 at 
the lower levels of the hierarchy and around 37:63 at higher levels. In 
Maharashtra the proportions are reversed, perhaps reflecting a more liberal 
society. All employees have a minimum qualification of graduation. Methods 
of recruitment include advertisement and campus recruitment Candidate s 
are screened, short-listed, and required to participate in group discussion 
and interview. Recruitment is followed by two months of rigorous training 
on accent, grammar and the culture of the client country. Employees are 
allocated responsibilities according to their performance during training. 
For senior managers, recruitment is done mainly through personal reference. 
Head-hunting by current employees is encouraged and a monetary incentive 
given for identifying suitable applicants. Advertisements are also placed on 
the company notice board so that employees with appropriate qualifications 
and experience can apply for promotion. The company prefers young people, 
who are expected to be more efficient and have better computer skills. 

There ha s a s ye t bee n ver y littl e researc h o n th e busines s strategie s an d 
recruitment patter n o f cal l centres . However , a  brie f surve y undertake n b y 
the author s i n 200 3 durin g th e preparatio n o f thi s chapte r help s t o provid e 
some information . Th e surve y covere d tw o typica l cal l centr e companie s i n 
India, on e a  subcontracto r an d th e othe r a  subsidiar y o f a n oversea s com -
pany. This gives some indication o f the growth of the call centre business an d 
the impact o f thi s on women (Boxe s 3  and 4) . 
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Box 4: Msourc E Corporatio n -  Cas e Stud y o f a  Subsidiary o f a 
Foreign Compan y 

The Bangalore based company, MsourcE Corporation, is a subsidiary of 
Mphasis-BFL, itself a subsidiary of a leading US-based remote e-services 
company, .t. I t was one of the first companies to establish a fully 
operational internationa l cal l centre in India. It has two operations centres, 
one in Bangalore and the other one in Pune. MsourcE's main area of work 
is customer service, which is provided to foreign companies. It claims to 
provide high quality, value-added contact centre services and BPO services 
to Fortune 500 companies. MsourcE provides inbound and outbound voice 
services, as well as transaction processing and web-based services to many 
clients, including a US-based financial house and credit card company 

The company started in 2000 with a small staff of 30 which has now grown 
to 3,200 people . More than 90 pe r cent of them are graduates and the 
remainder are postgraduates. Most of the employees are are from educated 
and socially and economically well-off families. Most of them are unmarried. 
The majority of employees are female, although only a few women work at 
managerial level , and most are in their early twenties. They generally work 
for up to two years and then look for better prospects. Most of the female 
staff leave the job after marriage. 

Working conditions 
Recruitment i n th e cal l centre s surveye d i s don e throug h advertisements , 
campus interview s an d agents . Graduate s an d talente d undergraduate s ar e 
recruited afte r resum é screening , telephone interview , group discussion , writ -
ten tes t an d interview . Afte r recruitmen t employee s ar e provide d wit h train -
ing fo r a  period o f 8 0 day s o n language , accen t an d th e cultur e o f differen t 
countries an d abou t thei r work/product . Ther e ar e regula r trainer s fo r thes e 
purposes, many of whom have been trained abroad . Salarie s are not fixed an d 
are completel y dependen t o n experienc e an d performance . Th e averag e 
initial salar y fo r custome r servic e employee s i s approximately Rs.8,00 0 pe r 
month (approximatel y US$175) . This increase s t o Rs.12,00 0 (US$262.5 ) pe r 
month withi n a  year . Trainer s ge t aroun d Rs.15,000-18,00 0 (US$328-394 ) 
per mont h an d manager s ge t Rs.35,000-45,00 0 (US$766-985 ) pe r month . 
Employees ar e give n incentive s an d extr a remuneratio n fro m tim e t o tim e 
through competitions and there are possibilities for employee s to reach highe r 
levels withi n th e recruitmen t rank . Th e employee s ar e generall y give n tw o 
days leave per month . 

175 



CHAINS O F FORTUNE: LINKIN G WOME N PRODUCER S AND WORKER S WITH GLOBA L MARKET S 

Box 5 : Electroni c Sweatshops : The Mixe d Reactio n t o Cal l Centr e 
Jobs in Indi a 

'But to tell you the truth, the work itself is very boring. There is nothing 
creative or challenging in the work itself. Sometimes, we wonder what are 
we doing here. ' 

'As compared to other factory jobs, getting 5,000 rupee s as a start seems 
good. That is only till you have family responsibilities. ' 

'We work five days a week. The off-days may vary from one month to 
another. But that is fine. Besides, we have meetings of the teams every 
once a month. We can raise any issue we want to in these. Like if we have 
problems with taking leave or anything.' 

'But the main thing is that all of us want to leave at some point; so there 
is not much of an interest in improving things. You talked about some 
organization or collective body of employees. No, we don't have any such 
thing. That is the reason. There is not that sort of interest.' 

'I like the job, find it challenging and feel that this industry has given the 
younger generation, especially girls, a welcome opportunity to know about 
the world and also to be able to earn well. The job has given me a sense of 
freedom, especially in terms of money and the training received has given 
me a lot of self-confidence.' 

Source: Gothoskar, 2000 

In almos t al l cal l centre s i n India , ther e ar e activitie s roun d th e clock i n dif -
ferent shifts . Ther e are , however , adequat e break s durin g th e shifts . 
Companies suc h a s MsourcE organiz e 'famil y days ' where parent s o f youn g 
employees ar e invite d t o interac t wit h managemen t an d discus s thei r prob -
lems. Parent s ar e reassure d tha t thei r daughter s ma y b e working unconven -
tional hours , including night shifts , bu t ar e doing a  perfectly safe , decent an d 
socially accepted job . 

Since the centres are open 24 hour s a  day, it is standard practic e to have a 
doctor o n call . Facilitie s includin g gymnasiums , readin g room s an d interne t 
browsing centre s ar e often provide d t o hel p employee s kee p fi t an d relaxed . 
The majo r problem , attritio n o f employees , i s handle d b y encouragin g 
employees to participate i n relaxation programmes . Companie s worry abou t 
women leavin g onc e the y marr y a s shif t work , particularl y a t night , i s no t 
seen a s compatibl e wit h marrie d life . Ther e ar e additiona l anxietie s abou t 

176 



WOMEN CAL L CENTRE WORKERS IN INDI A 

With frosted glass and funky amber lights playing off the turquoise walls, 
the offices of Customer Asset look more like a Santa F é diner than a 
telephone call centre in southern India . The cultural vertigo is complete 
when employees introduce themselves to a visitor. 

'Hi, my name is Susan Sanders, and I'm from Chicago', said C.R. Suman, 
22, who is in fact a native of Bangalore and fields calls from customers of 
a telecommunications company in the United States. Ms Suman's fluent 
English and broad vowels would pass muster in the stands at Wrigley Field. 
In case her callers ask personal questions, Ms Suman has conjured up a 
fictional American life, with parents Bob and Ann, brother Mark and a 
made-up business degree from the University of Illinois. 'We watch a lot of 
Friends and Ally McBeaI to learn the right phrases', Ms Suman said. 'When 
people talk about their Bimmer , you have to know they mean a BMW. ' 

'Or when they say "No way, José", there is no José', added Ms Suman's 
co-worker, Nishara Anthony. Nishara Anthony and C.R. Suman seem all-
American at work in Bangalore, India. Ms Anthony goes by the name Naomi 
Morrison and, if asked, says she comes from Perth Amboy, N.J. The point of 
this pretence is to convince Americans who dial toll-free numbers that the 
person on the other end of the line works right nearby - no t 8,300 mile s 
away, in a country where static-free calls used to be a novelty. Call centres 
are a booming business in India, as companies like General Electric and 
British Airways set up supermarket-size phone banks to handle a daily 
barrage of customer inquiries. The companies value India for its widespread 
use of English and low-cost labour. 

Source: New York Times, 2 1 March 2001 

losing trained employee s who ar e often poache d b y rival companies . 
With a  buoyan t deman d fo r employee s wh o ar e compute r literat e an d 

speak English , call centre jobs present youn g women with opportunitie s tha t 
they have never experienced before . The salary of $200 to $400 a month ma y 
look smal l by American o r British standards , but i t can provide a  high qualit y 
of lif e i n India . Th e wor k environmen t als o appear s t o b e women-friendl y 
and carin g 

However, there i s a high attrition rat e amon g young women, reflecting t o 
a larg e exten t th e stres s tha t the y experienc e i n cal l centr e jobs . The work i s 
also highl y repetitiv e an d lead s t o burn-ou t syndrome . I t i s understandabl e 
that th e call centres are often describe d a s 'electronic sweatshops' . 
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A serious proble m i n th e export-oriente d segmen t o f th e busines s i s tha t 
employees generally hav e to pretend t o b e European o r American i n order t o 
convince the customers tha t th e answers ar e not coming fro m offshor e coun -
tries an d tha t thei r persona l informatio n i s not sen t outsid e thei r countr y o f 
residence. The cultura l schizophreni a tha t thi s pretence entail s o n the part o f 
the employees (Bo x 6) has it s cost . 

Despite th e concern s an d stress , however , wome n employee s generall y 
appreciate th e benefit s o f newl y foun d opportunitie s an d acknowledg e th e 
social an d economi c empowermen t tha t thes e jobs have brought . 

4 Th e futur e 

Security of employment 
The reason s fo r apprehensio n abou t cal l centr e job s relat e mainl y t o thei r 
long-term sustainability . Althoug h locate d i n th e forma l sector , th e newly -
created job s displa y characteristic s tha t verg e o n th e informal . Insecurit y i n 
employment arise s not s o much fro m th e current condition s an d contract s o f 
employment. I t i s more t o d o with th e fac t tha t th e busines s i s controlled b y 
global companie s tha t coul d withdra w thei r custo m withou t havin g t o fac e 
resistance eithe r fro m th e employees o r from th e national government . 

The cal l centre jobs , as we know the m now , may disappea r a s changes i n 
technology may soon alte r drastically the volume and the nature o f call centre 
service provisions . Instea d o f providin g a  centra l base , cal l centr e service s 
may b e provide d virtually , supporte d b y fas t dat a communicatio n linkage s 
among a  networ k o f home-base d teleworker s wit h consequen t erosio n o f 
employment rights . The deployment o f a  portfolio o f web-based technologie s 
(Internet, Intrane t an d Extranet ) ma y als o reduc e th e marke t fo r cal l centr e 
service provisions . In  banking , fo r example , customer s ma y organis e thei r 
own transaction s wit h th e computer o f the main compan y withou t th e inter -
mediation o f th e cal l centr e operators . I n thi s ne w techno-environment , 
instead o f focusin g upo n a  singl e task , cal l centre s wil l b e engaged i n multi -
dimensional tasks. Women will need to have access to generic training in order 
to retain thei r shar e o f the evolving cal l centre jobs o f the future . 

Employment i n export-oriente d service s sectors , including i n cal l centres , 
is also highly volatile , a s i t depends a  grea t dea l o n th e economi c an d politi -
cal climat e i n th e clien t countries . Indi a i s already a t a  caus e fo r concer n i n 
the US where politicians ar e starting to view offshore outsourcin g a s the roo t 
of th e jobles s recovery 8 i n th e technolog y an d service s sectors . A n outcr y i n 
Indiana recentl y prompted th e stat e to cance l a  $1 5 million I T contract wit h 
Tata Consultin g Services . The telecom workers ' union i s raising concerns an d 
the U S Congres s i s probin g whethe r th e securit y o f financia l an d medica l 
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records ar e a t risk . The stat e legislatur e i n New Jersey i s proposing t o mak e 
it compulsor y fo r ever y cal l centr e t o identif y it s locatio n an d t o giv e th e 
caller the right to insist that her/hi s call be re-routed to a call centre in the US. 
There ar e simila r protectionis t pressure s i n the UK. As Norwich Unio n she d 
2,350 job s and exported th e work t o India, the Amicus trade union criticize d 
the decisio n a s despicabl e an d vowe d t o figh t i t (BB C News  Online,  1 1 
December 2003) . The UK Trade Secretary , Patrici a Hewitt , announce d o n 6 
December 200 3 tha t sh e woul d b e commissionin g a n independen t inquir y 
into the implications o f off-shoring (Connon , 2003) . 

More than a trickle down 
Although cal l centre s hav e brough t much-neede d employmen t opportunitie s 
for wome n i n India , th e informalizatio n an d potentia l disappearanc e o f th e 
jobs create d warrant s cautio n an d actio n i n India , an d provide s lesson s fo r 
other Commonwealt h countries . I n particular , i n th e fac e o f technologica l 
change, the movemen t o f custom i n search o f lowe r wage s and a  protection -
ist globa l tradin g environment , i t i s important t o thin k throug h strategie s t o 
limit th e economi c disempowermen t o f women , i f an d whe n thes e job s dis -
appear. A n importan t strateg y coul d b e t o us e th e curren t boo m i n out -
sourced wor k t o creat e a  climate o f cybe r cultur e wher e skill s an d expertis e 
gained i n providin g service s t o oversea s companie s coul d b e use d t o mee t 
local need s o n a  sustainabl e basis . Th e sprea d o f e-governance , a s i n 
Hyderabad, India , fo r example , open s u p possibilitie s o f improvin g produc -
tivity and employmen t opportunitie s o f non-elite men and women in relatively 
simple information processin g work . 

The skill s an d expertis e acquire d throug h cal l centr e job s coul d als o b e 
used t o promot e self-employment . Familiarit y wit h compute r technologie s 
and acquisitio n o f expertis e i n th e us e o f networkin g technologie s i n loca l 
communities coul d likewis e enhanc e opportunitie s fo r marketin g good s an d 
services even from rura l areas where the majority o f the poor live . For example, 
the use of internet technology i n monitoring the fluctuating pric e of soybean s 
in majo r market s ha s give n farmer s a  competitiv e edg e i n tradin g i n Indi a 
(New York  Times,  1  January 2004) . Such success stories, based as they are on 
local experience , initiative s an d needs , shoul d no t b e difficul t t o replicat e i f 
interventions an d assistanc e fro m governmen t an d dono r agencie s ar e pro -
vided i n the area o f infrastructure an d technica l training . However , the bene -
fits of such interventions, in the absence of a gender focus , will elude women . 

Finally, the benefit s tha t globalizatio n ha s brough t o r i s likely to brin g t o 
the poo r o r underprivilege d wome n an d me n o f Indi a ar e contingen t o n 
wider issue s o f educatio n an d lif e chances . Acces s t o basi c tool s an d net -
works i s expensiv e an d i s thu s beyon d th e mean s o f th e majorit y o f India' s 
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one billio n population . Th e cos t o f infrastructure , however , ma y no t b e th e 
most restrictiv e factor . Som e communit y projects , includin g on e i n Wes t 
Vinod Naga r i n Delhi , initiate d fo r slu m childre n b y th e Institut e o f Socia l 
Studies Trust 9 an d supplie d wit h computer s b y th e Habita t Learnin g 
Centre,10 revea l tha t i t i s th e lac k o f literacy , particularl y i n English , rathe r 
than the cost and availability o f tools, that i s the real obstacle which prevent s 
children fro m slum s being connected t o th e network world . Averag e literac y 
rates in India are low at 65.4 per cent , and particularly lo w among women a t 
54.3 pe r cen t (2001  Census).  Gende r disparit y i n literac y rate s essentiall y 
reflects th e overal l gende r inequalitie s i n acces s t o materia l resources . In th e 
New Economy , th e questio n o f gende r an d clas s inequalitie s remain s jus t a s 
valid i n assessing sustainability , replicabilit y an d indigenizatio n o f bes t prac -
tices a s i t wa s i n th e Ol d Economy . Policy-maker s nee d t o tak e thi s int o 
account i n formulatin g measure s whic h dea l wit h th e benefit s an d cost s o f 
ITES jobs. 
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Notes 

1 Th e ITE S industr y refer s t o service s delivere d ove r teleco m network s o r th e 
Internet t o a  wid e rang e o f busines s areas . Mos t o f th e function s ar e huma n 
intensive wher e technolog y i s use d a s a  too l t o provid e th e services . Becaus e o f 
their human-intensiv e nature , thes e processe s an d service s ca n b e outsource d i n 
order t o achiev e a  cos t advantag e withou t givin g u p quality . ITE S covers mainl y 
back-office operation s like accounts, financial services , call centres, data process -
ing, geographica l informatio n services , huma n resourc e processing , insuranc e 
claim processing , lega l database processin g and payrol l processing . 

2 Fo r example , night shif t wor k fo r women . 
3 Fo r a  discussion o f thi s fear se e Mitter, 2004a . 
4 Accordin g t o NASSCOM' s 2001-200 2 data , th e MN C segmen t emerge d a s a n 

important contributo r t o tota l softwar e an d service s revenue wit h a  shar e o f 2 7 
per cent , of which 4 5 per cen t i s ITES services. 

5 Intervie w b y Swast i Mitte r wit h Sushant o Sen , the Deputy Directo r o f CII , India 
on 8  March 2002 . 

6 Cal l centres in India fac e challenge s that nee d to be addressed i n order t o achiev e 
sustainability. On e majo r challeng e fo r th e industr y i s the attritio n rate , which i s 
lower tha n i n the US or UK bu t a t 30-3 5 pe r cen t i s stil l high, apparently du e t o 
stress o r lo w level s o f jo b commitment . Staf f workin g a t cal l centre s ten d t o b e 
young an d aspir e t o furthe r stud y an d othe r professions . Mos t wome n leav e th e 
job after marriag e - an d mos t Indian women marr y young. Company response t o 
staff attritio n ha s include d recruitmen t fro m smalle r town s an d cities , the hirin g 
of olde r staf f wh o ar e mor e dependen t o n incom e fro m thei r jobs , provision o f 
nearby housin g t o cu t dow n o n commutin g tim e an d stres s an d th e provisio n o f 
various in-hous e entertainment/relaxatio n programme s t o dea l with job stress . 

Another majo r challeng e i s meeting the hig h expectations o f customer s fro m 
different part s o f th e world . I t ha s recentl y bee n reporte d tha t Dell , the world' s 
largest compute r seller , i s scalin g dow n technica l suppor t service s i n Indi a 
because its corporate clients have complained abou t the poor level of service they 
were receiving. For the emerging management skill s that th e client company an d 
the subsidiaries/subcontractor s nee d t o lear n fo r successfu l qualit y contro l an d 
transnational networking , se e Bhattacharya et  al., 2003 . 

7 Th e UK trade unio n Amicu s estimate s tha t a s many a s 50,00 0 job s have alread y 
been 'move d overseas' , a s th e consultant s ter m it . Employmen t consultant s 
Addecco predict that b y 2008, 200,000 more posts will follow -  hal f the new call 
centre jobs i t expects to b e created b y British companies ove r tha t period . 

8 Jobles s recovery happens when a n economic uptur n i s not accompanie d b y a rise 
in employment. In the US in the last quarter o f 2003, only 1,00 0 job s were created 
in spit e o f a n economi c upturn . Fo r the importance o f ITE S outsourcing t o Indi a 
in th e curren t U S Presidentia l campaig n see , 'Bus h Administratio n show s mor e 
support o f free trade' , Online  New  York  Times,  3 1 April 2004; Finding lessons of 
outsourcing i n 4 historica l tales' , Wall  Street Journal,  2 9 March 2004 . 
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9 Fo r mor e information , se e ISST' s Communit y Centre : http://www.isst-
india.org/Outreach_FccCommC.htm 

10 Habita t Learnin g Centr e i s th e innovatio n o f Indi a Habita t Centre , Delhi , t o 
provide compute r literac y to underprivilege d children . 
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