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Abstract: During the last decade, call centers and customer relationship management 
(CRM) have become a key issue in business competition, and a major business sector 
worldwide, whose emergence is embedded in major economic tendencies such as 
mass customization, outsourcing and the spatial division of labor. Delivering purely 
cognitive outputs, they must be regarded as a perfect embodiment of the new 
information economy. Nevertheless, the analysis must rise beyond the simplistic 
slogan of the "end of geography". Despite its reputation of being “footloose”, the 
CRM industry takes advantage of a wide range of geographical assets, on both global 
and local scales. The growth and locational processes of call centers show a clear 
spatial diffusion tendency, from major business centers in western countries, to less 
favored, more peripheral regions, such as rural areas, declining industrial places and 
developing countries. 
Whether or not it is a sustainable way for regional development, CRM business is 
taking advantage of the collapsing of telecommunication costs, shaping an 
archipelago economic space whose actual geography must be neutral for customers. 
In some way, sophisticated technology and simulacre practices allow call center 
operations to meet electronic commerce in the emergence of an increasingly 
splintered and “virtual” economic space. 
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The Rise of the Call Center Industry: 

Splintering and Virtualization of the Economic Space 
 
“Performance overcomes distance” www.globalcallcenter.net 
 
A call center story 
In 2002, French investors funded PCCI in Dakar, Senegal (West Africa). The 
company’s only output consists of prospecting/selling telephone calls for French 
corporations (which do not want to be named). PCCI is the leading private employer 
in the country. It recruited about 1,000 agents, most of them former students at the 
University of Dakar (a city where unemployment among graduates is over 30%). 
Dakar and Paris are in the same time zone. This fact makes it possible to work within 
French business hours. It also allows PCCI’s staff to have their lunch break in front 
of the French TV Broadcast: the main recruitment criterion is fluency with the least 
local accent. Moreover, assimilation of French culture is thought to improve 
productivity. Employees must use French names when they are online with clients. 
In the Parisian office, 5,000 km away, PCCI’s clients - corporate executives - may 
see and listen to, in real time, African employees selling their products. Video 
conferences and the flow of calls travel through a trans-oceanic cable; the company 
rents it for a $60,000 monthly fee (www.pcci.fr, TV program “Capital” on M6 
channel, Nov. 30, 2003). 
 
This example best introduces the main issues the present article is endeavoring to 
deal with. Call centers/contact centers) and Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) not only represent an enormous business sector, but should also be regarded 
as a somewhat tricky and fascinating research subject, which is embedded in current 
debates in economic geography.  
Call centers are the perfect embodiment of the “new” service-oriented economy, 
whose spatial patterns and dynamics are increasingly drawing geographers’ attention 
(Norton 2000; Beyers 2002; Bryson, Daniels and Warf 2003). Many authors have 
depicted this new economy as an “information economy” (Castells 1989; Heptworth 
1990), a “knowledge economy” (Dunning 2000), a “cognitive capitalism” (Ascher 
2001). Social thinkers have situated this evolution in the general context of the 
emerging “network society” (Castells 1996), in which information processing reigns 
supreme. As they trade cognitive outputs on a remote basis, call centers are 
consubstantial with information technologies (IT), whose geographic aspects have 
been the subject of an “enormous amount of literature” (Sassen 2001a, 411). Indeed, 
IT raise a challenging and almost existential issue, through the somewhat mythical 
and disputed concept of the end of distance, and even of geography itself (O’Brien 
1992; Graham 1998; Cairncross 2002). Last of all, call center mechanisms of growth 
and spatial diffusion link the call center industry to the greatly debated topic of 
globalization (Cox 1997; Kelly 1999; Sheppard 1997; Yeung 2002; Dicken 2003). 
Indeed, this is the main goal of the present article: call center analysis may provide 
us with a better understanding of the paradoxical "economic geography of the 
Internet age" (Leamer and Storper 2002). We will demonstrate that call center 
operators, far from being “footloose”, are “very sophisticated consumers of space”1, 
taking advantage of territorial assets on all geographical scales, ranging from 

                                                 
1 The expression was coined by J. Kotkin about the elites of the “digital era” (2000). 
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“global” world cities (Sassen 2001b) to remote rural areas or even paradise-like 
tropical islands. 
 
So far, research on call centers has remained on a regional scale, with a particular 
focus on France (Moriset and Bonnet 2004), Ireland (Breatnach 2000) and, above all, 
the U.K. (Marshall and Richardson 1996, 1999; Richardson and Gillespie 2000, 
2003; Richardson, Belt and Marshall 2000; Bristow et al. 2000; Bishop et al. 2003). 
Many works are based on a narrow sample. On the other hand, statistical analyses 
have been  undermined by several biases. 
The most common is the non-availability of seat/position numbers. In the first 
section of Bristow, for example, a ten-seat facility is given the same statistical impact 
as a 1000-agent site. A second drawback is the confusion between seats and 
employees: given that assistance or helpdesk facilities commonly operate on a 24 
hour, 365 day basis, a single workstation may be held by two full-time employees or 
more. The third bias is related to spatial aggregation levels. In a second section, 
Bristow (2000) aggregates employment figures for large regions such as Greater 
London, South East U.K., Wales, Scotland, etc. But Snowdonia or the Islands of 
Scotland, for example, do not offer the same business milieu, by far, as Cardiff and 
Glasgow do. Anton et al (2002) suffers from a similar drawback: the spatial 
discrimination level is based on the five U.S. regions. Above all, analyses are often 
hampered by the lack of dynamic data, and fail to capture recent locational trends: 
data for call center age does not exist on a large scale. 

The relationship between call centre location and different indicators of cost was not 
significant... there would be benefits from building a dynamic time element into the 
modelling process, which would be aided by the collection of data on the age of call 
centres. Bristow et al. 2000, 536. 

 
Pundits are right to recognize call center analysis as a tricky exercise. Customer care 
is often not physically separated from other office functions. There is no unique 
definition, nor SIC code, for this part of the business (in France, call center 
outsourcers received a dedicated code only since the 2003 nomenclature revision). 
Data are becoming quickly obsolete. In western countries, growth rates have 
decreased since 2001, but the business remains extremely unstable. And rapid growth 
continues in the Third World. Last but not least, major operators are often reluctant 
to release call center figures and locations. 

How many call centers are there? This is a hard question to answer, because the truth is 
nobody knows... Call centers are traditionally hidden within corporations… there is 
almost no way to know how many call centers there are, or where they are located. 
www.callcenternews.com/resources/faqs/faq_2.shtml 

 
Even controversial, business figures undoubtedly indicate that IT-enabled customer 
relationship services have become a major business sector, with substantial growth 
perspectives. International Data Corporation estimated the world market in 2003 to 
be worth $56 billion. Table 1 compiles estimations from various institutes and 
consultancies. North America (about 70,000 cc) and the U.K. are considered as 
mature markets, but Eastern Europe, the Pacific, Asia, and notably India, are far from 
having reached their full potential: a Mc Kinsey report expects India to have build a 
$17 billion call center industry by 2008 
(www.outsource2india.com/why_india/articles/call _centers_ india.asp). 
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Table 1. Call center figures  
(from www.incoming.com/statistics/marketsize.aspx?SelectedNode=ICMIMembership) 
 Date Call centers Seats Employment 
World - Ovum  
World projection 

2001 
2006 

 7.3m 
13m 

 

USA – Deloitte and Touche 2001 70-90,000   
USA - Data Monitor 2002 78,000 2.5m  
USA - Telemanagement Search 2001 69,500  7m 
Canada - Call Center Week 2001 6,500   
U.K. - Data Monitor 2002 5,700  380,000 
Germany - Data Monitor 2002 3,500   
France – CESMO - Data Monitor 2002 2,500-3,000 150,000 200,000 
Australia - Asia Pacific Call Centre News 2001 3,900 140,000 225,000 
Latin America -  Pacific Call Centre News 2001  60,000  
India - NASSCOM 2003 500?  160,000 
 
 
However, call center measurement is not our intention. We agree with Yeung (2002, 
302), in thinking that quantitative papers too often “take on an abstract macro and 
structural view”, which does not do justice to “social actors experiencing significant 
transformations in their everyday social lives”. Qualitative analyses allow us to 
understand, in real terms, why and how corporate call center strategies lead places, 
regions and people to embrace the information economy as a living experience 
(Yeung 2002, original emphasis). Furthermore, there remains a need for a multi-scale 
approach, situating the analysis in broader perspectives, from both spatial and 
theoretical viewpoints. Until now, analyses have emphasized the firm, supply-side 
level; the debate calls for a more global viewpoint, particularly on social, demand-
side aspects. 
The surge in call center activities, since the beginning of the nineties, stems from a 
systemic blend of social, economic and technical changes (1). In this context, the 
geography of CRM activities is shaped by multiple location factors. We examine 
why and how call center activities have spread from headquarter-based locations to 
more peripheral places, following a hierarchical, albeit uneven, spatial diffusion 
process (2). The final discussion (3) capitalizes on this empirical evidence to 
enlighten geographical issues embedded in the current evolution of “digital 
capitalism” (Schiller 1999). 
 
The rise of the customer-centric enterprise in a digital society  
The growth of the CRM industry is rooted in the evolution of society, which faces a 
phenomenon of “time-space compression” (Harvey 1989), in a context of rising 
mobility and complexity. The information and communication society is 
“chronoscopic” (Hassan 2003). Emergency “becomes the rule” (Thrift 2000). People 
call because they are too busy to write and too remote to drive to the shop or to the 
branch office.  They call because they face the increasing complexity of electronic 
devices and sophisticated services, because they are increasingly mobile, therefore 
providing innumerable opportunities for call center operations in the tourism and 
travel sector. At the same time, people no longer accept delays, hazards and 
uncertainty. They want to monitor as closely and as quickly as possible, ordering, 
shipping, delivery, banking operations, insurance claims etc.  
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As it becomes round-the-clock, multimedia and ubiquitous, digital communication 
seems to have materialized the modern “e-topia” (Mitchell 2000). Electronic devices 
become omnipresent and interactive. The rise of a multimedia digital culture has 
made the cell phone a ubiquitous fetish, removing psychological barriers to 
telephone transactions. Mail order catalogs speak for themselves. See the French “La 
Redoute” which operates an 800-seat facility in Lille-Roubaix: a full page picture 
shows a woman sprawled on a couch, telephone in hand. The blurb has a typically 
post-modern flavor: “Free to make the most of life, when everything is offered, 
twenty-four hours per day. There is only one way to buy at La Redoute: yours. By 
telephone, 7/7 and 24h/24, 0 892…” (www.laredoute.fr). 
 
Fig. 1. La Redoute’s Catalog, Fall 2003 

 
 
Literally bombarded by new product advertisements, “zapper” customers become 
increasingly fickle, with a feed-back effect on the shortening of product and service 
life cycles. An executive at France Telecom told us “we are in an audience-based 
economy”: enterprises increasingly look for real-time information feed-back from 
customers, whose loyalty is essential (Gitomer 1998). This process involves inbound 
calls for customer support and outbound calls for prospecting and selling, surveys, 
satisfaction level enquiries. Call center operations increasingly feed customer 
databases, which, in turn, are used to target telesales through data mining 
applications (Elmer 2004). 
The advent of the customer-centric enterprise (Tseng and Piller 2003) is also the 
result of market deregulation and free trade, which exacerbate competition and give 
more power to consumers. Mass customization (Gilmore and Pine 2000) is 
recognized as a prominent feature of the post-Fordist era. As Sassen writes (2001b, 
97), “greater product differentiation expands the marketing and selling functions of 
the firm”, hence leading to call center growth. 
 
Call centers and production processes in the service economy 
Facing the tyranny of time and the fickleness of consumers, spurred by shareholders 
and clients, companies must adopt network-centric, organizational forms in a way 
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that some authors have described as flexible (Scott 1988; Coffey and Bailly 1992; 
Beveridge and Perks 2000), lean (Harrison 1994), agile or virtual (Goldman et al. 
1994; Symons 1997; Stratigea and Giaoutzi 2000). 
Production today is carried out through an extended labor process (Walker 1985), “in 
which tasks can be separated in both time and space” (Bryson, Daniels and Warf 
2003, 36-37). We must regard it as a global information processing cycle, tending to 
make obsolete the old distinction between manufacturing and services. A computer, a 
TV set, or a car, do not actually exist as economic goods until they have been 
properly designed, advertised, ordered, manufactured, shipped, delivered, plugged in, 
configured, invoiced, paid for, insured… and used. Call centers, together with other 
multimedia interfaces, work at virtually all the stages of this cycle, in both business 
to customers (BtoC) and business to business (BtoB) transactions. Mass 
customization and the rise of subcontracting have given birth to complex networks of 
corporate suppliers, who increasingly need on line and telephone technical support. 
These organizational patterns are clearly illustrated in Dell Computer’s business 
model. Pioneering e-commerce in the middle of the 90s, Dell has outperformed its 
rivals by focusing on build-to-order manufacturing, state-of-the-art logistics and IT-
based remote CRM. The nerve centers of the firm are its Web site and call centers, 
through which customers discover, choose and configure products, process orders, 
monitor shipping and receive helpdesk services. Call centers and the Intranet are also 
at the core of the company’s supply chain and logistic management (www.dell.com).  
 
Thanks to subcontracting and outsourcing practices, CRM has entered the wide area 
of producer services, whose emergence characterizes the new, flexible economy 
(Daniels and Moulaert 1991; Coffey and Bailly 1992; Lindhal and Beyers 1999; 
Bryson, Daniels and Warf 2003). Customer support was initially provided by 
ordinary, in-house offices, with little efficiency, as calls “wandered” in branches and 
services. A first step in re-engineering gave birth to the call center: separate premises 
where inbound calls are centralized thanks to proper IT-tools. Finally, like other 
tasks, CRM was affected by subcontracting and outsourcing. By outsourcing 
customer support and telemarketing, corporations can fully benefit from the spatial 
division of labor (Massey 1984). Outsourcers do not have to deal with expensive 
worker benefits and can avoid unionized countries or states. According to a survey 
carried out by the Chamber of Commerce of Paris (2003), wages in French 
outsourced call centers are 30% lower than those offered by in-house positions.  
CRM subcontracting leads to substantial scale economies. Most SME’s would like to 
enhance their CRM functions, especially during peak-demand periods but cannot 
maintain an in-house, cost-effective call center As Airlines, mail-order companies, 
etc. have to deal with seasonal surges of inbound calls, they must subcontract. Today, 
society is expecting better corporate communication. Exceptional events push 
companies to resort to outsourcers for establishing toll free numbers. The shift to the 
Euro, the Year 2000 bug, takeover bids, catastrophes such as oil slicks or air crashes, 
are a few examples.  
This trend has given birth to large national or transnational companies, not to 
mention numerous SMEs which operate on a regional basis. DialAmerica employs 
10,000 agents in the U.S., in 26 states and 80 facilities (www.dialamerica.com). 
Stream (Canton, Mass.) has 20 “customer interaction centers” worldwide, with 
10,000 agents (www.stream.com). SR Teleperformance, the world leader, operates 
144 facilities and 22,000 workstations in 29 countries, with  annual sales in 2002 
worth one billion dollars (www.srteleperformance.com). 
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Call centers as IT-enabled services 
Spatial patterns and the growth of the call center industry cannot be understood 
without regard to recent improvements in computers and advanced 
telecommunications,  
One key factor is the fall in long distance telecommunication fees. Wilson (1997) 
reports a 50% decrease in international telephone charges, on average, between 1982 
and 1992. Deregulation and technological improvements, such as wavelength 
division multiplexing (WDM) have accelerated this trend. A report by HSBC, quoted 
in The Economist (2003), says that the price of a one-minute call from India to 
America has fallen by more than 80% since Jan 2001. The consequence is that call 
centers may locate regardless of distance, focusing on territorial assets only. Even 
New Zealand or the Hawaiian Islands may target the call center industry in their 
economic development policy (Larner 2001; www.callcenterhawaii.com). 
The provision of dedicated CRM technology and software is another essential factor. 
A modern facility uses Automatic Call Distribution (ACD) through a Private 
Automatic Branch eXchange (PABX). Interactive voice response systems (IVR) sort 
out calls through automated recorded responses and voice recognition programs. 
Thanks to Computer Telephony Integration (CTI), employees can immediately refer 
to clients’ files. Call centers are becoming increasingly sophisticated. The 
multichannel, IP-enhanced "Web call center" generates new labor requirements, 
shifting from language skills to keyboard capabilities. Improvements in technology 
may have notable locational consequences. Increasingly affordable software and 
equipment allow the development of small facilities. This could be of great 
importance for small towns and rural regions, where employment pools are too small 
to host large units (Hash 2000). 
 
Virtual/global call centers for virtual/global firms 
Thanks to the more IT-intensive concept of “virtual call center”, the firm can 
overcome its geographic and structural thickness when it reorganizes customer 
support.  We may identify two opposite tendencies which reveal the general 
local/global tension in business organizational dynamics. 
The first is towards consolidation and concentration in large facilities. IBM provides 
a spectacular example. In North America, thousands of phone numbers and sixty 
facilities have been consolidated into seven toll free numbers and four call centers 
only, with 7,000 employees, in Toronto, Dallas, Phoenix and Smyrna (Georgia). 
Similar mega centers have been implemented in Europe and Asia, notably in 
Okinawa, Japan. All these facilities are fully Web-enabled, since IBM.com instituted 
a “call-back button” (www.itworld.com/Net/2925/NWW010402118990/pfindex 
.html). While it used to have 32 call centers and numerous phone numbers, Air 
France today runs six call centers only, with 900 tele-vendors and a single phone 
number. France Telecom (FT) provided it with Contact Multi Canal, an IP-based 
solution which integrates telephone, web, chat, e-mail. On the other hand, companies 
which do not want to consolidate may link existing offices, and even remote, isolated 
employees. For example, the travel company Nouvelles Frontières operates customer 
relations through 16 agencies, 5 contact centers and 30 home-based teleworkers, 
running Contact Multi Sites, a FT solution which requires a PABX only 
(www.entreprises.francetelecom.com). 
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State-of-the-art network technologies have allowed transnational CRM outsourcers 
to establish a worldwide network of sites. To face demand fluctuations or technical 
events, firms such as SR Teleperformance can switch operations from one site to 
another, regardless of geography. Offshore outlets process the bulk of the calls, while 
headquartered, sponsor sites deal with monitoring and data mining 
(www.srteleperformance.com). Even more sophisticated solutions have been 
implemented in order to increase call center embeddedness in the business 
information cycle. Since 2001, Sun Microsystems has been implementing the MC2 
project (fig.2). It is a virtual platform which links three multichannel call centers in 
the U.S., plus four in Singapore, Hong Kong, Taipei and Sydney. Ultimately, it will 
network 14 facilities in 11 countries and 13 time zones. Calls are screened and sorted 
out by IVR units, then routed to the appropriate person in the “virtual pool” of 
support engineers throughout the world, whether they are in a call center or not. Calls 
or electronic queries may be routed to another time zone, where facilities are less 
busy, or to people with specific skills or language, regardless of geography. CRM 
applications are used for customer data repository. A Java application identifies 
callers and customers, and provides engineers with technical data extracted from 
Sun’s databases (Aberdeen, 2001). 
 
Daimler Benz, a car manufacturer, operates a 56-agent call center, which processes 
37,000 calls from mechanics and dealers each month.  

The system is designed to enable the Service Technical Assistance Resource (STAR) 
center to take the time to educate callers, rather than just answer their immediate needs. 
A mechanic uses the phone's keypad to punch in the vehicle identification number of 
the car he or she is working on, as well as the type of service the car needs. This 
information electronically flows to the call-center employee, and appears on his or her 
computer screen as the call is connected. 2.21.2000, 
www.industryweek.com/CurrentArticles/asp/articles.asp?ArticleID=752 
 

Fig. 2. Sun’s MC2 integrated call center system (Aberden, 2001) 
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Such implementations of “virtual”, global, multichannel information systems reveal 
the very nature of the network-centric and customer-centric post-industrial firm, 
which no longer relies on a top-down logic only, but, increasingly, on bottom-up, 
cross-hierarchical information flows. Permanent feedback from front-line operations 
and customers allow real-time improvement and flexibility in production processes 
and service delivery. These technical and managerial developments are strongly 
linked to geographic aspects. 
 
Call center location : from metropolis to periphery 
Call center geographic analysis is a hazardous exercise. Until now, quantitative 
approaches have failed in capturing the call center locational dynamics. We must 
make a distinction between active location factors, which answer firms’ current 
location concerns, and structural causes, which are rooted in history, and explain 
existing call center maps in western countries with mature CRM markets. 
 
The role of history and corporate structural thickness 
The current geography of the call center industry is explained, above all, by 
inheritance and business structures, which we could call the “headquarter factor”. 
Many authors (Richardson and Gillespie, Bristow et al., op.cit.) emphasize that 
existing teams of workers and premises created the initial call center map, when 
corporations gradually shifted employees from clerical tasks to telephone customer 
support. France Télécom (2001) illustrates the re-engineering process of the CRM 
workforce: 90% of its 20,000 tele-agents, have been internally recruited. This 
organizational rigidity explains the concentration in the largest metropolitan areas. 
The map of 20,000 call centers in the U.S. by Butler (2004, 245) shows a clear 
metropolized pattern. Moriset and Bonnet (2004) demonstrate that call center 
employment intensity in French cities decreases with the size of labor pools. In 2003, 
Paris had nearly half the whole French call center sector, with 46,000 seats, while it 
represents only a sixth of the total French workforce. But it has a virtual monopoly 
over the country in terms of corporate headquarters. 
Corporate organization also contributes to call center geography. Many companies 
concentrate clerical workforce, and hence carry on customer support, in a few sites. 
But some firms have adopted a more decentralized organization and seek more 
proximity with customers. In France, the car manufacturer Renault runs a tiny 60-
agent call center (300,000 calls a year) while the bulk of customer support (15 
million calls annually) is handled by the network of dealers throughout the country 
(Moriset and Bonnet 2004). In the banking and insurance sector, a large share of 
operations remains disseminated in branch offices and regional subsidiaries. 
However, call center location in major metropolitan areas, which still dominates 
existing maps, is an inheritance. A set of “active” factors must be considered when a 
firm, today, is planning to open a new facility.  
 
Establishing a call center : a set of conflicting locational criteria 
Call center location, from a dynamic viewpoint, is at the core of professional 
literature. Firms’ responses to location criteria vary greatly, according to business 
size and nature. Must the company plan for a large (500 seats or more) or small (50) 
facility? It will not target the same labor pool. Routine tasks in telemarketing are 
more likely to land in peripheral areas, while helpdesk, legal and technical 
consultancy require higher skills and often remain located in metropolitan areas. 
Likewise, operations with “emotional content” (Bryson et al. 108-10) will not ignore 
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cultural, geographic constraints as easily as those based on “cold” purely technical 
messages. According to a vast literature, including Moran, Stahl & Boyer (2001) and 
Anton et al. (2002), we may say that professionals rank call center location factors as 
follows: labor availability and skills, operating costs, real estate price and 
availability, access to business services, telecom infrastructure and services, 
community support and incentives, general business environment. Call center 
location is a compromise between these conflicting elements; however, labor-based 
criteria dominate. 

The labor cost - which includes salary, benefits, recruiting, training, and screening - 
equals 60 to 70 percent of the annual call center operating budgets across the U.S. Thus, 
seeking a location with favorable labor pool factors is usually the major goal of the site 
selection process. Anton et al., 2002. 

 
Some of the most popular criteria call for further comments. 
- Employment availability and skills: The two main criteria for recruitment are 
language fluency and the capacity to overcome stress when on line with angry 
customers. Keyboarding capacities and elementary knowledge of the computer 
environment are other basics. This favors well-educated labor pools, notably those 
with large universities and colleges. All factors being equal, high unemployment in a 
given area moderates wage demand and minimizes turnover, which is the plague of 
the CRM industry. 
- Telecommunication has ceased to be a significant issue, at least in the First World 
where telecom carriers may provide virtually all labor pools with customized digital 
voice and data services. For example, Transcom Worldwide, a pan-European 
outsourcer, recently opened a 470-employee facility in Tulle (10,000 inh.), a town 
nestled in the French Massif Central Mountains. It uses FT’s Numeris Primary 
Access, a flexible ISDN solution allowing a maximum of 900 simultaneous calls at 
64 kbts. each. The digital divide is no longer a real threat by comparison with 
education, skills and services: “rural development is wrapped up in human capital, it 
is far more than a relatively simple infrastructure supply issue” (Malecki 2003, 212). 
Things are different in the Third World, where few metropolitan areas offer state-of-
the-art infrastructures. The result is a concentration of call centers in a small number 
of cities (see below the Indian case). 
- Time difference is known to play an important role in the financial sector (Warf 
1989; Leyshon and Thrift 1997; Langdale 2000), and it was a decisive factor for the 
growth of financial service in Ireland (Grimes 2003a). Low costs, incentives, and 
flexible regulations then led Ireland to become the “call center of Europe” 
(Breathnach 2000). Time difference allows night service while employee presence is 
not required at unpleasant hours (with positive impact on recruitment and turnover). 
It has become a sales argument for the Hawaiian Islands economic development 
agency (www.callcenterhawaii.com). On the other hand, operating costs are so low 
in India, that employees serve American customers at night, without regards to social 
aspects. 
- Safety concerns have been increasingly stressed since 9/11. Strikes, attacks, 
software viruses, computer/telecom failures, may cripple business operations for 
days or decades. This encourages the dispersal of several medium-sized facilities, 
acting as a single, virtual call center. Safety, of course, matters when offshoring is 
considered in unstable regions of the Third World. 
- Incentives and public funding would particularly attract routine-oriented call 
centers in deprived areas, such as declining farming or manufacturing regions, or tax-
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free zones in impoverished suburbs. However, executives do not recognize this as a 
decisive factor for final choice: regions in crisis offer more or less the same kind of 
incentive packages. 
 
The cultural factor: transnational, multilingual vs regional call centers 
The CRM industry has raised language requirements, as a business location factor, to 
an unprecedented level. India, which offers a pool of 300 million English speaking 
citizens, has become the first offshore consideration for U.S. and British companies. 
The process must be culture-neutral and geography-neutral for customers, who must 
think they dial to (or are called by) American citizens. Therefore, Indian agents are 
submitted to rigorous English language training. Employers "encourage addiction to 
Ally McBeal", and the agents are given an American/British name of their choice 
(Iyengar 2001 a-b). U.S. firms will easily find Spanish-speaking workers in the 
Southern States. However, more and more companies cross the border or subcontract 
in Latin America: SprintPCS - a major mobile telecom carrier - subcontracted 
customer support in 1999 to Merkafon (a subsidiary of SR Teleperformance), based 
in Monterrey, Mexico, where it now employs 750 agents (www.merkafon.com). 
French-speaking West and North Africa are logical offshore destinations for French 
firms.  Morocco already hosts more than 20 sites and 2,600 seats including a brand 
new Dell facility. The phenomenon has even reached the remote Mauritius Islands, 
with Prophony (290 seats). 
The linguistic problem is particularly acute in Europe, a language patchwork with 18 
official languages in the European Union. Many companies seek scale economies, 
critical mass and share of expertise through large “pan European”, multilingual 
facilities”. Dell serves most European customers from two facilities in Ireland (Bray-
Dublin) and France (Montpellier). Nevertheless, the pan-European facility concept 
faces some limits in size and geographic scale. A few years ago, HP Invent 
centralized its technical support in Amsterdam. This approach was abandoned in 
favor of a regional approach:  
 

We underestimated the difficulty of recruiting people who could speak Scandinavian 
languages. Staff turnover was also much higher than expected... During the past two 
years, we have moved most technical support to a Scandinavian support center in 
Sweden. This change has significantly improved customer satisfaction. The overall cost 
is also clearly competitive in comparison with the large central operation we have in 
Amsterdam. www.facilitycity.com/busfac/bf_01_05_special2.asp 

 
The search for new labor pools and low costs in peripheral regions 
The most prominent trend in call center locations, today, is the spread from large 
metropolitan areas to peripheral countries and regions, or smaller communities, 
which should be regarded as newcomers in the digital economy. Richardson (2000, 
2003) reports on this phenomenon in Scotland, while Arai and Sugizaki (2003) write 
about Japan. In the U.S., Deloitte&Touche (2001) reports a great expansion towards 
the South in a broad sense (table 2). According to the same survey, "14,000 call 
center jobs were announced along the U.S.-Mexican border from Arizona to Texas". 
In France, the years 1999 to 2001 saw 29 major openings, with 9,400 jobs.  It is a 
fact that none of these new site locations were located in the Paris region (Moriset 
and Bonnet 2004). 
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Table 2. Major call center employment growth in the U.S. for 2000 (from 
Deloitte&Touche, 2001) 
  
States Jobs Metro Areas Jobs 
Texas 12,392 Baton Rouge, LA 4,500 
Florida 10,575 Oklahoma City, OK 3,717 
Oklahoma 5,567 Dallas-Fort Worth, TX 3,600 
Illinois 4,575 McAllen, TX 3,315 
Louisiana 4,500 Tampa-St. Petersburg, FL 3,300 
Virginia 4,400 Chicago, IL 2,150 
California 4,200 West Palm Beach, FL 2,091 
Pennsylvania 3,600 St. Louis, MO 1,745 
West Virginia 2,750 Charlotte, NC 1,700 
  Las Vegas, NV 1,625 
 
 
This expansion is explained by the search for lower costs and easier recruitment in 
under-exploited labor pools. During the last decade, for example, U.S. southern 
states benefited (a) from growing labor pools, thanks to positive demographic 
balances, (b) from lower costs in terms of wages and real estate, (c) from low union 
presence. In some cases, this trend seems to have reached a threshold. In Phoenix, 
"the hiring climate has become absolutely inhospitable” (Deloitte&Touche op.cit). 
Similar conclusions have been reported about traditional bastions of the CRM 
industry, such as London, Paris or Dublin. 

 
Dublin was the darling location by the mid-1990s but by the end of decade, the city was 
over-heated and over-priced. Similar things have been said of Newcastle in the U.K. 
and Frankfurt in Germany. Stream avoided high cost London and its environs – as well 
as the other regional capital of the U.K. and chose Londonderry in Northern Ireland. In 
France, Stream has a high level support operation close to Paris, and a more cost 
effective one in Angers. www.siteselection.com/issues/2002/p127/ 

 
The strategy of “skimming” labor pools often deploys in a dispersed geographic 
pattern. Most of Dial America’s 80 facilities are located in 3-tier cities, such as 
Scranton (Penn), Clearwater, Merbourne (Fl.), Bloomington (Ill.), Greenville (S. 
Car.), Athens (Ga.), etc. (www.dialamerica.com). 
This example suggests that regional impacts of call center activities in 3-tier cities 
are mainly carried out by young, fast-growing firms and subsidiaries, which were not 
stuck with existing staff and premises, such as mobile telephone carriers, IT and 
multimedia firms and, above all, outsourcers. Newcomers, such as Dial America, are 
compelled to target peripheral, under-exploited labor pools, while senior Fortune-
500s have exhausted them in major metropolitan areas. The Luxemburg-based 
outsourcer Transcom Worldwide, for example, grew to 6,500 employees and 228 
millions Euros in sales by 2002, after starting in 1996. It set up its recent facilities in 
an eclectic blend of small and medium-sized cities, in poor or rural regions: Lecce 
(South Italy), Leon (Spain), Halle and Rostock (East Germany), Raon l’Etape and 
Tulle (France), plus facilities in Poland, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, and one in 
Casablanca, Morocco (www.transcom-worldwide.com). 
Virtual-Agent Services (VAS), a Chicago-headquartered outsourcer founded in 1999, 
provides a brilliant demonstration of a peripheral strategy by a newcomer. It also 
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clearly illustrates the enabling role of IT improvements for dispersal tendencies. 
VAS has implemented a network of eight facilities throughout rural New Brunswick, 
Can. (www.vagent.com).  

The VAS Distributed Workforce concept allows the company to locate contact centers 
in rural communities… while networking the centers through advanced telephony 
technology into one “virtual call center”. This allows VAS the same flexibility and 
resources as traditional all-under-one-roof large centers but warrants better results. The 
targeted geographic areas offer untapped resources of high quality, work-ready labor; 
affording opportunity to those with otherwise limited career prospects. This assures 
VAS’ clients that they are receiving top quality service from experienced employees. 
The CC e-News, Sept 23, 2003. www.ccnews.com/enews/2003.09.23/story4.htm 

 
Fig. 3. VAS’ call centers in New Brunswick, Can (www.agent.com) 

 
The VAS’ example clearly illustrates the issue of rural call center growth. Rural 
areas in western countries are entering - sometimes painfully - the service economy 
(Glasmeier and Howland 1989; Beyers and Lindahl 1996; Grimes 2003; Malecki 
2003). Regions such as the Scottish Highlands and Islands (Richardson and Gillespie 
2000; 2003) are increasingly benefiting from call center locations, while traditional 
employment sources, such as farming, fishing, forestry, textiles and craft, are 
inexorably losing jobs. 
A small or medium-sized rural site would probably not secure the scale economies 
that a 1,000-seat unit provides, in terms of software infrastructure, equipment, 
management costs and telecommunication prices. These drawbacks are balanced out 
by lower labor and real estate costs, and by more generous incentives from local 
authorities and federal, national or European funds. J. Beatty, from NCS 
International, considers that by targeting a rural community, the firm has greater 
chances of being given the “red-carpet treatment” 
(www.tmcnet.com/cis/0802/0802re.htm). But the recent popularity of rural places is 
also related to the favorable environment they provide for call center work. 

In most cases, the call center is one of the largest employers in the area, which creates 
tremendous employee loyalty and significantly less problems for recruitment and 
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retention. www.summitcircuit.com/archive/archive.html 
 
Employment conditions in call centers have been the subject of a great deal of 
literature, which emphasizes routine tasks, low wages, few career perspectives, stress 
and even harassment due to close monitoring (Richardson, Belt, and Marshall 2000). 
Customer contact is often considered as a non-strategical, back-office function, 
which is, therefore, suitable to brutal consolidation or offshoring. Sweatshop-like 
management often regards employees as fungible goods. High turnover rises  
recruitment and training costs, few value added benefits are expected from customer 
contacts, and the office may become a “toxic call center” (Kjellerup 1998; 2001) 
while employees adopt, in turn, a “mercenary attitude” (Deloitte&Touche, op.cit). 
On the contrary, a “coaching culture” (Kjellerup 1998) expects high standards of 
productivity, low turnover and a high degree of customer satisfaction, with 
maximization of long-term benefits for the firm. In this way, both firms and agents 
look for full time, open-ended employment contracts. Small towns and rural areas are 
favorable places to achieve these goals. They positively affect agent productivity: in 
mid-2003, the operation manager of the French subsidiary of AON, a major U.S. 
insurance company, told us that the productivity per seat of its call center in 
Angoulême (145,000 inh.) was 30% higher than those of its facility in Marseille 
(1.4m inh. in the metropolitan area). Executives who located in small communities 
unanimously praise their employee’s loyalty, punctuality and work-oriented spirit. It 
must be recognized that rural agents often have few other employment opportunity. 
Indeed, for a given task and salary, people in rural areas benefit from a higher 
standard of living, more social consideration, and a lower level of stress in their 
everyday life. They are more likely to live in their hometown, with positive effects 
on turnover and, therefore, on experience and productivity. 
 
 “From coal mining to data mining”: call centers and regional economic 
recovery 
A great deal of literature reports how the rise of the digital economy has led to strong 
regional or urban developments (Scott 1993; Braczyk, Fuchs and Wolf 1999). 
However, call center-based recovery programs, despite being digital, are far from 
leading to Silicon Valley-fashion developments. The following quotation exposes the 
hopes that call center growth may rise in regions which, until now, have remained 
apart from the “régions qui gagnent” (Benko and Lipietz 1992). It also reflects the 
limits of such activity for sustainable economic development. Scranton (80,000 inh.) 
is a Northern Appalachian industrial town, located in a region where coal mining 
employment has undergone an 80% decrease since the late eighties. 

 
From coal mining to data mining. Over the last eight years, the town's technology sector 
has grown 73 percent, thanks mainly to data and call centers... Many Appalachians are 
unprepared for work in the technology sector, forcing companies to bring mostly jobs 
requiring low skill levels to these rural communities. Appalachia's emerging technology 
workforce often gets paid less than the miners who came before them... “I don't look at 
the call centers and customer service centers unfavorably because it got people in front 
of a keyboard and working with other people... It's a springboard.” Wired News, Oct. 09 
2001, interview of T. McClung, West Virginia's economic development office. 

 
Scranton – which hosts Dial America - is an example among dozens of declining 
industrial cities which have attracted call center facilities throughout North America 
or Europe. A striking example of shift from “coal mining to data mining” is Cape 
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Breton-Glace Bay, a town of 19,000 inh. in Nova Scotia, Canada. In 2001, Stream 
opened a 900-employee unit, after more than 1,500 workers had been laid off by the 
closure of local coal mines. The second pillar of the local economy had also 
collapsed, with the 1992 moratorium on cod fishing 
(www.conway.com/ssinsider/incentive/ti0109.htm). 
Given recent consolidations in the textile sector, call center developments along the 
U.S.-Mexico border have been particularly welcome: since 2000, Mc Allen and 
Harlingen, Tx, have secured thousands of CRM jobs, while Levi Strauss and Co., 
Haggar Clothing Co., Converse Inc etc. have closed factories 
(www.ccnews.com/enews/2003.09.23/story5.htm). The same process has been seen 
in France, where a dozen of declining industrial cities have hosted call centers with 
100 seats or more since the end of the nineties (Moriset and Bonnet 2004) 
 
These developments illustrate the shift from the “old” to the “new” information-
based economy. Nonetheless, no miracle is expected. Breathnach (2000, 482) points 
out that Ireland remains "in a dependent position within the international division of 
labor" and that operations are "poorly embedded in the local economy". Richardson, 
Belt and Marshall (2000, 367) conclude likewise that the growth in call centers 
produces few "dynamic effects or entrepreneurial spin-offs" which, indeed, 
characterize high-tech clusters. Career perspectives for employees remain narrow, 
and salaries, we quoted from Wired, are often lower than those previously paid by 
manufacturing firms. 
Moriset and Bonnet (2004) address the major problem of “employability” that blue-
collar workers and industrial communities undergo when faced with call center 
recruitment perspectives. In 2003, Danone (a food corporate) closed a factory in 
Calais (North of France). Media trumpeted the arrival of Armatis, a CRM outsourcer, 
thanks to generous incentives from local authorities. Indeed, Armatis recruited 400 
agents. However, it is a fact that none of the former Danone workers were hired. 
Most of them were too old, lacked keyboarding experience and speaking fluency, all 
of which prevent blue collar workers from entering the information economy, even at 
the lowest end of the qualification spectrum. Concomitantly, Third World countries 
are making a resounding entry on the CRM market. 
 
Offshore, low cost relocations: a real threat to western countries’ CRM 
industry? 
2003 and 2004 have seen a kind of media hype about back office offshoring. The 
Economist (Dec. 13th 2003, 65-67) titled: “relocating the backoffice”. Call centers 
have been at the core of hard debates. In Fall 2003, HSBC, a world leading business 
bank, revealed a program of 4,000 job cuts in back-office centers in the U.K., and of 
new call center openings in India and China. Most of the consolidated facilities 
would be located in Sheffield, Birmingham, Brentwood and Swansea, places which 
had already suffered from the crisis of mining and manufacturing activities. 
As we wrote, deregulation and telecommunication improvements have pulled down 
technical and economic barriers for overseas call center operations. West and North 
Africa (Morocco, Tunisia), China and the Philippines, are on the front line. But the 
area most targeted by far is India. Large pools of highly skilled, English-speaking 
people, have already made India a powerful contender on the market of IT-related 
products and services. In 2003, with about 160,000 agents, call centers accounted for 
a quarter of all software and service exports from the country 
(www.outsource2india.com/why_india/articles/call_centers_india.asp).  
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Among corporations which have opened huge call centers in the country, we might 
mention IBM Global Service, American Express, HSBC, GTL, Oracle, J.P. Morgan, 
United Airlines, British Airways, Accenture, GE Capital (1,000 employees in 
Gurgaon), etc. By the end of 2003, Dell had 2,000 agents in Bangalore and was 
planning 1,000 seats in Hyderabad. Local firms, such as 24/7 Customer or 
Transworks (2,000 employees), are increasingly competing in the international 
market for call center outsourcing. In 2003, Invest India Telecom 
(www.investindiatelecom.com) reported 515 “international” call centers in the 
country. 85% of these facilities are concentrated in five city-regions: Delhi (Gurgaon, 
Noida), Bangalore, Hyderabad (Secunderabad), Mumbai and Chennai. These are the 
richest and the most high tech cities in the country: Bangalore is often described as 
the “Silicon Valley of India” (Madon 1997, Saxenian 2000); Gurgaon (230,000 inh.) 
is a high-tech, edge-city, 10 km from Delhi; and Hyderabad boasts of being the 
“most wired city in India” (www.cyberabad.com). 
The main asset of Third World countries’ is a cheap workforce: CRM agents in 
Bangalore start out at $120 to $200 a month, while companies must pay $2,000 to 
$2,500 for the same job in the U.S. (Iyengar, 2001-b). Even including 
telecommunication fees, operating costs remain lower by 50 percent or more 
(Voyles, 2002). 
 
Will call center operations in North America or Europe follow the same path as shoe, 
textile and apparel manufacturing did? Rational examination would suggest a much 
less dramatic scenario. 
Firstly, offshore locations have so far captured a small share of Western firms’ 
outsourcing operations (3-4%, according to the president of the Information 
Technology Association of America, quoted in The Economist op.cit.). Statistical 
figures should be compared: India, we wrote, is reported to have about 500 call 
centers while in 2001 the U.S. alone had about 70,000 units (table 1). 
Secondly, even if euclidean distance, as a business constraint, may have faded, 
technical, cultural and linguistic barriers remain. Backwards moves have already 
been reported. In Summer 2003, GE Capital announced it was repatriating its 
Australian Customer Service operations from New Delhi back to Melbourne 
(Kjellerup, www.callcentres.com.au/India_Call_Centres.htm). The Economist (Nov. 
29th 2003, 66) reported a debate about Dell’s plan to move technical-support jobs 
from India back to Texas, after a surge of customer complaints. Kjellerup and Voyles 
(op.cit.) recall the numerous drawbacks which hamper offshore developments: 
bureaucracy, lack of skilled people for management staff, important setting up time, 
obsolete infrastructures with frequent power outages. Political hazards and the 
company’s image must also be taken into consideration. Voyles concludes that 
foolish management only would lead a firm to locate or outsource more than a 
minority share of it call center operations in the Third World. 
The last argument against a catastrophe scenario is that, despite the economic 
slowdown since 2001, numerous large call center creations have recently been 
reported in developed countries such as France or the U.S. After all, Mexico’s border 
proximity did not deter EchoStar, a satellite TV company, from opening in 2003 a 
1,000-employee facility in Harlingen, Texas 
(www.ccnews.com/enews/2003.09.23/story5.htm). In the same year, the Mexican 
outsourcer Merkafon opened a new site in Edinburgh, Texas (ibid. story2.htm). 
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Discussion and conclusion 
Recent economic and spatial developments in the call center industry convey a great 
deal of paradox, strongly linked to major debates in economic geography. 
 
Globalization and the local 
Offshore developments in call centers, the rise of transnational outsourcers with 
global presence, are fully embedded in the paradigm of economic globalization, 
which may be defined as “the rapid proliferation of cross-border production, trade 
and investment activities… that facilitate the emergence of an increasingly integrated 
and interdependent global economy” (Yeung 2002, 287). In the same vein, call 
centers demonstrate that information technologies are a “key catalyst of 
globalization” (Aoyama and Sheppard 2003, 1151). IT have allowed firms and 
branches to take advantage of local assets in terms of labor costs and skill 
availability, on a global basis, regardless of distance. 
Geographic patterns and dynamics of the CRM industry help us to understand a set 
of geographic issues which have been theorized in terms of scale intertwining 
(Swyngedouw 1997; Sheppard 2002), interaction between the local and the global 
(Storper 1997, Cox 2000), or conflict between concentration and dispersal tendencies 
(Leamer and Storper 2001). While call center operators, collectively considered, 
think increasingly global, weighing up location factors on a world scale basis, the 
implementation of a single unit involves a close scrutiny of local conditions. Indeed, 
call centers demonstrate that “geography is still important” (Yeung 2002, 285), 
because the virtual collapse of time and costs in such telecommunication-based 
services allows business locational processes to focus on criteria deeply rooted in 
territorial characters, such as culture and languages.  
Call center geography provides an interesting empirical support to Leamer and 
Storper’s (2001) seminal linguistic and cultural interpretation: one main challenge 
call center locational processes are facing is how to weigh the significance and 
complexity of the cultural and emotional content embedded in calls. Even in 
financial trade, which is an IT-enabled and allegedly globalized sector, there remain 
needs for geographic proximity which materialize in local business developments 
(Agnes 2000). In the same way, call centers illustrate this kind of tension between 
the local and the global. Depending on the nature of the informational content being 
processed, firms may implement or outsource large offshore facilities, or, 
alternatively, a network of small, local outlets, working as a virtual call center. 
Indeed, while offshore operations are backed or monitored in real time by local, 
sponsor facilities, call center running can provide a non-metaphorical illustration of 
“scale-switchability” (Yeung, op.cit.). 
 
Taylorian developments in a post-Fordist, knowledge-based economy  
Call centers reveal a paradoxical trait of the so-called post-Fordist era (Amin 1994). 
On one hand, they present various patterns of flexibility and scalability, which are 
often considered as post-Fordist: embeddedness in just-in-time production processes, 
short-time contract, part-time employment, high turnover, multi-scale geography or 
even “virtuality”. On the other hand CRM facilities are managed in a highly taylorian 
manner: employees work under close scrutiny, each task is rigorously timed and 
micro-managed. This trend of “deskilling” is not particular to call centers, but may 
be seen in a vast range of IT-enabled tasks (Head 2003). While flexibility has 
emerged as a key word of globalism and post-Fordism thinking, the new economy 
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often creates routine-oriented, rigid works. From this viewpoint, call centers seem to 
belong to the “dark side” of the new economy. 
Therefore, we must address the rise of a widening gap between places, regions and 
countries, as well as between people and communities. Thanks to call center 
implementations, declining industrial and farming areas, or tax-free deprived 
suburbs, seem to enter the information economy “through the back door”. At the 
same time, a minority of “symbol analysts” (Reich 1992) or members of the 
“creative class” (Florida 2002) is working and living, increasingly, in a small number 
of knowledge-based business districts and wealthy neighborhoods. Could call centers 
foster the building of an “archipelago economy” (Veltz 1996)? This vision would be 
in line with Storper’s (1997) position, that information must not be confused with 
knowledge. Storper identifies “learning regions”, where relations between 
institutions and firms are shaped on a “voice and loyalty” basis, while other areas 
adapt themselves to an “entry-exit” attitude. Indeed, as is the case with many 
manufacturing firms, some call center operators could be regarded as “bounty 
hunters”. Possible consolidations2, following factory closures, could lead regions to a 
dead end, with little benefits in terms of collective knowledge and learning 
capacities. These considerations must be put in perspective on three points.  
Firstly, the transition to a knowledge economy (Dunning 2000) cannot be a sudden 
event. Call center openings in rural or blue collar areas show a generation gap. While 
laid-off blue collar workers are typically around 50 year of age and have no degree, 
call centers are likely to recruit 20 to 30 year-olds, often having undergraduate 
degrees. In some way, as a West Virginian economic development officer said 
(op.cit.), call center landings offer a “springboard”, putting people “in front of 
keyboards”. Even if these are not perennial jobs, they will keep young people in the 
community, creating an embryonic information economy (Richardson and Gillespie 
2000), which will allow subsequent upgrading towards the knowledge economy. 
Secondly, call center employment barely represents, in most cases, 2-3% of the total 
workforce in a given region. That is to say that there are plenty of other work 
opportunities in the growing information economy, which may offer more 
knowledge-based tasks. In rural areas, for example, call center growth is 
simultaneous with the emergence of “high flyers and lone eagles” (Beyers and 
Lindahl 1996), i.e. SMEs and sole traders in the IT-enabled service sector, which are 
not bound to menial tasks. 
Thirdly, the call center industry itself is entering an upgrading process, illustrated by 
new words such as contact center, information center, data center, data processing 
unit, web call center etc. The future of the CRM industry, especially in developed 
countries, lies in multimedia, more complex tasks, involving rising opportunities for 
skilled people. Routine-oriented only sites are threatened by technical developments 
and automation processes, such as voice recognition. Last but not least, customers 
themselves will soon ask for more personalized services, not for parrot-fashion 
messages: fifty million U.S. citizens have already subscribed to the federal “do-not-
call” list, which bans unsolicited telephone messages from televendors 
(www.donotcall.org). 
 

                                                 
2 In early 2004, for example, Louisville, Ky, was hit by the closure of three facilities, the 
Providian Financial Corp., Citibank and Sears, Roebuck and Co, with about 1,500 job losses. 
www.ccnews.com/enews/2004.01.27/story1.htm 
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Conclusion: Space/Time compression, the fracturing and virtualization of 
economic space in a “post-modern” era 
There is strong evidence that the call center phenomenon should be subjected to post-
modern interpretations. IT-enabled CRM seems to lead society towards a new stage 
in the process of space/time compression (Harvey 1989; Sheppard 2002) which 
characterizes globalization-building tendencies. Indeed, call centers are among the 
most striking materializations of “collapsing space and time” (Brunn and Leinbach 
1991). When people dial a toll free number, the call may be instantaneously re-routed 
to Africa or India. The process is invisible and lasts only milliseconds. Virtual call 
centers, acting as elements of worldwide information systems, lead to similar 
interpretations. Call center practices support, in some way, the “wormhole” vision 
suggested by Sheppard (op.cit.). We could also refer to “cyberspace”, a word coined 
by William Gibson in the novel Neuromancer, and which has been widely used by IT 
geographers (Batty 1993; Dodge and Kitchin 2000; Janelle and Hodge 2000). 
The virtual dimension which is inherent to call center operations is backed by 
simulation-based practices, whose aim is to transcend both cultural and physical 
distances. Offshore CRM business tries to remain culture-neutral and space-neutral 
for customers. The use of aliases by African and Indian tele-agents, the fact that they 
must immerse themselves in a tele-mediated ersatz of American or French culture, 
are “a peculiar form of cyber-reality” (Bryson, Daniels and Warf, 127). Call center 
operations may be regarded as “simulacra and simulation” (Baudrillard 1985), which 
tend to precede, or even to supersede reality, in the “apotheosis of immediacy” 
(Nunes 1995). 
The CRM industry is embedded in a kind of over-mediatized society in which 
intensive IT uses and interactivity lead to an increasing level of “panopticism” 
(Foucault 1975). Call center agents are recorded. Calls and Internet queries feed 
customer databases, which are exploited to target teleprospecting. These elements 
complement digital public surveillance and computer cookies (Graham and Wood 
2003, Elmer 2004). Telemarketing has become unbearably intrusive. Telephone 
surveys, TV-sales and Real-TV programs materialize Mc Luhan’s theory (1964), in 
which media are watching people. All these developments could refer to Orwell’s 
1984 (1948), as well as to the “soft totalitarism” of Huxley’s Brave New World 
(1932). 
These post-modern interpretations may be linked to Thrift’s (2000) criticism of 
“smart, fast capitalism”. Call centers, together with all kinds of e-commerce, are the 
ultimate business organizational response to the rise in speed and complexity of 
society. Information technologies have always been dreamed of by business 
organizations as a road toward “friction free capitalism” (Kenney and Curry 2000). 
But friction decrease does also mean, in turn, exponential growth in information 
processing needs. We could regard the advent of “post modern”, digital capitalism as 
a desperate fight against entropy. Indeed, what we are witnessing in the social field is 
a collapse of old structures replaced by networks. This leads to certain tensions: local 
vs global, micro vs macro, routine vs creativity, real vs virtual, individual vs 
collective, private space vs public space. Many of these tensions crystalize in 
territorial issues providing geographers with new research challenges. 
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