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Introduction
Unlocking the seductive concept of identity has been a perennial quest. The rich and promising concept of identity has attracted immense academic attention for last many years (Leidner, 1991; Ibarra, 1999; Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003; Thomas and Davies, 2005; Webb, 2006). The debates on the nature of identity have a long history – shifting from a stable and monolithic view of identity to a constructed and processual view (See Alvesson et al, 2008). While identity can acquire multiple connotations, ‘self’ and ‘work identity’ remain at the core of management studies.
The notion of identity continues to hold relevance and attract spotlight, perhaps greater than before, due to a rather consensual belief that contemporary organizational and personal lives are more fragmented and dissonance provoking; impacting employees sense of self(Gubrium and Holstein, 2001, Watson, 2008). Some scholars have recently voiced their concerns regarding this increasing turbulence within contemporary workplaces that threaten to create insecure, precarious and uncertain selves (Collinson, 2003). Similarly, Sennett (1998) vociferously criticizes the growing emphasis on change, flexibility and competition for triggering an era of superficiality and short-termism, which corrodes character. 
Thus, the role of contemporary organizations’ on its employees’ selves remain highly debated. Call centres, which have seen an unprecedented rise in recent past, typify the characteristics of contemporary capitalism – standardization, predictability, calculability and efficiency among others. Contrasting significantly with traditional service work experiences, call centres present a radically different work environment which makes them rich research sites for studying identity and its related issues. Specifically, call centres, in countries like India
, apart from the relatively standardized nature of work, include regular transnational interactions and make (frequent) demands for masking real identities of employees. This offers a unique challenge to examine employees’ identity, for, it is under such conditions that organizational identification, national identity, religious identity, occupational identity etc. become salient (see Das et al., 2008). 
It has now been established that call centre work is far from uniform (Taylor and Bain, 2005). However, a recent study (Holman et al, 2008) reports that 75% of call centres predominantly serve mass-market customers, which translates into increased emphasis on predictability, routinization and mechanization of work. This relatively standardized nature of work has attracted (largely) passive images for call centre work - ‘assembly lines in the head’ (Taylor and Bain, 1999), ‘electronic sweatshops’ (Fernie and Metcalfe, 1998), ‘Taylorism’ in white collar work (Bain et al, 2002) among others. These images portray (explicitly or implicitly) a call centre employee who is regimented, overly dependent as well as overwhelmed by organizational processes and controls. Consequently, these images offer tempting prejudices and perceptions (against call centre employees) to external agencies like society, media, researchers and even customers.  

It is against this background that a larger field study was conducted, part of which forms the basis for this paper. Two key arguments are discussed here. The first argument states that the recent concerns about the negative effects of contemporary work regimes on creating and sustaining identities are relevant but exaggerated, sometimes relying on premature generalizations. In particular, viewing self-identity as fragile and precarious is pre-emptive. Changes in contemporary workplaces cannot be underestimated but their influence (extent and quality) on workers’ selves requires closer examination. It is argued that the fragmentation and chaos in the sphere of organizations does not call for similar restlessness and turbulence in the sphere of self-identity of the employee.  Self as ‘becoming’ does not indicate a ‘self’ constantly ‘in recovery’ (See Sennett, 1998). 

The second argument presented in this paper states that call centre employees are not passive recipients of managerially regulated and sanitized identities but pragmatic individuals, who understand market competition and variable growth opportunities. It is acknowledged that management’s preoccupation with standardizing and organizing workplace interactions places conflicting and extensive demands on employees’ selves; often, limiting their discretion and regulating their interactions at work. Yet, such organizational attempts are neither perfect nor completely successful in regulating employee selves. Employees use a cluster of active coping techniques such as retaliation, rebellion and manipulation to create, sustain and / or restore selves. These will be discussed in greater detail in the following sections by extensively drawing upon interview excerpts and field notes. 
Furthermore, based on employees’ interpretation of constraining situations and their reactions towards it, it is possible to categorize two types of selves which are the – ‘trapped selves’ and ‘instrumental selves’. Importantly, it is argued that the coping technique adopted itself reinforces identity formation. In essence, the employee is actively engaged in the processes of identity formation. 
It is important to mention here that this ‘active’ view of employees does not advocate a highly ‘purposely acting self’, allowing them complete voluntary choice of actions and reactions. As Webb (2006) cautions, any such attempt would lead to forcibly eschewing the distinction between ‘structure and agency’ (a debate that lies at the heart of all identity research) and would erase important aspects from discussion around identity. Instead, this argument challenges the notion of perfect control exerted by management in call centres and offers a ‘voice’ to the employees, which has been largely under-represented in the call centre research so far. 
The paper is divided into four sections. In the first section, the field study conducted in Indian call centres, on which this paper is based, is briefly presented. The key data collection techniques and respondent profiles are mentioned. In the second section, the view that identity is a precarious entity at the mercy and vagaries of the context (management control) is discussed.  In the third section, focus is directed onto the direct and indirect techniques adopted by the call centres to manage the ‘insides’ of the employees. An argument against the passive view vis-à-vis regulation of the employees is presented (supported by data from field study), with a detailed discussion of the two types of selves – trapped and instrumental. Finally, in the last section key conclusions are discussed and detailed out. 

Method

Empirically, this paper draws upon a field study which investigated different ways in which employees construct their identities and analyzed shifts in identities before and after the experience of call centre work. The study was conducted in two phases. In the first phase, lasting four weeks, 3 units of an Indian Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) organization serving a UK telecom client, were studied. This organization is one of the top BPOs in India with employee strength of 11,000 Various data sources were used: 14 semi-structured interviews, storytelling by employees, observation of human resource processes like recruitment and training, observation of day to day working of a typical call centre agent and documentary analysis. In the second phase, 36 face to face, semi structured interviews were conducted with front line employees and managers from both - the  international and domestic call centres, to examine the findings from phase one in greater detail. In addition, some ad hoc interviews were also conducted. Data from the two international Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) organizations (from phase 1 and 2) is used for this article. In total, 24 agents’ interviews (11 males and 13 females) and 2 ad-hoc interviews (with an agent who had recently quit the industry and one with a voice and accent trainer) are used for this article. Most respondents were 20-27 years old, except 5 respondents who were a bit older (in the age range 30-36 years). All respondents had Bachelors’ degrees, and several had Masters’ degrees. Some other respondents had additional Diplomas as well and one respondent had even completed her PhD.
Identity work and regulation 
Recently, the two key concepts which have justifiably attracted limelight are - identity work and identity regulation. Identity work, which refers to processes of ‘’forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising the constructions that are productive of a sense of coherence and distinctiveness’’ (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003:1165), offers a lens through which identity fragility can be examined. Similarly, identity regulation which, broadly refers to the intentional efforts made to regulate employee identity, manage their insides and subjugate their ‘agency’ through discursive pressures and social practices (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002), offers a lens to investigate the effectiveness of organizational discourses (controls) and their totalizing effect on employees’ identity.. 
Identity and fragility 

Self-identity which loosely refers to individual’s conception of him/herself, provides direction to feeling, thinking, decision making and action; offering a basis to interpret and make sense of the diverse experiences surrounding individuals. The ‘guiding role’ of identity is crucial, especially in recent years, due to the shift in social values from ‘ascription’ to ‘achievement’ (Zijderveld, 1973 in Collinson 2003). The value of achievement involves a more active engagement of self and volition, unlike, the value of ascription which depends more on the givens in which self is embedded. 
Arguably, in the current social context individual’s are as good as the decisions they make and failure is a taboo. A growing body of research suggests that this increased responsibility to shape our own lives, stirs anxieties about future – predominantly, fear of failure and loss of self worth (Collinson, 2003). Gripped with such anxieties (and more), vulnerable ‘selves’ seek anchors within organizations on which these fears can be rested and responsibility relieved. However, the irony is that organizations, like individual actors, too are embedded in dynamic and competitive markets, and are subject to uncertainty (and in some cases even fighting annihilation). Thus, these organizations offer varying discourses (largely, valuing flexibility, risk taking and continuous improvement) to its employees. Consequently, these turbulent and fragmented workplaces cause discontinuity and variability within employees’ selves. As Sennett (1998:135) writes, ‘’in the flexible, fragmented present it may seem possible only to create coherent narratives about what has been, and no longer possible to create predictive narratives about what will be’’. 

In this paper the rise of achievement orientation is recognized, but, through a discussion about failure it is argued that employees are not as dependent and fragile as portrayed by popular literature. Arguably, individual’s acceptance of failure is counterintuitive to the notion of fragility as a highly precarious identity would be unable to withstand the blow of non-achievement and cripple down quickly when faced with devastating experiences. 
Failure can result due to a variety of reasons – failing to get a job (unemployment), failing to sustain a job (redundancy), failing one’s family, frustration of desired goals and failing to make life meaningful, among others. Confronting failure, caused by any reason, can be extremely unsettling. However, experience of failure does not necessarily, lead to collapse of self. While failure may cause a deep and haunting sense of inadequacy, restoration of inner selves does not always, require enhanced self-evaluation. 
Interestingly, interviews conducted with the Indian call centre employees were rife with open acknowledgement of failures and self-limits. While, for a typical employee in an Indian call centre, joining the call centre solves the potential problem of unemployment, thereby, it can be seen as an achievement (which in some cases can strengthen the identity core), however, many respondents reported that joining call centre was not their first option but, an alternative route chosen due to disruption in original plans. As a team member, who had spent 4 years in the industry handling back-to-back customer calls, said,

‘’I have completed my PhD, but after that, when I tried for the NET
, I could not clear that. I tried a lot, but could not clear it. Then lectureship became a problem and I decided to move to Delhi
. Finally, I spoke to a friend of mine, who is a consultant, and then he got me this job. When I joined, I thought I would join temporarily and then look around (for a job) but I have just stayed on. Now I have been in it for many years’’. 
In many similar cases (just like the above respondent), individual’s ‘acceptance’ of personal failures and disorganization, helped realign inner selves and move on with daily activities. This realignment did not translate into perfect harmony and peace within inner ‘self’, nor was it resistant to newer challenges, but it did help immunize ‘self’, protecting itself from potentially damaging situations. While often, the circumstances under which people decided to join call centres were not within their control, the interpretation of these circumstances helped people ‘’make very different biographies out of those circumstances’’ (Webb, 2006:33). As another team member who too had joined call centre due to ‘lack of other options’ reported, 

‘’I am planning to do my MBA from either UK or the US. I am preparing for my GMAT also. I have been planning for my future for last 3-4 years. Earlier, I tried to give the IIT
 entrance but did not clear it. Then I joined this industry...this industry is for people who have no other place to go’’. 

It is worth noticing (in the above excerpts), that some of the workers experienced and reported ‘a continued sense of failure’ even after joining call centres. Many respondents informed that call centre jobs in India, did not enjoy a ‘preferred’ social status. According to these respondents, extensive negative media publicity over exaggerates the malaise of call centre work, widely reporting - data thefts, drug abuse, ‘Americanization of workforce’, degeneration of traditional value system etc. Such widespread attention fosters misconceptions and adverse reactions towards call centres and its employees. As a team member reported, 

‘’Initially, my family was not very happy when I told them about the job as they have some friends who had told them bad things about the industry. Actually, if you ask a lay man about the industry they do not think it is a good place’’.

Frequent depictions (in popular media) of large offices, divided into tiny cubicles, stacked with people with headsets, reinforce the popular metaphor of ‘assembly lines in the head’ (Taylor and Bain, 1999). Ease of entry into call centres, night-time work and a predominantly young workforce within call centres in India has further tarnished the overall image of call centres. Call centre jobs are often viewed as low skilled jobs, offering ‘hope in hell’ to people ‘who have no other place to go’ (voice and accent trainer of a leading consultancy firm which regularly recruits and trains people for some of the leading BPOs in India). Qualifying his thoughts further, he said,
‘’... now, this industry is getting less particular about whom they hire. Now, it has become very easy going. Like, my own brother-in-law recently passed his class 12th exams (finished school) and did not do too well. So, for him, getting into a good college became extremely difficult. My wife said to me ‘’let us get him some work so that he can become independent’’. She asked me to use my contacts in the call centre industry to get him through. I told her quite clearly that ‘’he does not have great communication skills and has very low calibre. Honestly, if I were part of the recruitment team, I will not hire him’’. Anyways, she insisted, so I got that bugger some interviews with a few call centres. He went for three interviews and I was sure that he will not get through anywhere. But, can you imagine, after his interview he called me up and said ‘I got through all three of them, which one should I join?’’. Imagine, these call centres have become quite relaxed in their hiring process. This guy who could not speak well got selected in all three companies!
Despite, regularly facing such societal prejudices and stigmas, most of the call centre agents interviewed did not attempt to glorify their jobs. Most of the interviewees openly shared their experiences and feelings, clearly stating the promises and pitfalls of working in call centres. Thus, employees’ open acknowledgement of self-limits and disruptions, directly challenges the notion of fragility. 
Identity regulation: passivity or pragmatism?

The above findings and their explanations offered, partially, foreclose the notion of employee passivity. The following discussion elaborates on some of the reasons for such foreclosure. The key argument behind employee passivity highlights, ‘’in so far as individuals may develop a ‘fear of freedom’ (Fromm, 1977), they might try to shelter in the perceived security of being told what to do and what to think, viewing this as a less threatening alternative to the responsibility of making decisions and choices for themselves (Berger, 1963)’’ (in Collinson, 2003:531). 
Contemporary organizations are enthusiastic about taking over this responsibility of shaping and directing their employees’ identity, as they are faced with newer challenges caused by market dynamics and technological advancements. Webb (2006) in her book ‘organizations, identities and the self’ comprehensively captures some of these challenges, highlighting their role in triggering organizational attempts at managing employees’ ‘insides’. According to her, in this era of ‘globalization’, where there is considerable product imitation and limited differentiation, organizations struggle to stay competitive. Providing better customer service becomes the obvious lure for enlisting customers’ ‘brand loyalty’. Interactive customer service, leads to increasing centrality of interpersonal interactions at workplaces, thereby reducing employee-customer distance. This upsets the traditional power equation within the customer-management-worker triad. With the workers acting as the first point of contact and in many cases the only point of contact for customers; organizations make extensive efforts to strengthen employee identification with the organizational values and beliefs. Identity then, becomes an object of management control. 
For some researchers, these attempts are not just successful at invoking self-discipline among employees but rip employees off their critical ability to reflect and evaluate. D’cruz and Noronha (2006: 343) examining the control processes of call centres in India write: ‘’corporate culture has emerged as a more subtle form of normative control, one that transforms each employee into a self-regulating, self-policing subject, unable to achieve any political, critical, or moral detachment from the power of the employer. This employee is hardworking, flexible, and docile; he or she breaks easily into a smile when meeting the organization’s customers, an employee who experiences guilt and shame with alacrity but has no sense of justice or injustice. This is an employee who is constitutionally unable to turn his or her malaise and despair into resistance, a employee who has developed the utmost psychological, social, and material dependence on the corporation’’.

Within call centres, the prominent trend to outsource and offshore work, blurs the organizational boundaries, further intensifying the need to elicit employee commitment and inculcate ‘organizational values, beliefs and attitudes’ within them. As a result, work standardization and extensive monitoring are adopted which frequently create a paradox - better employee commitment requires greater job discretion and autonomy but the relatively standardized work (especially, in the mass customized call centres) and the accompanying increased direct monitoring - conveys lack of trust in employees. Hence, the direct and pervasive managerial and electronic controls (like call monitoring, tracker sheets, quality audits, adherence ratios etc) when regularly employed in conjunction with indirect (more invasive) controls (like organizational discourses of professionalism and customer satisfaction) create discordant demands on employees’ selves. 

Taylor et al., 2002, highlight that in most call centres, organizations control – the pace of work, ability to take breaks, targets etc. During the field study in the Indian call centres, various such organizational efforts to manage employees’ performance, ensure discipline and increase identification with the organization were captured. For instance, a team member working in the blended process reported,

‘’We have to complete 8 mails per hour. Earlier 5 mails used to be bunched and queued up together for us but now mails come one by one...’’

Another team member who was interviewed during her lunch break said,

I work with the broadband process. This is a very hectic process and we have to take calls back to back. I only have 30 minutes for lunch and that’s nothing. See, 5 minutes have already gone by just walking down the stairs!!...If I am even a minute late in going back from my lunch break, my team leader will get angry.
Apart from such direct controls, regular effort was made to manage employees’ values, attitudes and beliefs. For instance, training was imparted to the new front line agents, invoking in them the ideal ‘professional self’. A ‘professional’ was portrayed as one who consistently achieved targets, worked to ensure customer satisfaction and upheld company values. Stories of ‘successful agents’ were shared with the new recruits to provide them real-life examples and role models, whom they could follow. Reward ceremonies were regularly chosen as platforms to restore and reinforce a sense of responsibility within the agents that would help them motivate themselves. For instance, a communication manager at IndBPO
, while addressing the front line agents during a reward ceremony, referred to them as the ‘real breadwinners’ and ‘organization’s lifelines’. Similarly, lengthy discourses on ‘customer satisfaction’ were served, which attempted to inculcate empathy and sensitivity towards customers. Numerous tips to manage an ‘irate’ customer were shared with the front line agents, equipping them with the much needed weapon - ‘patience’. As one team member recalling her initial training in the organization said, ‘’we were told during our training that – each call is unique and each call is new. So, if one call has been bad then take a 5 minute break and get back to the next call, as the next customer on line may be a gentleman or a very beautiful woman’’ <smiles>. 
Despite such detailed attempts, which (often) constrained the reaction options available to the employees, control within these call centres was by no means monolithic and perfect. Abundant instances and acts of evasion and resistance were observed and reported in the field study. 
Based on employees’ interpretation of the constraining circumstances, broadly two ‘selves’ are distinguished between – the ‘trapped selves’ and the ‘instrumental selves’. ‘Trapped selves’ were employees who reported intense feelings of stress (emotional, social and/or physical stress) on the job and their inability to escape from it. These individuals reported feeling helpless and unable to change their own situations. A deep sense of victimhood dominated their view of self and no concrete action plans to ‘flee’ were reported. Often, the time spent within the call centres was regarded as a key reason for their inability to move on – ‘’now I have been in it for many years’’ (team member, blended process). It seemed that these individuals did not feel equipped to handle any more disruptions. 
‘Instrumental selves’ on the other hand, also reported experiencing stress and anxiety on the job but did not report feeling helpless. These employees displayed greater ability to cope with work pressures and in many cases had a concrete future plan. Thus, a key distinction between the ‘trapped and instrumental selves’ was their interpretation of relatively similar constraining circumstances. The ‘instrumental selves’ (often) rationalized their tenure in call centres as an opportunity to extract – experience, economic gains or the status of being employed. Udi (name changed), who had recently quit his job in the call centre to join an MBA school said, 
‘’my advice to a fresher will be to go to this industry with a mindset that you want ‘this’....you extract that and then get out of the industry. This is the way, I played it there and it worked for me, I don’t know about others. I went there and I got exposed to work at a very early age. I learnt how things work. I always knew, from class eleventh onwards (during school), that I wanted to do an MBA. I just wanted to work to gain exposure’’.  
A middle aged team member who made a career switch by moving into call centres reported: ‘’It is the most growing industry today. It is all over the news. There is such fast growth here. It is much more than any other industry. I was an IT trainer earlier but, the growth that I got in the last 12 years did not match the growth that I have got here’’. 
In a striking observation from the fieldwork, though the ‘trapped selves’ reported limited future possibilities and inevitable stagnation on the job, they did not appear to passively accept organizational discourses. Their reactions towards organizational attempts to elicit employee commitment were filled with cynicism; which, is now regarded as ‘real’ resistance (Fleming and Spicer, 2003). A team member ridiculing management efforts to create ‘fake’ camaraderie said:

‘’The problem here is that managers are not deserving at all. They commit but they do not deliver. I would say that on this entire floor there is no deserving manager....They (managers) do parties in office sometimes but it is all for increasing the ESS (Employee Satisfaction Scores). But, this does not increase the ESS. Earlier they used to do more parties but not now’’.

The ‘instrumental selves’ reported (and were observed) adopting greater variety of coping techniques (some more risqué than others). The prominent techniques adopted by them were – manipulation, silent rebellion, retaliation and threat. In some cases, it was found that individuals used customers as unwitting allies to evade organizational surveillance. For example, a team member recalled an incident where he put the customer on hold in order to find relevant details to help resolve their problem, however, in actuality he went for a small coffee break. The organizational discourse on customer satisfaction was also not consumed without filtration. As a front line agent, significantly departing from the organizational discourse said: 

‘’You should be good with the customer and you should know how to get around the customer. In any case, Indians are known to be good at it. I am a Saxena
 and it is said that Saxena’s are good at handling situations...we know how to play with words and get around things’’ <smiles>

Some other agents used their tenure with their company and their (favourable) relation with team leaders as smokescreens; stealing opportunities for respite and temporary escape. As a front line agent who had spent over 2 years with the company said:

‘’Especially now in our process we do not have too much stress. Now, we have the flexibility to do what we want. Now, we are old in the organization. We can take calls, not take calls...But our team leader can show our time in different heads (categories). We have earned the reputation. We are also well respected as we have spent two and a half years with this company, it shows that we are loyal to the company...so we have the flexibility’’
These reactions served as important identity-reinforcing gestures for the workers, re-establishing their confidence about speaking their mind and not putting up passively with regimentation and degradation. These efforts emphasized the workers determination to have the voices heard rather than suffer in silence.
Conclusion

Clearly, the newer work forms, like call centres, offer newer challenges that need special attention. In particular, call centres provide rich research sites for examining identity and its related issues. Recent academic conversations at prominent platforms (journals, conferences etc) raise fears about the concept of identity becoming a ‘bucket concept’, where researchers often dump ambiguous findings and turn to for its rhetorical appeal (Alvesson et al., 2008). Identity research is increasingly seen as a fad that can attract sufficient ‘air time’ and audience interest. Some sceptics argue that future ‘identity research’ can only minimally add to the understanding of identity. These concerns, though not unfounded, are sometimes over sceptical. 
There have been several changes within organizations and in the working lives of employees within these organizations. While these changes in contemporary workplaces cannot be underestimated, their influence (extent and quality) on workers’ selves requires closer examination. The apparent rise in organizational attempts to regulate the ‘insides’ of employees does not ensure reciprocal acceptance by employees. In the contemporary organizations, where stricter monitoring and surveillance techniques have been adopted, more opportunities for evasion and resistance have also emerged. 

Employees are pragmatic individuals, who understand market competition and variable growth opportunities. While, the pressure to succeed and grow, initiated and sustained by new social values of achievement, stirs deep anxieties of failure and loss within individuals; it does not always render the ‘self’ paralysed – devoid of discretion, reflexivity and judgment.
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� India, due to its large pool of educated and English speaking population has emerged as a preferred outsourcing destination.


�  A qualifying examination which is a pre-requisite for teaching in Indian universities


�  Capital of India


�  Leading engineering college in India. 


� Pseudonym for one of the BPO studied during the field study. A leading BPO in India, it caters primarily to international customers. 


� Saxena is his last name and indicates the sub caste to which he belongs
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