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This report examines Labour Market Intelligence (LMI) relating to Contact Centre 
employment and the demand from employers for relevant staff skills.  
 
The report draws on: 
 

 Government reports including  
 

- UKCES National Employer Survey for England 2009 (2010) 
- Scottish Employer Skills Survey (SESS) 2010 
- Northern Ireland Skills Monitoring Survey (NISMS) 2008 
- Future Skills Wales (FSW) 2005 

 
 The Office of National Statistics 
 Data Services Statistics 
 NOMIS 
 Department for Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland (DELNI) 
 Skills Development Scotland 
 ContactBabel UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide 9th edition 
 ContactBabel UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry 
 
Further details can be found in the Bibliography at the end of this document; 
wherever page numbers are available these are identified for ease of reference. 

 
This report presents a picture of contact centres across the UK. It looks at: 
 

 the current picture of contact centres across the UK including workforce 
characteristics 

 contact centre training, qualifications and Apprenticeships 
 the skills challenges and skills related issues facing employers in contact centres 
 skill shortages and gaps in contact centres   

 
The principle purpose of this report is to provide a robust analysis of what contact 
centres look like across the UK and within each of the four Nations: England, Northern 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  
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The report reflects the importance of the contact centre sector as a pan-sector with 
operations serving many specific occupational sectors.  It is estimated that in 2011 
contact centres across the UK employ some 650,500 agents in direct contact with 
customers and some 1 million staff in total.  Because the primary purpose of a contact 
centre is to link an organisation with external or internal customers, contact centre 
occupations have much in common with customer service as a pan-sector.  It is 
generally accepted that contact centres use a range of different channels to deal with 
their customers although telephony remains the principal medium for contact. 
 
Many key government sources are used for the labour market information presented in 
the report together with a valuable private sector source presented by ContactBabel, an 
industry subscription database that is continuously updated and from which reliable 
industry extrapolations can be made.  This methodology presents challenges particularly 
in relation to the government statistics.  Contact centre occupations are not identified as 
such in any government statistics except when they relate to outsourcing centres which 
operate on behalf of client organisations.  Much of the government sourced information 
in the report is therefore drawn from data relating to customer handling occupations 
within the generic sales and customer service category.  This shortcoming is more than 
compensated for by the excellent information base of ContactBabel reports. 
 
The profile of the UK contact centre workforce reveals that contact centres are spread 
across many different areas of the economy with retail and distribution, finance, public 
services and communications being dominant in terms of agent positions referred to as 
"seats".  For every two seats on average there is one support role which covers quality 
assurance activities as well as management and service functions common to all 
organisations.  Of the jobs in the sector some 21 per cent are part-time although this 
proportion appears to be falling.  Employment in the sector has had a 40:60 male: 
female split for many years.  The proportion of females who are part-time is somewhat 
higher than the proportion of males who are part-time.  With regard to age, there are no 
specific statistics for contact centres but sales and customer service occupations tend to 
be dominated by the 25 to 34 age group.  There is no reliable information on ethnicity of 
the workforce but the limited information available indicates that there is very little 
variation from other occupational categories.  Information on disability in the workforce 
shows that there are statistics only for comparisons between countries.  There is also 
very limited information regarding salaries in the sector. 
 
This report summarises the economic environment for contact centres in the UK.  The 
sector is continuing to grow in the wake of the 2009 recession largely as a result of the 
growing proportion of the economy that is service-led and software communications 
developments in which social networking and broader use of ICT are playing an 
increasing role in interaction between customers, advertisers and suppliers.  Growth is 
more marked in relation to some sectors than others with finance, retail and distribution, 
outsourcing and telemarketing, public services, communications and general services 
leading the way.  Staff turnover and attrition rates have always been a driver of skills 
demand and these remain significant as a result of a number of different factors.  
Technology advances and globalisation mean that there will probably be a continuing 
pattern of attrition.  The report covers use of techniques such as speech analytics and 
IVR (Interactive Voice Response) and their influence on skills demands. 
 
Regulation has had some significant effect on the industry with Ofcom regulations about 
proactive calling being the most significant.  In relation to finance, the public sector is 
leading the way with cost-cutting and electronic contact is recognised as the preferred 
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way to deal with queries.  In the private sector many organisations are choosing contact 
centres as a competitive service tool but are also seeking to provide that service as 
economically as possible. 
 
With regard to training, evidence is presented that most customer service training is 
funded by employers but that general levels of training in sales and customer service 
occupations are lower than average.  This contrasts with contact centre industry 
evidence that there is extensive investment in training relating both to technical matters 
and to customer service.  The pattern of training in sales and customer service 
occupations is broadly similar across all four countries.  In contact centres, research has 
shown that empathy with customers, reliability and team skills are the three key 
characteristics for successful contact centre agent.  Consequently the industry organises 
soft-skills training alongside extensive coverage of technical matters. 
 
Earlier 2009 research showed that in the contact centre sector training supply largely 
matched demand for training in relation to agent occupations.  The industry reports 
some supply shortfall in areas such as resource planning, project management and other 
higher order skills.  ContactBabel sources identified induction training, on-going coaching 
specific to company systems and team leader training as the key components of training 
undertaken by the industry. 
 
The report provides details of qualifications offered specifically relating to contact 
centres.  This is a short list when compared with the large number of options for 
customer service which are also used extensively in the contact centre industry.  Take-
up of NVQs specific to contact centres is very limited and this is particularly true of 
Scotland.  The same is true of Apprenticeships where only 1,000 starters are reported.  
This low level of activity is again more exaggerated in Scotland in relation to Modern 
Apprenticeships.  Specific information relating to Wales is limited but the report covers 
the broader information that is available comparing major sectors. 
 
Skills shortages and gaps specifically related to contact centres are hard to track.  The 
report therefore opts to use data on customer handling skills as the most appropriate 
indicator of activity in contact centres and analysis of customer handling skills lacking by 
occupational groups indicates that the shortage is high in sales and customer service 
occupations at 70 per cent and significantly lower in other occupational groups.  It is 
considered reasonable to assume that this pattern would be repeated or even 
emphasised in an analysis specific to contact centres. 
 
Regional analysis of customer handling skills shows some variation with particular 
shortages in London and the North-East.  In Scotland, customer handling skills are seen 
as the biggest skills shortage area.  This is also virtually true of Wales where only 
technical practical skills are seen as a greater priority.  Northern Ireland sees customer 
handling skills as a somewhat lower shortage area. 
 
The final section of the report looks at occupational change and employment projections 
in contact centres.  The issue of measuring employment levels will continue to be a 
challenge in official statistics but the industry sponsored source of ContactBabel is 
believed to provide a sound base.  The report explores earlier assumptions about 
employment in contact centres.  It identifies evidence that these assumptions of high 
turnover, repetitive work and a predominance of students and recent graduate labour 
are believed to be no longer true.  The report goes on to analyse jobs in the industry by 
vertical market and by region in 2011.  The dominance of finance, retail and distribution 
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and communications is clear as is the concentration of industry employment in the 
North-West, the South-East, Scotland, Yorkshire and the West Midlands.  Projections 
show that broadly these two patterns are set to continue and, if anything, to become 
more marked.   
 
Finally, the report examines strategic issues and the future.  A key point in this is that 
the focus of industry strategy seems to be moving towards improving technology rather 
than having major concerns about skills issues.  There is significant emphasis on the 
measurement of customer satisfaction by the industry which would inevitably lead to 
more demand for skills development.  Changes in the industry towards self-service may 
put downward pressure on overall employment levels but this will be true only if 
developments in technology make that move a success.  Concern for the future is also 
expressed regarding increased regulation.  There are indications, too, that the industry 
will seek to integrate contact centres more fully into their overall operations so that 
maximum use can be made of information about service delivery failures and problems 
which is collected through contact centres. 
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1.1 The importance of contact centres 
 
This report will show that contact centres represent a pan-sector group of operations 
employing some 650,500 agents and just over 1 million people overall.  Each contact 
centre has customer service as one of its primary objectives and the importance of 
contact centre employment is therefore very closely aligned with generic customer 
service skills.  Continuous changes in patterns of retail distribution, financial and other 
services, utilities and public services together with increases in on-line relationships with 
customers have all strengthened use of the contact centre model.  Early experiences 
with off-shoring have led many operations either to return to the UK or to establish any 
new operations in the UK.  For these principal reasons contact centres as a sector have 
taken on significant occupational importance which is closely related to customer service.  
 
1.2 Defining contact centres 
 
The term contact centre has evolved from earlier references to call centres and has now 
become industry standard. Whilst still relatively young as terminology, there is some 
standardisation in the terms used. There is no single definition of a contact centre but 
research for the 2010 LMI has explored industry perceptions of the limits of any 
definition that might be agreed. When the topic is raised people generally seek a 
definition that includes: 
 

 the smallest size in terms of number of agents/operators 
 the communication channels used in addition to telephony that is seen as 

standard 
 the nature of the exchanges and hence any overlap especially with sales 

occupations. 
 
In common with generic customer service, the definition of contact centre work is 
continuing to evolve with the emergence of social media and increased customer service 
empowerment that this brings. 
  
There is general acceptance that a contact centre may be a single department or section 
of an organisation in a defined occupational sector or may be an organisation dedicated 
to contact centre activities on behalf of clients in other sectors (this is often referred to 
as ‘outsourcing’ and should not be confused with the ‘off-shoring’ of activities overseas). 
 
Focus groups in 2009 were asked to identify the key words for inclusion in a definition of 
a contact centre.  It was never intended that a perfect definition should emerge designed 
by committee. However, there was a considerable level of agreement among participants 
that any definition should include: 
 

 recognition that the primary purpose of a contact centre is to provide customer 
service against whatever service offer is agreed 

 reference to the channels of communication to be used by the centre (but 
excluding face-to-face transactions) 

 no restrictive statements of the nature of the business transacted in terms of it 
being sales related, inbound or outbound, information provision, public 
administration or for other purposes 
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 reference to an infrastructure of contact centre procedures, technology and 
protocol that makes the centre more than simply a collection of separate 
customer service agents 

 recognition of adherence to compliance requirements relevant to the centre’s 
business 

 a structure that allows referral of more complex or difficult transactions to 
specialists or to those with more authority 

 recognition that the establishment is set up essentially to deal with high volumes 
of transactions 

 a link with the brand message of the organisation. 
 
Above all, there was a wish among participants to stress the professionalism within 
contact centre services and to emphasise the considerable development of the industry 
beyond its early call centre image. 
 
The matter over which there was least general agreement related to the inclusion or 
exclusion of face-to-face customer service centres. It was recognised by many that such 
centres, if dealing with high transaction volumes, have much in common with contact 
centres dealing with customers remotely. However, for the purposes of this project and 
future demarcation of contact centre and generic customer service competences and 
skills, it is likely that face-to-face customer service operations will not be included in the 
contact centre boundaries. 
 
There is no reason to believe that the fundamental principles established by this primary 
research have changed significantly since 2009. 
 
In order to establish the boundaries of the sector for this report, it may be appropriate to 
accept a working definition that a contact centre is any operational unit that is happy to 
be described as a contact centre. In practice, the boundaries are described by the 
membership of trade bodies and internal organisational references to the call centre or 
contact centre function. Above all, it is important that the definitions should not become 
exclusive as contact centre activities cross many sector boundaries. Rapidly changing 
working practices and technology will continue to shift the boundaries. 
 
1.3 Scope of research 
 
The aim of this report is to provide an up-to-date analysis of the contact centre 
workforce in the UK.  It is a compilation of national, regional and sectoral secondary data 
sources which ensures that an accurate picture of the workforce profile is presented.  
The key sources of the report are 
 

 Government reports including  
 

- National Skills Survey in England (NESS) 2009 
- Scottish Employer Skills Survey (SESS) 2010 
- Northern Ireland Skills Monitoring Survey (NISMS) 2008 
- Future Skills Wales (FSW) 2005 

 
 The Office of National Statistics 
 Data Services Statistics 
 NOMIS 
 Department for Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland (DELNI) 
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 Skills Development Scotland 
 ContactBabel UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide 9th edition 
 ContactBabel UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry 

 
In addition to these central sources, more sector specific data was used (for the full list 
of sources please see the bibliography) 
 
1.4 Methodology and information integrity 
 
The sources of information in this report are set out above.  The contact centre sector is 
defined clearly in one sense and there is a strong pattern of cooperative work in areas of 
mutual interest but not critical to gaining competitive advantage.  This is manifested in a 
willingness to share data through commercial databases such as ContactBabel.  It is also 
evidenced by extensive participation in industry associations and groupings. 
 
However some aspects of data collection and analysis present challenges because of the 
overlap with customer service.  Research for the generic customer service sector runs 
into difficulty over the differentiation between “customer service" and "sales" 
occupations.  The same confusion can arise between "sales" and outbound traffic call 
centres or those handling incoming sales calls.  This confusion applies most significantly 
for data provided at SOC Major Group level.  Meaningful and valid analysis is possible 
only in relation to status, occupation, gender and part/full time distinctions.  Information 
relating to occupational vacancies, skills shortages and gaps has to be drawn from 
commercially collected data samples extrapolated to industry scale.  Nevertheless the 
CfA has full confidence in the validity of the data used and, within appropriate confidence 
limits, the industry wide extrapolation it provides.   
 
The secondary data used in the report can be regarded with a high level of confidence.  
In the case of the ContactBabel data, the company has assembled a directory of over 
3,600 UK contact centres.  From the information collected from those businesses and by 
using statistical extrapolation methods quantitative conclusions can be drawn within 
reasonable confidence limits.  In the case of the customer service LMI produced by the 
CfA there is also a valuable source of secondary data.  There is a special relationship 
between the more generic customer service occupational description and the more 
specific contact centre classification.  This is based on the undisputed fact that customer 
service is central to the work of all contact centres and, indeed, that few other 
organisations have customer service as such a core activity.  The importance and validity 
of this link is discussed elsewhere in this report. 
 
1.5 Data source strengths and limitations 
 
The principal data sources supporting this LMI study are listed in Section 1.3 above.  As 
with any research of this kind, the data has certain strengths but also has limitations. 
Whilst as a complete set it may present sound evidence for the project, it is best to be 
aware of the characteristics of each source. 
 
The SOC statistics maintained by the Office of National Statistics (ONS) have the benefit 
of being official Government statistics that provide long term data from which to identify 
trends. The limitation of this source is that many of the core statistics are drawn from 
Neighbourhood Surveys in which respondents are asked to classify the main business of 
their employer. This means that returns from that survey tend to include only 
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outsourced contact centre operations and do not include those contact centres that are 
operated by organisations in-house. 
 
The independent commercial database offered by ContactBabel offers significant benefits 
over this as it starts from an organisational base. Covering in excess of 63 per cent of 
the estimated total number of contact centres in the UK and with members offering 
reliable information, figures can be extrapolated to give a broad view of the industry 
within reasonable confidence limits. The limitation of this data source is that, in order to 
draw more general conclusions, an assumption must be made that the membership is 
representative of the industry as a whole.  There is no obvious reason to believe that this 
is not the case. 
 
The Customer Service LMI is recognised as a very sound analysis of that pan-sector 
occupational group.  It does not make extensive reference to contact centres as a special 
case but it is known that many customer service qualifications are offered within those 
businesses.  One limitation of the report as a data source is that it is very useful as an 
umbrella view of customer facing occupations but provides somewhat more limited 
information about contact centres.1 
 

                                         

1 CFA, Customer Service Labour Market Information, Feb 2012 
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2.1 Employment levels in Contact Centres 
 
Some of the difficulties in estimating the numbers employed in contact centres have 
already been mentioned.  These relate mainly to the limitations of the SOC data.  So, for 
example, the SOC (Quarter 2, 2011) sub-group 7211 call and contact centre occupations 
reports some 107,000 employees.  However, this data is collected largely through 
neighbourhood surveys which ask respondents what is the main business of their 
employer.   It may reasonably be concluded therefore that these returns include only the 
employees of companies who operate outsourced contact centres on behalf of other 
organisations. 
 
By way of contrast, the ContactBabel data is based on the whole industry.  This reports 
that in December 2011 there are estimated to be 5,650 contact centres in the UK with 
650,500 agents (seats).  This compares with July 2008 when they reported the existence 
of 5,180 contact centres with 638,250 seats.  This represents a rise of 1.9 per cent in 
the three and one half year period. 
 
In 2012, large contact centres (with over 250 seats) employ 51 per cent of staff, an 
almost identical proportion to the 52 per cent of 2008.  The mean contact centre size is 
115 seats with outsourcers, utilities, communications and finance contact centres having 
a larger than average mean number of seats.  There are some 4,200 contact centres 
employing 100 agents or fewer representing 75 per cent of the sites but employing just 
27 per cent of all agents. 
 
A further issue arises in the measurement of employment levels in the sector.  The 
National Occupational Standards (NOS) relating to contact centres cover many 
occupational roles in the organisation other than that of contact centre agent.  However, 
the industry standard for gauging the size of an operation is to measure simply the 
number of agents/seats in the centre.  This number does not take any account of 
management, resourcing, quality control and support roles that every contact centre has 
to cover.  The structure and balance of employment within contact centres naturally 
varies but it is possible to trace certain patterns.  While recent data is not available a DTI 
study in 2004 showed the following distribution of jobs2.   
 
Table 1:  Employment of contact centre staff by job role 

Job role % of contact centre workers 
Sales advisor - inexperienced 10% 
Customer service advisor - inexperienced 17% 
Sales advisor - experienced 19% 
Customer service advisor - experienced 36% 
Sales team leader 3% 
Customer service team leader 5% 
Product specialist 2% 
Coach 2% 
Resource scheduling manager 1% 
Contact centre manager 2% 
New entrant (pre-training) 2% 
Source: DTI 2004 - The UK contact centre industry - a study and E-skills UK Contact Centre Survey 

                                         

2 DTI 2004 – The UK contact centre industry – a study and E-skills UK 2003, Contact Centre Survey, pg 59 
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It can be seen in this study that the ratio of agents to managers is something over 2:1.  
This ratio varies with the size of contact centre and sector and it is impossible to 
generalise.  It is likely that the ratio has increased with the number of management and 
support staff reducing proportionally as technology and contact centre procedures have 
developed.  Nevertheless, this ratio indicates that the 650,500 reported seats do not 
represent the full employment position for the sector.  In ‘UK Contact Centres 2012: The 
State of the Industry’ ContactBabel reports a total of 1,071,125 jobs in the sector in 
2011 forecast to rise to 1,178,600 jobs in 2015. 
 

Contact centres can be seen as pan sector because they operate within many different 
specialist economic sectors.  Whilst the operations and skills needs of contact centres 
have much in common, each economic sector makes slightly different use of contact 
centre operations.  This also produces a different pattern of average size of contact 
centre in each sector as shown in the two tables below. 
 
Table 2:  Contact centre by vertical market, end - 2011 

 
Source: UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 13 
 
Table 3:  Agent positions by vertical market, end 2011 

 
Source: UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 14 
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The main importance of this data in an occupational profile is that contact centre 
operations take on different levels of significance in different economic sectors.  Finance, 
retail/distribution and communications have the largest number of employees although 
the average size of a contact centre in each sector varies.  This distribution is important 
as the size of a contact centre combined with the profitability profile of a given sector is 
bound to influence attitudes to staff training and development.  This is further influenced 
by the employment attrition/staff turnover rate which was particularly high in the early 
days of contact centres.  There is much anecdotal evidence that this rate has fallen but 
hard data is difficult to find.  It is generally believed that the fall in turnover rate is due 
to both economic downturn in recent years and the generally rising expectation of the 
skill levels and job interest relating to the agent role since many of the more routine 
aspects of the job has become more automated. 
 
2.2 Status of the workforce  
 
The status of the workforce refers to the proportion of those employed who work full 
time or part time.  There is no data source covering this variable produced by the 
industry.  However, the distinction can be drawn using ONS statistics with the caveat 
that these statistics refer largely to those employed in outsourced contact centres.  The 
data for SOC 7211 contact centre agents shows the following results 
 
Table 4:  Call centre agents and operators by full time and part time staff 

Call centre agents and operators by full time and part time staff 
 Full time  Part time  Total 

April-June 000s % 000s % 000s 
2004 70 75 23 25 93 
2005 63 72 24 27 88 
2006 80 71 31 28 112 
2007 71 68 33 32 104 
2008 68 71 28 29 96 
2009 61 73 23 27 84 
2010 64 64 35 35 100 
2011 84 79 23 21 107 

Source: ONS Labour Force Survey, Employment status by occupation and sex April 2004 - 2011 
 
The ONS data in this table shows a reasonably consistent picture of a 70:30 split of full 
and part time employment.  There is no evidence to show whether this proportion is 
replicated across the whole industry and particularly within in-house contact centre 
operations.  However, it is reasonable to assume that the proportion does not vary 
significantly in different types of contact centre.  The 2011 figures show a dramatic rise 
in the proportion of full time employees.  Any attempt to explain this would involve 
speculation.  In that same year, ContactBabeli reports a 3 per cent increase in the total 
number of agent seats so it is reasonable to conclude that a number of part-time 
positions have been lost and that the growth relates largely to full time seats.  The 
distribution of full and part time jobs interacts with the proportion of jobs held by 
different genders and this is covered in the next section of this report.  
 
2.3 Gender of the workforce 
 
Once again, the challenge of identifying the gender distribution of jobs in contact centres 
is subject to the limitations of available data from the ONS and from ContactBabel.  As 
with the full time / part time split above, there is no reason to believe that the ONS data 
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on gender is not representative of the industry as a whole.  The table below shows that 
data from 2004 to 2011. 
 
Table 5:  Call centre agents and operators by gender 

Call centre agents and operators by gender 
 Male  Female  Total 

April-June 000s % 000s % 000s 
2004 31 33 62 67 93 
2005 37 42 51 58 88 
2006 44 39 67 60 112 
2007 36 35 68 65 104 
2008 37 39 59 61 96 
2009 39 46 46 55 84 
2010 42 41 58 58 100 
2011 46 43 61 57 107 

Source: ONS Labour Force Survey, Employment status by occupation and sex April 2004 – 2011 
 
The data shows a higher proportion of female employees overall with little significant 
change other than a decline in that proportion over the ten year period.  
 
These figures can be compared with the broader sub-major group of customer service 
occupations shown in the table below. 
 
Table 6:  All customer service employment male and females July 2010 – June 2011 - UK 

All customer service employment male / female analysis by UK countries 
July 2010 – June 2011 

United 
Kingdom 

England Wales Scotland Northern 
Ireland 

Sub major 
group: 

customer 
service 

occupations 
Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % 

All employed 568,300 470,700 28,000 56,800 12,900 

Male 229,100 40% 188,700 40% 12,300 44% 21,800 38% 6,300 49% 

Female 339,200 60% 281,900 60% 15,700 56% 35,000 62% 6,600 51% 

Source: ONS annual population survey – online workplace analysis, NOMIS Feb 2012 
 
Across the United Kingdom there is a 60:40 split of female to male employment in 
customer service as a whole.  Contact centre employment therefore mirrors those 
proportions.  The proportion in customer service overall varies from country to country 
with higher proportions of males in Wales and Northern Ireland and a lower proportion of 
males in Scotland employed in customer service jobs.  There is no data available to 
compare these proportions specifically within contact centres.   
 
The greatest gender variation within contact centres appears to relate to the split 
between males and females employed full time and part time.  Analysis of this is shown 
in the table below. 
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Table 7:  Contact centre employment full/part time, male/female, Apr 2008 – June 2011  
All contact centre employment full-time/part-time and male/female 

April 2008 – June 2011 
 April – June 2008 April – June 2009 April – June 2010 April – June 2011 
 000s % 000s % 000s % 000s % 
All employed 97 84 100 107 
All employed 
full time 

68 70% 61 73% 64 64% 84 79% 

All employed 
part time 

28 29% 23 27% 36 36% 23 21% 

Males 
employed full 
time 

30 31% 28 33% 30 30% 42 39% 

Males 
employed 
part time 

* * 11 13% 12 12% 4 4% 

Females 
employed full 
time 

38 39% 33 39% 34 34% 42 39% 

Females 
employed 
part time 

22 34% 12 14% 24 24% 19 18% 

Source: ONS Labour Force Survey: Employment status by Occupation and Sex: April 2008 – June 2011 

 
It is worth noting that changes in employment patterns appeared to have caused 
significant changes in these proportions as part time employment in particular appears 
to have undergone many changes. 
 
The independent estimates of employment numbers for the contact centre produced by 
ContactBabel differ significantly from the ONS statistics above.  Its “State of the 
Industry” report for 2011 estimates that there are some 650,500 agent seats in 5,650 
contact centres across the UK.  These figures are not analysed by full / part time 
employment or by gender and are estimates extrapolated from the database containing 
details of some 64 per cent of centres in the UK.  
 
If these figures are seen as more realistic estimates of total numbers in the industry, it is 
reasonable to assume that the proportions reported by the ONS data are representative 
of the sector as a whole.  That assumption would lead to whole sector employment 
figures as shown below. 
 
Table 8:  Contact centre employment full/part time, male/female, Apr 2008 – June 2011  
Estimated UK contact centre agent employment using ONS proportions and ContactBabel 

figures 
Contact centre employment 000s % 
All employed 650 100% 
All employed full time 514 79% 
All employed part time 137 21% 
Males employed full time 254 39% 
Males employed part time 26 4% 
Females employed full time 254 39% 
Females employed part time 117 18% 
Source: ONS Labour Force Survey: Employment Status by Occupation and Sex: April to June 2011 percentage 
results applied to ContactBabelii employment figures December 2011 
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These significant numbers dwarf even the estimates of all customer service occupations 
employment held by the ONS.  That apparent discrepancy results from a continuing 
problem with classification and definition of these occupations.  In particular, there is an 
issue with contact centre posts that exist within organisations in many sectors as 
opposed to contact centre posts in organisations that are solely dedicated to contact 
centre activities3.  
 
2.4 Age of the workforce 
 
It has not been possible to locate robust and up to date information about the age of the 
contact centre workforce.  ONS data is sketchy and does not appear to extend beyond 
2004.  Some estimates can be made by extrapolating data on customer service and 
sales occupations.  In addition, a report published by the DTI in 2004 gives estimates of 
the average age of call centre agents at that time.  These three summaries are shown 
below. 

The figure below illustrates that the percentage of young people aged 16 – 24 is 
significantly higher in sales and customer service than all other occupational groups at 
39 per cent.   
 
Figure 1: Proportion of people by occupation and age – UK wide 

 

Source: Analysis in brief, employment by occupation and industry, ONS, Labour Market Trends June 2004 
 
Table 9: Estimated contact centre agent numbers by age group 

 
Source: CFA extrapolation and analysis of ContactBabel data using ONS customer service age band 
proportions 
 
 

                                         

3 3 UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel 
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Table 10: Average age of contact centre agents, by economic sector 

 
Source: DTI 2004 – The UK contact centre industry – a study and Merchants International Call 
Centre Benchmarking Report – 2000, Page 60  
 
In terms of identifying patterns, the DTI figures from 2000 draw on evidence from focus 
groups and site visits and further explanation illustrates that there were at that time 
several key groups of employees who were agents.  The first of these groups was 
identified as young women under 30 who may not have higher educational qualifications 
but have significant length of service in the industry.  Fewer young men are in that 
category.  A second group is made up of returning workers and those looking for a new 
start after structural redundancy.  This brings in a more mature group which raises the 
average age.  A third group consisted of recent graduates or even students working part 
time who may not be seeing long term prospects in the industry. 
 
Newer qualitative evidence is provided by consultation and research undertaken in 2009.  
Focus groups and site visits indicated that the average age of agents was probably rising 
as was the average level of qualifications.  This came about partly from changing labour 
markets and partly from the tendency for contact centres to handle more relationship-
based work than the early call centre routines, many of which have now been 
automated.  Consultees confirmed that their recruitment focuses on candidates with 
greater life experience and the ability to form a rapport and relationship with a wide 
variety of clients.  Despite the lack of quantified data, this information is clearly relevant 
to the overview of age of the workforce.   
 
2.5 Ethnicity of the workforce 
 
Once again, in this area there is no readily available data specifically relating to contact 
centre employment.  Neither ContactBabel data nor the ONS separate out contact centre 
figures.  
 
The analysis from the Annual Population Survey shows that all occupations have 
disproportionally high number of white staff.  In terms of sales and customer service 
staff 60.8 per cent) of these are white.  Working in this occupation, Indian people have 
the highest number of staff amongst the ethnic groups but this is still only 1.9 per cent 
followed by similarly low levels for Pakistani/Bangladeshi people at 1.5 per cent.   The 
pattern across all the occupations is very similar.   
 
From the data available, it is possible to see that the take up from ethnic groups is 
highest amongst the Black population in the Caring, Leisure and Other services (2.7 per 
cent) and Elementary (2.5 per cent) occupations.  
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Table 11: Employment by occupation and ethnic group 
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All  100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
White  63.5 60.3 63.4 63.0 64.2 61.4 60.8 60.9 60.1 
Mixed  0.35 0.5 0.7 0.5 0.2 0.6 0.5 0.2 0.6 
Indian  1.6 2.2 1.6 1.4 0.6 0.9 1.9 1.8 1.6 
Pakistani/Bangladeshi  0.9 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 1.6 2.3 1.4 
Black  0.9 1.6 1.4 1.4 0.7 2.7 1.5 1.3 2.5 
Other Ethnic Group  1.6 2.2 1.4 1.4 1.4 2.1 2.1 1.6 2.4 
Did not state ethnicity  31.1 32.4 30.7 31.6 32.1 31.6 31.6 31.9 31.4 
Source: NOMIS, Annual Population Survey- July 2010 – June 2011 

 
2.6 Disability in the workforce 
 
There is no definitive analysis available regarding disability in the workforce within the 
contact centre sector. 
 
Indeed, there is a relative lack of information about the types of jobs and sectors that 
disabled people are employed in. This is because many disabled people employed in the 
labour market are not recognised or measured in reported figures. However the table 
below does give an indication of the percentage of disabled people across EU countries 
and, although ‘job types’ are described slightly differently from the standard SOC coded 
occupations, comparisons can be made between the occupation of ‘sales and customer 
service’ used in the UK classifications against ‘service workers and shop and market 
sales’ for this exercise. 
 
Based on this evidence 20.6 per cent of disabled people work in the ‘service workers and 
shop and market sales jobs’ in the UK. The highest percentage of jobs for the disabled in 
the UK is found in ‘elementary’ (23.7 per cent) and ‘plant and machine operators’ 
positions (21 per cent).  The lowest is in ‘management’ (18.7 per cent) and ‘professional’ 
occupations (17.6 per cent).  In terms of EU Countries, Finland has the highest 
percentage employment levels for disabled people across all jobs and occupations.  In 
addition, the highest level of jobs for the disabled in service and sales employment can 
be found in Finland and Sweden; closely followed by France and England. 
 
Table 12: Type of jobs for disabled people (percentage) - Europe 

( %) 
 

Legislators, 
senior 

officials and 
managers 

Professionals 
Technical and 

associate 
Professionals 

Clerk 

Service 
workers and 

shop and 
market sales 

Plant and 
machine 
operators 

and 
assembler 

Elementary 

Austria  8.9 7.6 9.7 8.8 7.1 10.5 11.3 
Belgium 10.3 9.7 10.6 12.1 11.2 16.8 16.7 
Cyprus 8.3 3.5 6.1 6.7 8.4 8.8 10.3 
Czech 
Republic 10.6 12.4 12.7 13.8 14.4 15.9 25.6 

Denmark 11.0 12.0 11.4 13.2 13.7 17.7 19.9 
Estonia 16.9 16.9 17.6  14.2 19.8 28.4 
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( %) 
 

Legislators, 
senior 

officials and 
managers 

Professionals 
Technical and 

associate 
Professionals 

Clerk 

Service 
workers and 

shop and 
market sales 

Plant and 
machine 
operators 

and 
assembler 

Elementary 

Finland 24.4 24.7 26.3 29.7 27.2 26.6 28.9 
France 18.1 16.9 19.9 20.2 20.5 25.0 27.8 
Germany 6.5 5.7 7.0 7.1 6.2 8.9 11.4 

Greece 6.6 4.9 4.4 3.8 5.4 6.5 7.1 
Hungary  1.5 1.2 1.9 1.9 2.0 2.7 5.0 
Ireland 7.1 5.6 6.5 6.1 6.9 6.5 9.9 

Italy 3.9 2.7 3.4 4.5 4.1 4.8 6.2 
Lithuania     3.2  5.0 
Luxembourg 6.2 5.7 6.8 8.4 5.4 12.8 11.0 

Malta        

Netherlands 19.0 17.4 18.4 22.2 17.7 25.3 21.0 

Norway 6.6 8.2 7.4 10.2 12.0 11.9 16.3 
Portugal 14.8 9.3 10.6 10.9 12.4 14.9 20.3 
Romania 2.3 1.5 1.8 3.6 1.9 1.5 1.2 

Slovakia  1.7 2.0 3.0 2.5 2.6 5.1 
Slovenia 10.7 8.7 9.6 13.0 12.1 16.8 24.7 
Spain 3.8 2.5 2.8 3.3 3.7 4.4 6.6 

Sweden 12.1 16.1 16.8 20.0 23.3 20.2 25.0 
United 
Kingdom 18.7 17.6 19.1 21.0 20.6 22.7 23.7 

Source: Academic Network of European Disability experts (2009) 
 

 
2.7 Salary levels in the workforce 
 
The contact centre sector offers a wide range of jobs and labour costs are a very 
significant factor in the business equation of the industry.  However, labour costs are the 
main driver of the off-shoring option that is chosen by many contact centres.  Within the 
UK, the geographical location of contact centres is no doubt partly decided by regional 
labour costs.   
 
Taking an average across the UK as a whole, a study by Search Recruitment in 2010 
shows typical salary ranges for a number of different contact centre jobs as in the table 
below. 
 
Table 13: Typical salary ranges for contact centre jobs 

Job title Salary range 
Contact Centre Director   £50,000 - £60,000  
Call Centre Manager £35,000 - £50,000  
Team Manager  £25,000 - £30,000  
Team Leader  £19,000 - £26,000  
Trainer  £20,000 - £25,000  
Resource Planner  £18,000 - £23,000  
Telesales & Telemarketing (Inbound)  £12,500 -£ 23,000 
Telesales & Telemarketing (Outbound) £12,000 - £20,000  
Up-Selling & Sales  £13,000 - £20,000  
Call Handler  £12,000 - £16,000  
Back Office  £12,000 - £16,000  
Team Manager (multilingual) £24,000 - £30,000  
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Job title Salary range 
Team Leader (multilingual) £24,000 - £28,000  
Telesales & Telemarketing Inbound 
(multilingual)  

£16,000 - £23,000  

Telesales & Telemarketing Outbound 
(multilingual) 

£17,000 - £25,000  

Up-Selling & Sales (multilingual) £16,000 - £21,000  
Call Handler(multilingual) 15,000 - £20,000  
 
The study also shows that benefits packages vary widely as with any sector employment.  
Typically, permanent employment packages in contact centres may include: 

 pension schemes 
 holidays 
 shares schemes 
 private healthcare 
 permanent health assurance 
 performance incentive plans 
 car benefits, free parking, travel season ticket, and travel loans etc. 
 opportunity to gain skills and qualifications. 

 
Overall, the evidence of this study shows that many contact centre jobs offer competitive 
salaries and prospects with a benefits package to rival jobs in other sectors. 
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3.1 Economic conditions  
 

The update period of this LMI analysis covers a time of considerable economic 
uncertainty for the UK.  Growth has slowed and an official recession covered some six 
quarters of national economic decline.  Negative growth covered quarter 2 of 2008 to 
quarter 3 of 2009 and since then growth has been very slow with another single quarter 
of decline in quarter 4 of 2010. 
 
In the face of this general economic climate, levels of employment in contact centres 
continue to rise with total jobs growing from 899,000 in 2005 to 1,071,125 in 2011 and 
continuing growth is forecast by the industry through to 2015.  The economic factors 
influencing the development of contact centres include 
 

 an increasingly service-led UK economy (over 70 per cent of UK GDP and 80 per 
cent of UK employment is service based) 

 increasing concentration of distribution and service industries into larger business 
units that can justify contact centre operations 

 global and technological business developments which mean that organisations 
are less restricted by national boundaries 

 national economic pressures to produce growth in service sectors to compensate 
for decline in manufacturing and other sectors of the economy 

 economic pressures which, when balanced against the quality of service that can 
be maintained, cause movement into and out of offshoring for contact centre 
operations 

 the economic impact of software communications developments in which social 
networking is playing an increasing role in interaction between customers, 
advertisers and suppliers. 
 

All of these developments can be seen as industry-wide although each one may have a 
greater effect on some vertical markets within the contact centre sector than on others. 
The report by ContactBabel ‘UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry’ 
analyses the commercial drivers impacting contact centres across different economic 
sectors.  It first of all reports the numbers of agent seats in different sectors as shown 
below and predicts those numbers and a compound annual growth rate for each sector 
through to 2015.  This is shown in the table below. 
 
Table 14:  Number of seats and compound annual grown rate 

Source UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 36 
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ContactBabel reports that the six sectors employing the greatest number of agents 
identified the following commercial drivers as impacting on contact centres 
 

 finance is facing strong pressures for cost cutting through reduction in agent 
numbers, continued rise in self-service and online methods for dealing with 
transactions and queries and more emphasis on cross-selling and up-selling 

 retail and distribution report pressure on margins through increased use of price 
comparisons online but continuing customer demand for personalised contact 
through multi-channel routes 

 outsourcing and telemarketing reports strong growth as businesses seek to cut 
costs and stay clear of non-core activities 

 public services show a decline in agent positions as central government moves 
many services into a virtual environment in an effort to cut costs without a 
significant decline in service levels including a coalition government 
announcement that e-contact was now the preferred option 

 communications is influenced more than any other sector by the rapid march of 
technology and agent numbers rise as superior customer service is used to gain 
competitive advantage and regulation demands access to reliable information for 
customers 

 services report continuing growth in agent numbers as contact centres became 
the main way in which non-physical products and services are sold and supported 
 

All of the other sectors employing smaller numbers of agents can identify specific drivers 
and factors that impact on their businesses.  In each case, economic conditions play a 
major part in the development of the contact sector with both push and pull influences 
as customers and suppliers seek to gain maximum advantage. 
 
3.2 Recruitment and staff turnover 
 
This issue may be seen as particularly important to the contact centre sector because for 
many years there was a general perception that staff turnover in UK call centres was 
very high.  Indeed, there was a widely held view that agent jobs were short term fillers 
used by many, especially recent graduates, as a stepping stone to more permanent 
employment.  Against this background there are two sources to consider. 
 
The Contact Centre Labour Market Information report published by CfA in April 2010 
started its analysis of replacement demand with estimates of replacement demand by 
SOC but those estimates are not available below sub-major group levels.  For sales and 
customer service occupations they predicted growth of 1.25million jobs between 2004 
and 2014.  Perhaps a more relevant data set was then quoted from the DTI 2004 report 
on the UK contact centre industry which, combined with ContactBabel’s 2008 State of 
the Industry report, analysed annual attrition rates.  The results are shown in the table 
below. 
 
This evidence right through to 2008 tends to support the view that staff turnover in 
contact centres is relatively high.  However it should be noted that the rate varies 
significantly between different vertical markets. 
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Table 15:  Annual agent attrition rate by economic sector 

 
Probably the more important source to be considered regarding recruitment and attrition 
rates in contact centres is ContactBabel’s UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide (9th 
edition) 2011.  The report points out that attrition rates can have a significant effect on a 
contact centre’s effectiveness especially in relation to quality and consistency of 
customer service.  However, there is evidence that attrition rates have fallen during 
recession.  ContactBabel reports the views of industry analysts to the effect that 50 per 
cent to 60 per cent of attrition occurs in the first 90 days after recruitment suggesting 
that there is room for improvement in recruitment and induction processes.  In 2004/5 
attrition rates rose to well over 30 per cent per annum but by 2009 this had fallen to 24 
per cent with a significantly lower median of 14 per cent. 
 
ContactBabel’s membership representing over 50 per cent of the industry has enabled 
them to investigate methods used to reduce attrition rates.  Results of their enquiries 
are shown in the figure below. 
 
Figure 2: Success of methods for reducing attrition  

 
Source: The UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide (9th edition - 2011) – ContactBabel page 270 
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It should be noted that the opportunity to study for qualifications ranks below 
recognition and empowerment actions designed to address agent work rules.  However 
the use of qualifications ranks above many other options for action. 
 
There is nevertheless other evidence from ContactBabel’s membership which indicates 
that there is a relationship between recruitment and retention success and any training 
and qualifications offer.  When asked to rank in order of importance the causes of staff 
attrition, the order of importance quoted was as shown below. 
 
Table 16:  Reasons for agent attrition (ranked in order) 

 
Source: The UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide (9th edition - 2011) – ContactBabel, page 271 
 
While some of these factors may be seen as relating to recruitment, the challenges to 
tackle attrition are clearly many and varied. 
 
3.3 The effects of globalisation 
 
As with any economic sector, the process of globalisation has considerable significance 
for the future of UK labour markets relating to contact centres.  However, it is unlikely 
that these effects can or will be quantified.  ContactBabel's UK Contact Centre Decision-
Makers’ Guide (9th edition – 2011) sets out a series of observations relating to the 
emergence of virtual contact centres and also to choices made about outsourcing and 
location of contact centres.  It is very hard to identify any relevant aspects of 
globalisation from the customer perspective.  Use of the internet means the customer 
bases is no longer restricted geographically.  However the continuing costs of moving 
physical products around combined with tax barriers and exchange-rate risks means that 
international trade at an individual customer level is still restricted.  Globalisation is 
therefore more usefully considered from the point of view of the organisations running 
contact centres. 
 
A virtual contact centre is one run as a single entity while the agents are located at a 
number of different sites, possibly as homeworkers or possibly in variable size satellite 
offices.  The perceived benefits are economies of scale by linking together into a mega-
site without single site issues relating to facilities, morale, attrition and availability of 
labour.  This move can help organisations in the process of merger or acquisition and 
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alleviate the problems of rapid growth.  Lifestyle choices make teleworking and home 
working very attractive to a group of skilled people who do not want to live in or near 
large conurbations.  In some cases, suppliers are choosing deliberately to provide 
contact centre support with labour drawn from areas that display local knowledge to 
customers. 

There is a link between the increasing globalisation of the customer base and the 
emergence of virtual contact centres. Where a supplier does have an international 
customer base, the need to operate across time zones without incurring unsocial hours 
payment penalties increases.  The whole question of outsourcing by going offshore is a 
structural pattern in the industry which is constantly changing.  Driven initially by 
organisations not wanting to run in-house contact centres, the emergence of BPO 
(business process outsourcing) companies has introduced a much more international 
dimension to the industry.  BPO companies can offer a multitude of solutions in different 
locations.  The acceptability of providing services from locations with a different first 
language and attendant communication problems is balanced by the lower cost base of 
operating from a developing economy.  Outsourcing still represents a relatively small 
proportion of contact centre services for UK companies but between 2009 and 2013 the 
growth in agent positions is expected to be 2.5 per cent per annum in our centres and 
6.3 per cent for outsourced centres. 

There is also evidence that globalisation and outsourcing are having a far greater 
influence in relation to some types of service than others.  Market research, surveys, out 
of hours support and back-office processes are most easily adapted to offshoring and 
hence globalised solutions.  Ongoing customer service, outbound sales campaigns and 
multimedia response tend to adapt better to more local solutions.  The interaction 
between technology developments and globalisation is such that this aspect of the 
industry is likely to experience considerable and continuing change for the foreseeable 
future. 

The contact centre industry can be seen as dominated by technology and advances in 
different uses of technology.  In reality, the significance of technology for labour markets 
and skills development is more about the use to which the technology is put and 
advances in software more than the rapid advances in hardware.  Convergence of 
computing and communication technology and especially convergence of multiple 
applications in mobile technology combined with social networking are certainly affecting 
the labour demands of the industry.  Projections of future developments will be covered 
later in this report but, as changes are a continuous process, current and future 
developments are inevitably linked.  ContactBabel's commentary in UK Contact Centre 
Decision-Makers Guide (9th edition – 2011) provides an invaluable source of information 
about these changes albeit that there is a very limited amount of quantified evidence. 

Speech analytics techniques are an example of an approach that can be used because of 
advances in technology.  Call recording for quality assurance and training has always 
been a feature of the industry.  In the late 1990s data warehousing was used to harvest 
vast amounts of information about customers and use of this was made through data 
mining.  There are parallels in speech analytics in that the analysis of vast amounts of 
data forms the basis of what is sometimes called audio mining.  Speech analytics include 
a range of different software applications which enable a contact centre to make 
practical use of stored audio data by converting it to digital form and then using sort and 
search functions to identify patterns and carry out analysis.  In 2011 significant use was 
made of call recording by the finance, technology media and telephony (TMT), 
outsourcing and services sectors with the greatest use being in the largest centres.  
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About one quarter of those using call recording were making use of speech analytics with 
a further small proportion in each sector planning its use in future.  The most important 
skills implication of this technique is that, on the one hand, it may ultimately be used to 
de-skill agent jobs but, on the other hand, demand will increase for skills of analysis and 
use of the technique. 

Similarly variable approaches by the industry can be seen in the use of scripting.  
Technology advances mean that interactive and responsive scripting can be used to 
increase consistency and reduce required skill and knowledge demands on agents.  
However, there is still considerable resistance to use of scripting systems that can be 
detected by customers and which lead to loss of interest and boredom for agents. 

Technology also has an influence on the channels used by customers when making 
contact with the contact centre.  The distribution of centres accepting inbound contacts 
from customers in different ways is shown below.   

Table 17: Channel usage 

Source: The UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide (9th edition - 2011) ContactBabel page 161 

 
This distribution has a clear influence on the skills required in a centre and processing of 
enquiries received through different channels is often restricted to particular groups of 
agents with specific skills.  Once again, the choice of technology becomes a driver for the 
skills demands of the industry.  Dealing with enquiries through different channels is 
referred to as multimedia blending and, on average, about half of agents in a blended 
multimedia environment are expected to do both e-mail and voice work.  This approach 
is more common in smaller centres.  There is also evidence that the use of multimedia 
blending eases attrition rates by raising the level of interest in the job. 

A final aspect of how technology is driving the labour market relates to the use of 
telephone IVR (Interactive Voice Response) and speech recognition software.  There is 
customer resistance to these systems but the rapid advance of technology also makes 
them increasingly acceptable as they improve.  Once again, this leads to the conclusion 
that labour demand will fall more and more on those dealing with complex queries as all 
simple transactions come to be dealt with automatically.  Self-service through IVR and 
speech recognition is increasing and a large majority of ContactBabel's members believe 
its use will continue to increase thus depressing the demand for agents with limited skills 
to deal with routine transactions only. 
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3.4 Policy and regulation 
 
As a general trend in the economy, industry regulation places demands and limits on 
many different types of business operations.  The most important development relating 
to contact centres are the Ofcom regulations on outbound calling for cold call dialling.  
Contact centres undertaking these activities must follow detailed guidelines and maintain 
records of all calls made.  Within different sectors such as finance, insurance, public 
services and debt collection, the contact centre industry is encumbered with specific 
regulations that must be strictly followed.  There are potentially expensive penalties for 
failure including heavy fines and criminal prosecutions.  This factor places demands on 
the skills and knowledge of agents but is also tackled through system techniques such as 
scripting, call monitoring and call recording.  Speech analytics are increasingly used to 
provide evidence of compliance with particular regulations.  The ongoing effects of 
compliance and other public policy matters need to be monitored as they can have a 
direct effect on demand for different types of labour and the experience profiles of those 
joining particular contact centres. 
 
3.5 Finance and profitability 
 
The final driver of skills demand is the commercial viability of contact centre services in 
the private sector and the ongoing cost base of contact centre services for the public 
sector.  The financial base of the industry rests on both the efficiency of agent 
performance and the profitability of the business model and systems that are in use.  
Agent activity measures and performance metrics have always been part of contact 
centre operations.  The ongoing pattern of working towards targets places particular 
demands on agents and improvement of performance and this is often an area to be 
addressed in training programmes.  ContactBabel researchiii shows that many different 
solutions are offered for maximising efficiency so that the unit cost of dealing with 
enquiries can be controlled.  In all cases, the management of the service offer is by 
means of a suite of metrics, some of which are controlled by individual agents and some 
of which prompt management actions.  The system management skills of support staff 
are therefore critical to improving efficiency in these areas.  Profitability, and hence the 
financial implications of operating an effective contact centre, may also depend on the 
systems that are chosen which in turn has implications for the people you want involved 
in that operation.  CRM or Customer Relationship Management is an approach specifically 
designed to maximise profit from customers as a result of knowing them, treating them 
well and meeting their expectations. CRM therefore puts a high premium on generic 
customer service skills being applied in the contact centre context. 
 
The capital expenditure model used to set up a contact centre is also critical to its 
finances.  If an organisation chooses to establish a contact centre in-house by investing 
in equipment especially for that purpose, this may involve considerable capital 
expenditure.  There are often significant savings to be made by using hosted or network-
based solutions especially with recent advances in communications technology.  These 
can cut costs by involving lower capital expenditure, lower development costs and lower 
operating costs by managing calls at the network level.  In addition, disaster recovery 
systems, agent motivation and morale and the ability to try out new solutions hosted 
elsewhere in the system all help to reduce ongoing revenue expenditure and 
development costs.  Similar claims may be made regarding outsourcing offers as the 
Companies offering these are specialist and can share overheads between customers.  
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All of these financing factors affect the success and sustainability of a contact centre and 
hence the labour market requirements that it generates. 
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4.1 Training and customer service 
 
Introduction and overview 
 
The information for this section of the LMI report for contact centres is drawn from two 
principal sources 
 

- The 2010 LMI Report on Customer Service produced by CfA 
- The 2012 LMI Report on Customer Service produced by CfA 
- The 2012 LMI Report on Contact Centres produced by the CfA and updated using 

new information from the ContactBabel ‘UK Contact Centres in 2012: State of the 
Industry’ and ‘UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide (9th edition)’ 

 
The main reason for structuring the report in this way is that offical SOC statistics relating 
to customer service and customer handling do not break down in sufficient detail to refer 
specifically to contact centres.  It is therefore useful to put the LMI for contact centres into 
context since, by definition, the work of contact centres is solely about or is at least 
intricately linked with customer service provision.  This structure therefore allows for the 
establishment of an overview which is supported by industry information which is 
necessarily more qualitative against the purely statistical backdrop of the customer service 
data.  
 
4.1.1   Current provisions in sales and customer service  
 
In the UK, the vast majority of training is funded by employers. For sales and customer 
service occupations the majority of training is self funded (66.8 per cent) whilst 
Government funding for these occupations are only at 2.6 per cent.  
 
Table 18: Training fees and associated costs, UK, 2006 – UK wide 

 Employers Government  Self 
All 68.5 4.4 3.37 
Male 74.9 2.7 25.7 

Female 62.6 5.9 41.0 
Managers 86.9 3.2 17.2 
Professionals 64.6 5.7 34.5 

Associate professionals 70.1 2.2 31.9 
Administrative and secretarial 64.5 11.2 39.9 
Skilled trades 65.9 4.4 38.5 

Personal services 47.2 3.4 56.2 
Sales and customer service 32.0 2.6 66.8 
Plant and machinery operatives 48.6 0.3 49.5 

Elementary occupations  82.1 0.0 17.9 
Source: UKCES (2009) The 2009 Report: Ambitions 2020, page 63 

 
Nationally, the most common reason for not providing training is the belief that all staff are 
already proficient in their jobs. Non-trainers in Wales are more likely to believe their staff 
are already proficient (76 per cent)  compared to 73 per cent of non-trainers in Northern 
Ireland,  67 per cent in England and 44 per cent in Scotland.  Issues of training supply or 
expense are not issues of concern for employers when deciding whether their staff needs 
training.  
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Outside of England, in relation to providing off-the-job training; employers in devolved 
administrations indicate additional barriers to providing training. Employers in Scotland, for 
example, felt that off-the-job training was not necessary for their business. Welsh 
employers felt that they had a lack of time for training (31 per cent) and Northern Ireland 
employers suggested that they preferred alternative training methods for off-the-job 
training. However the decision to train or not is embedded within the culture of business 
and the extent to which employers formally plan for the future growth and development of 
their businesses.4 
 

The table below shows that as a whole sales and customer service staff receive more on the 
job training (61 per cent) than off the job training (27 per cent) and they are more likely to 
receive on-the-job training compared to most other occupational groups except personal 
services at 67 per cent.  
 
Table 19: On and Off the job training by occupation  - UK Wide 

  
% receiving off the job 

training 
% receiving on the job 

training 
Managers 36 42 
Professionals 52 59 
Associate professionals 44 57 
Administrative 32 47 
Skilled trades 36 45 
Personal services 52 67 
Sales and customer services 27 61 
Machine operatives 24 43 
Elementary 26 51 
Weighted base 1,454,507 777,049 
Un-weighted base 79,018 24,084 
Source: UKCES (2009) The 2009 Report: Ambitions 2020, page 78 

 
4.1.2   Training in England  
 
In England, over 3 million sales and customer service staff received training with over 1.5 
million learners.   
 
Table 20: Distribution of training by occupation - England 
  Employment 

(000s) 
Trainees in the previous 

12 months (000s) 
Trainees  as a 

proportion of current 
employment 

Managers 4,219 2,052 49% 
Professionals 2,575 1,659 64% 
Associate professionals 1,721 1,061 62% 
Admin 3,207 1,536 48% 
Skilled Trades 1,612 860 53% 
Personal services 1,797 1,268 71% 
Sales and customer 
services 

3,041 1,678 55% 

Machine operatives 1,571 745 47% 
Elementary  3,233 1,520 47% 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 169 

                                         

4 Source: UKCES (2009) The 2009 Report: Ambitions 2020, page 74 
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4.1.3 Training in Northern Ireland  
 
In 2008 (the latest data available), 19,250 sales and customer service staff were involved 
in being trained.  This only accounted for 21 per cent of the sales and customer service 
workforce and was much lower than the percentage of workforce training across the other 
occupational areas.    

Table 21: Distribution of training by occupation – Northern Ireland 
 Numbers trained Number employed % of workforce 

trained 
Managers 45,535 102,295 44 
Professionals 28,151 50,758 55 
Associate professionals 30,996 60,367 51 
Admin 31,680 104,948 30 
Skilled Trades 18,418 49,917 37 
Personal services 28,591 67,862 42 
Sales and customer services 19,250 90,396 21 
Machine operatives 16,547 58,753 28 
Elementary  27,472 137,502 20 
Source: NISMS08, page 81 
 
4.1.4   Training in Scotland  
 
As shown in the figure below managers (53 per cent) in Scotland received the most off-the-
job training closely followed by administration and professionals at 50 per cent . This 
compares with for example, elementary occupations where only 25 per cent of employees 
received training. In terms of sales and customer service occupations only 31 per cent of 
staff are given off the job training in Scotland. 
 
Further research is needed to identify why off-the-job training is not available to 69 per 
cent of sales and customer service staff particularly where this is the largest skills shortage 
area in Scotland at the moment. 
Figure 3: Proportion of employees receiving off-the-job training by occupation –Scotland 
 

 
 
Source: Scottish Employer Skills Survey 2010 
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4.1.5   Training in Wales 
 
Compared to the results in England, shown above, Wales has significantly lower off-the- job 
training across all occupational groups except management (65 per cent). Off-the–job 
training in management is 30 per cent higher than the nearest other occupational group 
administration with just 35 per cent.    
 
Figure 4:  Off-the-job training by occupational groups – Wales 
 

 
 
Source: FSQ (2005), Page 79 

 
4.1.6   Training in Northern Ireland 
 
In 2008, 19,250 sales and customer service sfaff were trained accounting for 21 per cent of 
the sales and customer service workforce.  
 
Table 22: Distribution of training by occupation 

 
Numbers 
trained 

Number 
employed 

% of workforce 
trained 

Managers 45,535 102,295 44 
Professionals 28,151 50,758 55 
Associate professionals 30,996 60,367 51 
Admin 31,680 104,948 30 
Skilled Trades 18,418 49,917 37 
Personal services 28,591 67,862 42 
Sales and customer services 19,250 90,396 21 
Machine operatives 16,547 58,753 28 
Elementary  27,472 137,502 20 

Source: NISMS,08, page 81 

4.2 Training and contact centres 
 
More and more companies are starting to realise that the contact centre is vital to brand 
management and customer satisfaction. Many customers’ only contact with a company will 
be dealt with by their contact centre. This has resulted in major investment by companies 
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into the development of their contact centre workforce and improving the working 
conditions for their employees. 
 
Evolving from the old style call centres of a few years ago, modern day contact centres now 
handle a range of customer enquires through numerous forms of media. These days, 
customer service agents will not only use a telephone but also the Internet, e-mail, SMS 
messaging, fax and regular post.  The exploitation of new technology and efforts to improve 
customer retention through providing added value services mean that employees working in 
a contact centre or as the first point of contact in an organisation now require new levels of 
technical, linguistic and interpersonal skills. 
 
The profile of a good contact centre agent is defined in terms of attributes and 
characteristics with empathy, reliability and team skills the most important in the eyes of 
employers.   This is shown in the figure below. 
 
Figure 5:  the top 3 abilities or characteristics of a successful contact centre agent (2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide (9th edition 2011) – ContactBabel page 277 
 
Drawn from the UK Contact Centre Decision-Maker’s Guide (9th edition 2011), this evidence 
is set alongside findings on training and coaching which place the skills agenda very high for 
contact centres as they strive to improve customer satisfaction and quality in an ever more 
competitive field.   
 
The skills required of contact centre agents often vary with the basics of call handling and 
information giving often supplemented by up-selling and cross-selling requirements. It is 
anticipated that the required skill set will continue to expand and therefore that training and 
coaching will continue to be a central part of contact centre activities as well as a 
recruitment focus on finding the right people in the first place. The continuing issue of high 
attrition rates places further emphasis on these needs for skills development. 
 
In its Decision Maker’s Guide based on a 2008 survey of a random sample of some 200 
contact centres, ContactBabel reports that most employers divide skills needs into hard 
skills and soft skills. The hard skills are seen as including: 

 data entry speeds 
 system navigation 
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 product knowledge 
 application use 
 understanding of relevant business processes. 

 
The relevant and related softer skills match more closely to behaviour and the less 
measurable areas of 

 empathy and listening skills 
 cross-selling and up-selling 
 team working skills 
 self-motivation 
 dealing with difficult customers. 

 
The study identifies a series of key stages of training separating induction and basic training 
from on-going training, specialist agent training and finally team leader training. The cost of 
bringing an agent up to speed is a significant consideration in the replacement and growth 
process and hence there is considerable interest in establishing what the most cost-effective 
methods for training are. 
 
An earlier expression of industry views of skills and training is outlined in the 2004 DTI 
Report ‘The UK Contact Centre Industry – A Study’.  This makes a firm distinction between 
education and skills training.  The report points out that much is often made of the 
availability and desirability of graduates for the industry but that there is no clear evidence 
about whether a degree makes any difference to how well most contact centre jobs are 
performed.  The report further lists the skills which employers consider essential in their 
agents as being 

 verbal communication skills 
 interpersonal skills 
 keyboard skills 
 work experience in customer service 
 experience in telephone working 
 educational qualifications 

 
Most contact centres reported a very active training regime and an expectation that new 
recruits would require substantial training during the probationary period. It is reported that 
the average agent receives 12 days training a year and 50 per cent more than this in the 
case of outbound operations. The report also gives a profile of the typical educational 
attainment of staff in UK contact centres which is shown below5. 
 
Table 23:  Typical educational attainment of staff in UK contact centres 

 

                                         

5 Source:  DTI 2004 = The UK contact centre industry , a study and CCA/Sheffield University, Human resource 
management in contact centres, pg 92 



4.   UK Overview – Training, qualifications and apprenticeships  

Page 36 of 73 

 

©2012 CFA Contact Centre Operations LMI  

The DTI report also makes reference to the Contact Centre Association Standard Framework 
for Best Practice and the National Occupational Standards (NOS) for Contact Centres (at 
that time the responsibility of e-Skills UK). These two frameworks underpin a range of 
accreditations and qualifications that can be gained at individual and organisational level 
alongside more generic quality accreditations such as ISO and Investors in People. The 
training section of the DTI report summarises the situation as follows 
 
“The need for more training is widely felt, and although some detailed skills and 
qualifications frameworks have been put in place recently, the industry needs to be 
encouraged and educated in how best to use them. Some businesses do not support 
qualifications which prove - rather than develop - employees’ skills, as they fear that these 
only make the employee more attractive to other organisations.”6 
 
In summary, the training market in contact centres is not yet mature and it is therefore 
hard to analyse supply in any detail. The key features of the supply side revealed by 
available data are that: 
 

 because many contact centres opt for customer service training and qualifications, 
trends can be interpreted from that data 

 the emphasis on in-house training is significant and, as such, is hard to quantify 
beyond what is made available in industry surveys 

 the recent transfer to the CFA of responsibility for the contact centre standards 
means that reporting patterns on take-up of dedicated contact centre qualifications 
are still being established 

 there is evidence particularly of private training provider activity regionally where 
demand makes it viable. 

 
These features combine with a level of disinterest in qualifications within the sector to mean 
that provision across the sector is fragmented other than where the more generic customer 
service approach is used. 
 
4.3 Matching training supply with demand in contact centres 
 
4.3.1   Overview of training mismatches 
 
Given the pattern of training use outlined elsewhere in this report, there is limited 
information available at this stage about the match or mismatch between supply and 
demand. However, it is possible to draw broad conclusions both from the evidence of 
primary research in focus groups in 2009 and from secondary research, especially that 
carried out by ContactBabel in the UK Contact Centre Decision Makers’ Guide (7th edition 
2009). In overview, the most important features to note are the overwhelming industry 
preference for in-house training and the problems associated with collecting detailed data 
that is representative of more than 5,000 contact centres spread across many economic 
sectors. 

                                         

6 DTI, 2004, The UK Contact Centre Industry : a Study and CCA/Sheffield University; Human resource 
management in contact centres 
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4.3.2   No evidence of unfulfilled demand 
 
Primary research through focus groups in 2009 provided no evidence of employers seeking 
courses or qualifications that are not being offered. Employers show an overall awareness of 
provision by both public and private sector providers without stating that there are gaps in 
that provision. Providers active in this sector appear to form strong links with employers in 
their area. 
 
The take-up of apprenticeships has been limited but the reasons for this are not currently 
clear. However, there is no reason to believe that funding patterns are a major influence. 
Employers express only a limited interest in Government funding patterns. This appears to 
be because of a determination for all training to be tailored closely to organisational needs 
and a sense that this is not easily achieved with external funding. The focus groups and 
other consultative activities did not reveal any significant regional differences in demand 
and supply. 
 
4.3.3   Specific gaps in training provision 
 
Focus group feedback in 2009 revealed no specific gaps in provision relating to the 
mainstream occupations in the sector. There is general recognition of specialist provision in 
various interpersonal skills areas such as anger calming and customer service. Employers 
also acknowledge that there is a strong provision for more technical skills such as data 
entry and software system navigation.  The general view of specialist training is positive 
although much of that positive view results from it being arranged and delivered in-house. 
 
The areas in which some training gaps are reported correspond to reported skills gaps in 
project management, resource planning, IT architecture and commercial skills, all of these 
at more senior levels. Whilst some of these areas are sufficiently generic to provide training 
opportunities together with learners from other sectors, there is concern that it is hard to 
source training that is specific to the industry.  Identification of further trends and patterns 
in this area will require further research and monitoring especially of the direction that the 
sector wishes to take with in-house training. 
 
4.3.4   Limited take-up of existing provision 
 
As reported elsewhere, it has been difficult to establish take-up figures for available 
NVQ / SVQ contact centre qualifications. The apprenticeship figures reported above show a 
low take-up from over 600,000 agents/operators. However, this is offset to an 
indeterminate level by numbers taking customer service qualifications as their preferred 
option. Overall, there is no substantial evidence of courses and training on offer that are not 
being accessed. 
 
4.3.5   Attributes of new recruits 
 
Focus group input reported the easing of the labour market for operators in that applicants 
tend to be better qualified than in the past and see the employment options in contact 
centres as longer term rather than stop-gap. Employers are keen to find applicants with a 
complementary set of skills that includes hard technical skills and soft interpersonal skills. 
Employers report that it is the combination of hard and soft skills that create any shortages. 
Those shortages can be exacerbated by higher attrition rates with employers reporting the 
natural feeling that it is too often those with higher skill levels who leave. 
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4.3.6   Skills supply matches demand 
 
In the most important employment area for the sector, employers in the focus groups 
reported that it is generally possible to recruit in sufficient numbers when seeking 
operators/agents. In particular, they quote a willingness on the part of applicants to see the 
role as longer-term and a possible career step rather than as a short-term   placement. This 
fit between supply and demand contrasts somewhat with mismatches at higher and 
technical levels that are reported elsewhere. 
 
4.3.7   Skills supply does not meet demand 
 
Using information provided by focus groups and supported in ContactBabel reports, there is 
evidence that in some specific technical and managerial areas it is hard to find recruits or to 
promote staff progression. The skills areas most often identified in this regard are: 

 resource planning 
 project management 
 team leader and people skills 
 skills in management of teams remotely 
 IT architecture 
 commercial skills 

 
It is hard to identify the causes of these difficulties and it is equally difficult to understand 
what actions might be taken to address such specialist needs. 
 
4.3.8   Employer recruitment preferences 
 
The contact centre sector attracts a very wide range of recruits. Many employers adopt 
complex recruitment processes to identify combinations of skills that they require from 
recruits. They express no preference for any particular qualifications held by recruits 
including the types of degree held by the many graduates who join the sector. Expressed in 
stronger terms by some, qualifications may even be seen as irrelevant beyond the point 
where they offer proof of functional literacy, numeracy and IT awareness. 
 
Perhaps the only preferences expressed are those for recruits with previous experience and 
who can also display the more abstract attribute of emotional intelligence with a level of 
maturity. In summary, the attributes most respected by employers are not easily evidenced 
by qualifications. 
 
4.4 Investment in skills in contact centres  
 
4.4.1   Overview of skills development and costs 
 
Primary research in focus groups indicated that there is substantial investment in skills 
development across the contact centre industry. The focus on in-house training clearly 
outlined elsewhere in this report makes that investment hard to quantify. However, 
ContactBabel data gives a clear indication of the direction taken generally in the industry. 
Most, if not all, organisations provide structured induction, regular updates and 
encouragement of career progression. As has been indicated elsewhere, the balance of 
funding for this investment is unclear due to the difficulty of establishing take-up of contact 
centre qualifications. However, it is clear that the relatively low levels of Apprenticeship 
participation indicate that very limited public funding has been applied to the sector. 
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4.4.2   ContactBabel evidence 
 
In the Decision- Makers’ Guide of 2009, ContactBabel reported on training and coaching in 
the industry. The report emphasises increased attention to customer service as a driver for 
training together with the increasingly complex roles that operators/agents are expected to 
undertake. It reports substantial investment as being the norm while recognising that some 
organisations are reluctant to indulge in training leading to qualifications that will enable 
staff to change jobs more easily. 
 
The report also lists examples of the hard and soft skills that employers consider most 
important to deliver. Examples of the hard skills include 

  data entry speeds 
 system navigation 
 product knowledge 
 software application use 
 understanding of business processes. 

Examples of the soft skills include: 
 empathy and listening skills 
 cross-selling and up-selling 
 managing team dynamics 
 developing self-motivation 
 dealing with abusive customers 

These findings support the need for integration of the hard and soft skills in the qualification 
offers that should be developed. 
 
4.4.3   Induction training and getting up to speed 
 
Induction is seen as a very important element of operator/agent training. The effectiveness 
of this training is seen as an important contribution to the cost effectiveness of the 
operation as a whole. Induction training is reported to include mentoring, on-the-job 
practice, buddying, classroom activities and some e-learning. 
 
Induction course costs are estimated by ContactBabel to average over £1,500 per 
operator/agent. However, the figure is considerably lower in outsourcing operations at 
£400. This can be explained mainly by the higher incidence of ‘campaign work’ in those 
centres and the greater number of transient staff.   When asked about the time taken for a 
new operator/agent to become fully productive the average answer is 7.7 weeks. There is 
variation between the sectors with the longest period being some 12.8 weeks in the highly 
regulated Insurance sector and the shortest period being 4.8 weeks in outsourcing 
operations. It is clear that all of these results represent substantial investment on the part 
of employers. 
 
4.4.4   On-going training and coaching 
 
After an operator/agent has achieved basic competence, most organisations switch   
responsibility for their day-to-day development. That responsibility is supported by regular 
and targeted formal training, either in-house or run externally, in addition to e-learning 
opportunities. The pattern of training varies but an average consists of 30 per cent product 
and market updates, 30 per cent behavioural and soft skills training and 40 per cent 
training on internal systems and processes. Concern is expressed by employers about the 
proportion of training that needs to be undertaken to update on systems as the legacy of 
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older software is overtaken by incremental improvements. This training, therefore, should 
probably be seen as a cost of system development rather than as a contribution to skills 
development. With regard to the types of training and hours of training undertaken by 
operators/agents, ContactBabel reports a wide variety as illustrated in the table below7. 
 
Table 24: Types of on-going training (hours per agent week) 

 
This illustrates both the variety of investment in training by the industry and, with an 
average of 3.3 hours per day, the high level of that investment. It is indeed unusual for 
some 8 per cent of total time worked to be allocated to training on a regular basis. 
 
4.4.5  Team leader coaching and development 
 
There is general recognition across the industry that team leaders have an important role to 
play in the development of their own operators/agents. ContactBabel research has 
investigated the time which this group spends on coaching and development of their own 
team leader skills. The results are shown in the table below8. 
 
Table 25: Weekly hours of coaching and development for team leaders 

 
                                         

7 Source: The UK Contact Centre Decision-makers’ Guide (2009) Contact Babel, Pg 67 
8 Source: The UK Contact Centre Decision-makers’ Guide (2009) Contact Babel, Pg 68 
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This coaching and development may be carried out by more senior line managers or by 
dedicated in-house or external trainers. This time allocation is in addition to the average of 
just less than two hours per week that a team leader spends coaching their own team 
members. That commits some 60 per cent of the average team leader’s time. The cost of 
team leaders’ time allocated to learning and to coaching others is therefore a substantial 
investment for the industry. 
 
4.4.6  Financial estimates of investment in training 
 
Despite the extensive evidence of time spent in training and development activities, there is 
very little indication of what that represents in financial terms. A substantial amount of 
training is undertaken in-house so some costs are bound to be hidden in fixed overheads. 
Spending on training is regarded as commercially confidential as is the revenue derived 
from the industry by training providers, both public and private. No figures are easily 
available regarding public funding allocated to the sector. The conclusion must be that the 
industry invests more heavily than many in training but that this statement cannot be 
quantified. 
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4.5 Qualifications 
 
4.5.1  Qualifications in contact centres – England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
 
There are a growing number of contact centre qualifications in the National Framework that 
have recently been developed (2011).   These qualifications have now replaced the older 
contact centre qualifications of 2005 which did not reflect the latest contact centre practices 
and procedures.  It is expected that these developments will: 
 

 encourage the contact centre industry to embrace the new qualifications  
 give employees the opportunity to develop new skills and update existing ones 
 attract new recruits into the industry 
 meet the operational and service skill needs of the modern contact centre.    

 
Currently there at 7 Awarding Organisations and 1 University that offer a total of 46 new 
contact centre qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.    
 
The number of qualifications at each Level are as follows:  
 

 13 at Level 1 
 14 at Level 2 
 14 at Level 3 
 4 at Level 4 
 1 at Foundation Degree Level  

 
By qualification type there are 30 NVQs, 15 Technical Certificates and 1 Foundation Degree 
available.  Of these there are a total of 33 qualifications that are in the Contact Centre  
Apprenticeships at Levels 2, 3 and 4 these are as follows: 
 

 7 are NVQs @ Level 2 
 7 are NVQs @ Level 3 
 4 are NVQs @ Level 4 
 7 are Technical Certificates @ Level 2 
 7 are Technical Certificates @ Level 3 
 1 is a Foundation Degree @ Level 4 
 

There are also another 13 contact centre qualifications that are not in the apprenticeships, 
these are: 
 
 6 NVQ Awards @ Level 1 
 7 NVQ Certificates @ Level 1 

 
Employers using these qualifications work in many different sectors and they are suitable 
for use across the private, public and not for profit sectors.  Table 26 below provides a list 
of qualifications which are being used to recruit new learners into a contact centre career 
and to upskill the existing workforce.   
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Table 26: Contact centre active qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
Feb 2012 

Qualification 
Number 

Qualification Title Qualification 
Level 

500/7441/6 City & Guilds Level 1 Certificate for Introduction to the Contact Centre 
Industry (QCF) Level 1 

600/1244/4 City & Guilds Level 1 NVQ Award in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1286/9 City & Guilds Level 1 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1137/3 City & Guilds Level 2 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1135/X City & Guilds Level 2 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1138/5 City & Guilds Level 3 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1136/1 City & Guilds Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1288/2 City & Guilds Level 4 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 4 
600/1637/1 Edexcel BTEC Level 2 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1636/X Edexcel BTEC Level 3 Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1570/6 Edexcel Level 1 NVQ Award In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1225/0 Edexcel Level 1 NVQ Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1635/8 Edexcel Level 2 NVQ Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1226/2 Edexcel Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1638/3 Edexcel Level 4 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 4 
600/1666/8 EDI Level 2 Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1710/7 EDI Level 2 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1704/1 EDI Level 3 Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1645/0 EDI Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1291/2 NCFE Level 1 NVQ Award in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1254/7 NCFE Level 1 NVQ Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1292/4 NCFE Level 2 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1257/2 NCFE Level 2 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1251/1 NCFE Level 3 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1255/9 NCFE Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1256/0 NCFE Level 4 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 4 
600/2336/3 OCR Level 1 NVQ Award in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/2456/2 OCR Level 1 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/2358/2 OCR Level 2 Certificate In Principles of Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/2451/3 OCR Level 2 Certificate In NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations 

(QCF) Level 2 

600/2459/8 OCR Level 3 Certificate In Principles of Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/2338/7 OCR Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/2356/9 OCR Level 4 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 4 
600/2962/6 ProQual Level 1 NVQ Award in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/2961/4 ProQual Level 1 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/2986/9 ProQual Level 2 Certificate in Principles of Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/2985/7 ProQual Level 2 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/2960/2 ProQual Level 3 Certificate in Principles of Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/2952/3 ProQual Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1090/3 Skillsfirst Level 1 NVQ Award In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1246/8 Skillsfirst Level 1 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 1 
600/1121/X Skillsfirst Level 2 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1247/X Skillsfirst Level 2 NVQ Certificate In Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 2 
600/1123/3 Skillsfirst Level 3 Certificate in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
600/1248/1 Skillsfirst level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre Operations (QCF) Level 3 
Source:  UKCES Action Plan Downloads Feb 2012 

 
In terms of NVQs, seven major awarding organisations currently offer contact centre NVQs 
at Levels 1 to 4 in England, Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland.  Not every awarding 
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organisation uses the NVQs at all levels, some might only use Levels 2 and 3 because of the 
Apprenticeships but could choose to use any levels from 1 to 4.   
The take up and certification data for these qualifications is supplied to the CFA Business 
Skills @ Work sector on a quarterly basis by awarding organisations.  The data shown in the 
table below has been gathered in Quarters 1 and 2, 2011.    
 
The list of current awarding organisations involved in this data gathering is shown below: 

 Edexcel 
 City and Guilds 
 NCFE 
 OCR 
 IMI 
 Skillsfirst 
 EDI 
 SQA 
 

As shown below there were 1,320 registrations and 1,015 certificates issued for NVQs in 
Contact Centre Operations over a six month period (Jan–March and April-June 2011) giving 
a 70 per cent achievement rate. 
 
It must be recognised at this point that during Quarter 1 and Quarter 2 of 2011 new contact 
centre qualifications were being developed and approved and the list of qualifications shown 
above are the new current qualifications.   Therefore the statistics shown in the starts and 
achievements table below are highly misleading as the old contact centre qualifications 
began to expire and new ones were being put into place during this time period. 
 
Table 27:  Registrations and achievements  for Contact Centre NVQs (Qtr 1 & 2 - 2011)  

Title Qtr 1 
Starts 

Qtr 1 
Achievements  

Qtr 2 
Starts 

Qtr 2 
Achievements 

Level 1 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre 
Operations 

4 7 6 13 

Level 2 NVQ Certificate in Contact Centre 
Operations 

768 572 375 347 

Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre 
Operations 

108 51 47 20 

Level 4 NVQ Diploma in Contact Centre 
Operations 

4 2 8 3 

Totals 884 632 436 383 
Source: CFA - Awarding Body Quarterly stats (2011) 

  
Please note: this data was collected based on current awarding organisations submitting 
their quarterly statistics to CFA. Other new Awarding Organisations might have figures for 
these periods but have yet to submit them; therefore the data in the table above may be 
underestimated.   
 
4.5.4   Qualifications in contact centres – Scotland  
 
Qualifications that are available in terms of contact centre operations in Scotland are mainly 
Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs) which are competence based.  These can be used 
as individual qualifications and are also central to the development of Modern 
Apprenticeships.   
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According to SQA Accreditation9, currently there are 3 Awarding Bodies that are able to 
offer contact centre qualifications at SVQ Levels 1 to 4, these are:  
 

 SQA  
 EDI 
 Edexcel 

 
Table 28:  Registrations and achievements  for Contact Centre SVQs (Qtr 1 & 2 - 2011)  

Title Qtr 1 
Starts 

Qtr 1 
Achievements  

Qtr 2 
Starts 

Qtr 2 
Achievements 

Level 1 SVQ Certificate in Contact Centre 
Operations 

0 0 0 0 

Level 2 SVQ Certificate in Contact Centre 
Operations 

0 1 0 2 

Level 3 SVQ Diploma in Contact Centre 
Operations 

2 10 7 1 

Level 4 SVQ Diploma in Contact Centre 
Operations 

0 0 0 0 

Totals 2 11 7 3 
Source: CFA - Awarding Body Quarterly stats (2011) 

 
These take up statistics again reflect the historical condition of contact centre qualifications 
where there has been little take-up.   Currently new contact centre qualifications have been 
developed in Scotland at Levels 1 to 4. These have now been approved by SQA 
Accreditation and will go ‘live’ in March/April.   It is expected that these new qualifications 
will be extremely popular given the number of contact centres in Scotland and the skills 
shortages and gaps in customer handling that are being experienced by employers. 
 
4.6 Apprenticeships 
 
It should be noted that significant numbers of customer service apprenticeships are 
undertaken by contact centre employees but this cannot be quantified.  Full details of all 
customer service apprenticeship numbers are available in the 2012 Customer Service LMI 
report.  
 
4.6.1 – Apprenticeships and Advanced Apprenticeships in Contact Centres- 

England 
 
Contact centre operations apprenticeship starts at levels 2 and 3 have been steady for the 
last three years for which returns are available.  At approximately 1,500 per year, this is a 
larger number than many specialist apprenticeships but are still small when compared with 
the nearly 30,000 achieved by customer service in 2009/10.   
 
Table 29:Contact Centre Apprenticeship programme starts 2002/03 to 2009/10 - by Level 

 
Level 2 

Apprenticeship 
starts 

Level 3 Advanced 
Apprenticeship starts All Apprenticeship starts 

2002/03 720 190 910 
2003/04 870 180 1,050 
2004/05 1,160 160 1,320 
2005/06 1,030 120 1,150 
2006/07 560 190 750 

                                         

9 SQA Accreditation Qualification Search, Customer Service, Feb 2011 
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Level 2 

Apprenticeship 
starts 

Level 3 Advanced 
Apprenticeship starts All Apprenticeship starts 

2007/08 1,220 230 1,450 
2008/09 1,230 200 1,430 
2009/10 1,370 120 1,490 
2010/11 1,080 110 1,190 
Source: The Data Service 2012, Apprenticeship Programme Starts by Sector Framework Code: Level and 
Gender (2002/03) to (2010/2011) 
 
In an average year the number of level 3 starts is only 10-15 per cent of the number of 
level 2 starts for the same year.  Following a period of growth and a major dip in 2006/07, 
the total number of starts has levelled out.  
 
Table 30: Contact Centre Apprenticeship Programme Starts 2002/03 to 2010/11 at level 2 
by gender 
 Male Apprenticeship 

starts at level 2 

Female 
Apprenticeship starts 

at level 2 

All Apprenticeship starts at 
level 2 

2002/03 230 490 720 
2003/04 290 580 870 
2004/05 440 720 1,160 
2005/06 450 580 1,030 
2006/07 230 320 550 
2007/08 460 760 1,220 
2008/09 510 720 1,230 
2009/10 640 720 1,370 
2010/11 500 580 1,080 
Source: The Data Service 2012, Apprenticeship Programme Starts by Sector Framework Code: 
Level and Gender (2002/03) to (2010/2011) 
 
The proportions of each gender taking level 2 reflects the gender balance of agent 
employment reported elsewhere. 
 
Table31: Contact Centre Apprenticeship Programme Starts 2002/03 to 2010/11 at level 3 
by gender 

 
Male Advanced 

Apprenticeship starts 
at level 3 

Female Advanced 
Apprenticeship starts 

at level 3 

All Advanced 
Apprenticeship starts at 

level 3 
2002/03 60 130 190 
2003/04 60 120 180 
2004/05 60 100 160 
2005/06 50 80 120 
2006/07 80 110 190 
2007/08 100 130 230 
2008/09 90 110 200 
2009/10 40 90 120 
2010/11 30 80 110 
Source: The Data Service 2012, Apprenticeship Programme Starts by Sector Framework Code: 
Level and Gender (2002/03) to (2010/2011) 
 
The pattern of gender balance for level 3 apprenticeships continues to reflect the industry 
employment balance and the numbers taking level 2 apprenticeships. 
 
In terms of achievers the low take up at both levels from 2002 to 2008 is understandable as 
contact centres were in their infancy and qualifications and apprenticeships for contact 
centres were barely heard of. In addition, contact centres received a bad reputation during 
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the early years of their development and there was an initial reluctance to work in a contact 
centre. 
 
As shown in the table below achievement rates were poor from 2002 to 2008 however, in 
2009 and 2010 (2011 statistics are not yet available) starts slowly began to increase and 
achievement rates began grow.  As discussed earlier in this report, contact centre 
qualifications have only just come under the remit of the CFA (2009) and since that time 
new Standards, qualifications and apprenticeship have been developed.  It is expected that 
the take up will improve significantly and achievement rates will continue to improve as 
illustrated below. 
 
Table 32: Contact Centre Apprenticeship Achievers 2002/03 to 2009/10 by level and 
gender 

Apprenticeship (level 2) 

Advanced 
Apprenticeship 

including 
Higher Level 

Apprenticeship 

All Apprenticeships 
% 

Achievement 
rates   

  
Male Female All Male Female All Male Female All All 

2002/03 
10 20 30 - 10 20 10 30 50 5% 

2003/04 
40 120 160 10 40 50 50 160 210 20% 

2004/05 
90 200 290 10 10 20 100 210 310 23% 

2005/06 
200 300 500 20 40 60 230 340 570 49% 

2006/07 
270 390 660 70 80 140 340 460 800 - 

2007/08 
240 380 630 60 70 120 300 450 750 51% 

2008/09 
330 510 840 60 70 140 390 580 980 69% 

2009/10 
390 490 880 30 50 90 420 540 960 80% 

 Source: The Data Service 2012, Apprenticeship Programme Achievements by Sector Framework Code, Level, Gender and 
Achievements(2002/03) to (2009/2010) 

 
4.6.2 – Modern Apprenticeships in Contact Centres - Scotland 
 
Following a tendering exercise in early 2010, the CFA were awarded the UKCES Contract for 
the future development of the Contact Centre sector.   Given the inheritance of a suite of 
Standards, qualifications and apprenticeships that were seven years old, the CFA carried 
out a total revision of all existing contact centre products, and updated these throughout 
2010 /2011. 
 
The history of this framework, described above, underlined the need to carry out a review 
to up to date the existing Contact Centre Operations Level 3 Modern Apprenticeship for 
employers and learners and to introduce a new Level 2 Contact Centre Operations Modern 
Apprenticeship.   This review has given the CFA the opportunity to work with providers and 
employers and has given them the opportunity to catch up with the new changes to Contact 
Centre NOS and qualifications in Scotland.    
 
Given the interest of major employers and their responses to a CFA consultation it soon 
became apparent that a Level 2 and Level 3 Modern Apprenticeship in Contact Centre 
Operations was desirable.  
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At the time of completing this LMI work there is only one Modern Apprenticeship Framework 
in Contact Centre Operations approved for use in Scotland and this is at Level 3.   However 
a proposal has been submitted to the Modern Apprenticeship Group (MAG) to offer the new 
Level 2 and an updated Level 3 Apprenticeship early this year. 
 
The take up of the Contact Centre Operations Modern Apprenticeship differs significantly 
between the two years shown in Tables 32 and 33 below.   Table 32 shows a total of 54 
starts for the year 2009-10 whereas Table 33 2010-11 shows a total of 12 starts.  These 
figures show a 78 per cent reduction in take up for Contact Centres for the year 2010-11.  
The reasons for this are unclear however there are several possible reasons which could be 
affecting starts in the MA for contact centres e.g. 

 lack of funding (particularly for the 20+ age group) 
 current MA is out of date and does not reflect the skills needed for today’s contact 

centres 
 current MA has not been available through lack of knowledge and publicity 

Therefore crucial to the future success of the Modern Apprenticeship in Scotland is the 
engagement of employers in contact centre apprenticeships.    In particular, the lack of 
publicity regarding the new qualifications and apprenticeships is likely to influence take up, 
therefore the consultation that has taken place had to involve employers and providers 
(who work with an employer base) and a wider publicity campaign will be initiated once the 
MA is approved and ready to be delivered. 
 
 Table 33:  Number of start, leavers, in-training and achievements April 2009 – March 2010 

No of Starts No of 
Leavers 

In Training Achievements Achievements as 
% of all Leavers 

Apr 2009  
Mar 2010 
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Starts and 
Leavers 

27 27 54 12 8 20 22 25 47 9 5 14 75% 63% 70% 

16-19 19 16 35 5 7 12 14 14 28 2 4 6 40% 57% 50% 

20+ 8 11 19 7 1 8 8 11 19 7 1 8 100% 100% 100% 

Source:  Skills Development Scotland, National Training Programmes, 2009-2010 
 
Table 34:  Number of start, leavers, in-training and achievements April 2010 – March 2011 

No of Starts No of Leavers In Training Achievements 
Achievements as % 

of all Leavers   

Apr 2010 
Mar 2011 
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Starts and 
Leavers 5 7 12 24 27 51 5 1 6 20 16 36 83% 59% 71% 

16-19 3 7 10 14 20 34 3 1 4 10 9 19 71% 45% 56% 

20+ 2 0 2 10 7 17 2 0 2 10 7 17 
100
% 

100
% 100% 

Source:  Skills Development Scotland, National Training Programmes, 2010-2011 
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Tables 32 and 33 show that 16-19 year olds have had the highest take up in the Level 3 
MA. The numbers ‘in training’ for both years are very low and in particular the number of 
starts and ‘in training’ for the 20+ age groups is minimal which is of concern, particularly as 
this is the age group that should be taking the Level 3 MA.  In addition employers are now 
seeing the gap in 20+ recruitment due to lack of funding for this age group.  As stated in 
the Alliance Forum Meeting of 6th December 2011 “the 16-19 age group is not attractive to 
employers as they want older experienced candidates”. In terms of contact centre 
candidates this is particularly true for the Level 3 Modern Apprenticeships.   
 
On a positive note, whereas the Customer Service Modern Apprenticeships attract 
significantly more females than males for these apprenticeships, there is a more even 
balance between males and females in the Level 3 Contact Centre Modern Apprenticeship.  
 
4.6.3  Foundation Apprenticeships and Apprenticeships in Contact Centres 

Wales 
 
The aim of this Apprenticeship framework is to provide employers in the public, private and 
not-for-profit sectors with a workforce that has excellent contact centre and customer 
service skills. By developing the knowledge and competencies required, contact centre 
apprentices will be able to contribute to improved operational delivery with increased 
customer satisfaction in the public and not-for profit sectors and attract new customers, 
improve customer loyalty and remain competitive and profitable in the private sector. 
The main objectives are to: 
  
 Increase the supply of people with high levels of communication skills to address the 

skills gaps and shortages found in contact centre organisations. 
 Tap into the skills and talents of a diverse population by providing flexible entry routes 

into a career in contact centres or to use as a springboard to a career in specific sector.  
 Equip individuals with the skills, knowledge and experience needed to provide excellent 

contact centre skills in a range of sectors. 
 Provide apprentices with an opportunity to develop the skills, knowledge and experience 

they need to progress to roles with additional responsibilities and onto further and 
higher education, if they wish to do so. 

 
Two levels of apprenticeship programmes are available in Wales: the Level 2 Foundation 
Apprenticeships and the Level 3 Modern Apprenticeship.   Although there are Level 2 and 3 
Contact Centre Operations Apprenticeships in Wales currently there is a void of information 
regarding their performance.   Contact centres are not currently identified  as a sector or a 
skill area in Wales and due to this there is no statistical/anecdotal or other evidence that 
can measure or analyse the performance and detail of learner activities in the Contact 
Centre Apprenticeships. 
 
However, as contact centres do share similar skill sets with customer service there is data 
that is available that may give some indication of performance in Wales.    
 
In 2007/09 health and social care (17 per cent) was the most popular Apprenticeship in 
Wales, with customer service (9 per cent) as the second most popular Apprenticeship 
programme (tied with Management at 9 per cent). The most popular sectors in Wales differ 
from those in Scotland. In Wales, it is the newer service sector apprenticeships which are 
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most popular; in contrast a strong apprenticeship tradition in the male dominated craft and 
technical occupations is maintained in Scotland10. 
 
The sectoral data for Wales discussed in the table below links customer service to the retail 
sector for apprenticeships whereas in England and Scotland the occupational codes link 
customer service to sales.  In addition, the Wales triennial_review11, June 2011, also 
provides a range of data on apprenticeships12 but in this case lists customer service 
separately from retail as follows - “in 2007 the most popular apprenticeship sectors were 
‘health and social care’ (17% of participation in ‘learning programmes’); followed by 
customer service and management (both 9% of learning programmes) and business 
administration (7%)”13. 
 
The difference within, and between, countries regarding apprenticeship data is a cause for 
concern and makes it difficult to make realistic comparisons between the four UK Nations 
and different data sets within individual Countries.    
 
The table below provides a breakdown by 13 broad sector subject areas being used in 
Wales. In terms of take up in the Level 2 Foundation Apprenticeship, retailing and customer 
service is 7 per cent of the take up whereas in the Level 3 Modern Apprenticeship the take 
up of this area is 23 per cent.   Of the total apprenticeship take up retailing and customer 
service represent 15 per cent of the take up across all sectors.  These findings are 
significantly different to those in other UK countries where the Level 2 Apprenticeships are 
far more prevalent than at Level 3.  
 
However, results regarding male/female take up are the same as in the other three UK 
Countries with 71 per cent of females using the Foundation Apprenticeship and 66 per cent 
of females using the Modern Apprenticeship.   The findings in this study replicate the 
male/female stereotypes of sectors and industries across the UK.  As illustrated the 
dominance of males in traditionally practical male job roles and females in more service job 
roles continues.  However, this trend is different for managers and professionals in Wales 
where the percentage of females to males is twice as high at Level 2 but only marginally 
higher at Level 3.    
 
Table 35: Sector subject breakdown by MA/FA and gender - Wales 

 FA % 
(male) 

% 
 (female) 

FMA % 
(male) 

% 
(female) 

Retailing and customer 
services 

1,230 29 71 4,910 34 66 

Leisure, sport and travel 375 61 39 510 64 36 
Hospitality 670 46 54 2,085 37 63 
Hair and beauty  500 7 93 1,495 9 91 
Health care and public services 4,835 17 83 5,700 13 87 
Media and design  30 17 83 - - - 
Agriculture 155 81 19 305 89 11 
Construction 2,205 99 1 3,215 98 2 

                                         

10 Equality groups and apprenticeships, Alison Fuller and Gayna Davey, 2010 Equality and Human Rights Commission Triennial 
review: education (lifelong learning), page 27 
11 Equality groups and apprenticeships, Alison Fuller and Gayna Davey, 2010 Equality and Human Rights 
Commission Triennial review: education (lifelong learning), page 28 
12 First Release, Further Education, Work-based Learning and Community Learning in Wales Statistics 2007/08 
13 ibid 
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 FA % 
(male) 

% 
 (female) 

FMA % 
(male) 

% 
(female) 

Engineering 2,410 91 9 1,480 91 9 
Manufacturing  95 93 7 2,145 74 26 
Transportation 35 - - 180 97 3 
Management and professional 2,290 39 61 850 45 55 
Business administration 3,185 22 78 3,885 37 69 
Sector unknown/not confirmed 270 98 2 680 85 15 
Total 18,275 46 54 27,410 45 55 
Source: Fuller & Davey (2010), page 29 

 
More recent data14 regarding framework success rates is shown below.  This data is again 
different to previous data as customer service is now linked to retail at sub level 7(a). The 
table is split by sector subject area and programme type and shows the projections for 
apprenticeship success rates in 2010/2011. 

Projected apprenticeship framework success rates for 2010/11 were 79 per cent and 81 per 
cent for Foundation Apprenticeship and Apprenticeship programmes respectively. Overall, 
the projected apprenticeship framework success rate was 80 per cent. The best performing 
sector subject areas for all apprenticeships were Education and Training (89 per cent); 
Retailing and Customer Service (86 per cent); Business, Administration and Law (83 per 
cent); and Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies (83 per cent).   

  
Table 36:  Projected apprenticeship framework success rates, 2010/11 - Wales 

Foundation 
Apprenticeships Apprenticeships All 

Apprenticeships 

Sector Subject Area 
No. Of 
Leavers 
Attaining 

Full 
Framework 

% 

No. Of 
Leavers 
Attaining 

Full 
Framework 

% 

No. Of 
Leavers 
Attaining 

Full 
Framework 

% 

1: Health, Public Services 
and Care 1,720 78% 1,400 79% 3,120 79% 

3: Agriculture, Horticulture 
and Animal Care 45 73% 15 * 60 73% 

4: Engineering and 
Manufacturing Technologies 870 82% 795 85% 1,670 83% 

5: Construction, Planning 
and the Built Environment 770 69% 585 68%   69% 

6: Information and 
Communication Technology  510 80% 190 74% 700 78% 

7: Retail and Commercial 
Enterprise  2,255 82% 795 82% 3,050 82% 

7(a): Retailing and 
Customer Service 1,300 85% 455 87% 1,755 86% 

7(b): Hair and Beauty 365 72% 150 69% 510 71% 
7(c): Hospitality and 

Catering 590 80% 195 81% 780 81% 

8: Leisure, Travel and 
Tourism 135 75% 140 86% 275 80% 

                                         

14 Welsh Government, First Release, Projected Apprenticeship Framework Success Rates, 2010/2011, December 
2011, pages not numbered 
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Foundation 
Apprenticeships Apprenticeships All 

Apprenticeships 

9: Arts, Media and 
Publishing 0 * 0 n/a 0 * 

13: Education and Training 55 93% 290 88% 345 89% 
15: Business, 
Administration and Law  1,015 81% 1,095 85% 2,110 83% 

All subject areas 7,380 79% 5,295 81% 12,675 80% 
Source: Lifelong Learning Wales Record (LLWR) 

 
4.6.4   Foundation Apprenticeships and Apprenticeships in Contact Centres 
Northern Ireland 
 
There are currently two Customer Service Apprenticeships available in Northern Ireland15 a 
Level 2 Foundation Apprenticeship Framework and a Level 3 Modern Apprenticeship 
Framework. 
 
These frameworks specify the standards and the criteria for the delivery of the Level 2 
and/or the Level 3 Apprenticeships training and provision to achieve qualified status within 
the customer service Industry.  Successful completion of the provision will lead to a Level 2 
and/or Level 3 qualification and recognition as a qualified person within the customer 
service sector. 
 
At Level 2 a choice of twelve Level 2 NVQ qualifications are available for the Competence 
Based Element of the Apprenticeship and eight qualifications are available for selection 
amongst the Related Knowledge Element.  At Level 3 a choice of twelve Level 3 NVQ 
qualifications are available for the Competence Based Element of the Modern Apprenticeship 
and seven qualifications are available for selection amongst the Related Knowledge 
Element.   
 

 At Level 2 - the addition of Essential Skills of Application of Number and 
Communication are Mandatory at Level 1. 

 
 At Level 3 - the addition of Essential Skills of Application of Number and 

Communication are Mandatory at Level 2. 
 
Nb:  Currently there are no statistics available regarding the Foundation Apprenticeships 
and Modern Apprenticeships in Northern Ireland. 
 

                                         

15 Department for Employment and Learning, nidirect.gov.uk, Apprenticeships NI Framework, 2011 



5.   UK Overview - Customer handling skills shortages and gaps 

Page 53 of 73 

 

©2012 CFA Contact Centre Operations LMI  

5.1  Customer handling England 
 
In terms of skills shortages and gaps in contact centres, the customer handling skills 
cited in this report represent recent terminology which has grown out of the need for 
identifiable contact centre skills that apply across all sectors.    This terminology has 
been developed spontaneously by statistical bodies and employers in order to give 
recognition to a specific skill set required across all contact centres. 
 
5.1.1 Customer handling skills by occupation - England  
 
The highest percentage of customer handling skills lacking across all occupations is in 
sales and customer service (70 per cent) followed by elementary occupations (57 per 
cent). In terms of sales and customer service occupations other important skills lacking 
are technical and practical skills (59 per cent), oral communication (48 per cent), team 
working (45 per cent) and problem solving (42 per cent).   All of these skills reflect the 
essence of working in a contact centre environment. Most are amongst the softer skills 
that need to be used when dealing with customers either face-to-face or via other 
communication methods. In terms of technical and practical skills these are necessary to 
ensure that the practices and processes of contact centres are in place in order give 
customers a good experience leading to customer satisfaction and loyalty.  
 
Table 37:  Customer handling skills by occupation - England 
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Technical and 
practical  64 48 78 77 62 75 63 59 71 64 

Customer-handling 51 43 41 48 51 33 52 70 29 57 
Team working 50 57 44 49 45 37 55 45 58 57 
Oral communication 46 45 42 42 45 33 48 48 45 52 
Problem solving 46 48 49 49 49 42 46 42 54 42 
Written 
communication 37 39 41 44 45 30 47 29 41 30 

Management 36 77 53 44 29 23 28 20 28 21 
General IT user 28 33 33 32 48 20 27 25 28 16 
Literacy 24 14 17 23 25 20 39 18 36 29 
Office Admin 22 28 23 25 52 12 17 16 17 12 
Numeracy 21 11 16 19 21 19 27 17 35 28 
IT Professional 17 23 22 28 28 10 16 13 12 9 
Foreign languages  13 10 15 11 11 6 13 12 21 16 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 119 

 
This section details the particular skills lacking where skill shortage vacancies existed in 
the sales and customer service occupation. Elementary Occupations have the highest 
level of skills shortages in customer-handling across all occupations (60 per cent) 
followed by the sales and customer service occupation at 56 per cent.  
  
In terms of customer handling skills seven of the nine occupations have mentioned these 
skills as most lacking. 
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Table 38: Customer Handling skills lacking by occupational group - England 
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Un-weighted 
base (SSVs) 5,118 300 1,035 1,098 328 614 585 356 331 440 

Weighted base 
(SSVs) 63,089 3,735 8,303 12,693 4,573 8,908 9,123 5,480 2,908 6,932 

Technical and 
practical skills 62 60 76 55 51 73 60 51 73 59 

Customer-
handling 41 40 37 36 49 28 45 56 24 60 

Problem 
solving 38 39 45 28 39 42 38 41 21 45 

Team working 37 25 31 31 33 41 42 41 26 54 
Oral 
communication 35 27 17 26 46 38 46 49 27 44 

Written 
communication 34 29 19 29 47 39 40 45 22 36 

Management 32 63 29 33 30 37 24 34 11 32 
Literacy 30 30 14 26 39 35 35 41 20 28 
Numeracy 26 23 11 21 40 34 27 31 18 29 
Office Admin 18 19 11 24 40 11 17 22 7 12 
Foreign 
languages 18 11 28 13 17 13 19 19 8 30 

General IT 16 18 9 16 31 13 15 22 9 11 
IT Professional 15 13 13 15 28 10 12 20 6 19 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 84 

 
The top three skills lacking for each of the occupational areas are as follows: 

 Managers 
 Management skills (63 per cent) 
 Technical and practical skills (60 per cent) 
 Customer Handling skills (40 per cent) 
Professionals 
 Technical and practical skills (76 per cent) 
 Problem solving (45 per cent) 
 Customer Handling skills (37 per cent) 
Associate professionals 
 Technical and practical skills (55 per cent) 
 Customer Handling skills (36 per cent) 
 Management (33 per cent) 
Administrative 
 Technical and practical skills (51 per cent) 
 Customer Handling skills (49 per cent) 
 Written Communication (47 per cent) 
Skilled trades 
 Technical and practical skills (73 per cent) 
 Problem solving (42 per cent) 
 Team working (41 per cent) 

Personal services 
 Technical and practical skills (60 per cent) 
 Oral communication (46 per cent) 
 Customer Handling skills (45 per cent) 
Sales and customer service 
 Customer Handling skills (56 per cent) 
 Technical and practical skills (51 per cent) 
 Oral communication (49 per cent) 
Machine operatives 
 Technical and practical skills (73 per cent) 
 Oral communication (27 per cent) 
 Team working (26 per cent) 
Elementary 
 Customer Handling skills (60 per cent) 
 Technical and practical skills (59 per cent) 
 Team working (54 per cent) 
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Technical and practical skills are targeted in each of the nine occupations with six areas 
seeing this as their most important skills lacking.  Skilled trades and machine operatives 
are the only skill areas that do not mention customer handling, however it could be 
argued that problem solving, team working and oral communications are all a major part 
of customer handling and sales and customer service. 
   
5.1.2 Customer handling skills by regions - England  
 
The regional pattern of skills lacking is presented in the table below. London is the region 
with the highest percentage (62 per cent) of skills lacking in customer handling and five 
other regions have this as the highest percentage of skills lacking apart from technical 
and practical skills (64 per cent). 
 
These regions are: 

 North East (55 per cent) 
 Yorkshire and the Humber (54 per cent) 
 South West (51 per cent) 
 West Midlands (47 per cent) 
 South East (45 per cent) 

    
Overall customer handling skills have the second highest percentage rate of all skills 
lacking with 51 per cent.   
   
Table 39: Customer handling skills by Regions - England 
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Un-weighted base 158,7
59 

13,3
76 

10,72
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26,20
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7,68
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16,66
4 

29,09
5 

22,97
5 

21,58
5 

10,45
7 

Weighted base (00s) 1,369 134 93 225 51 156 259 175 168 109 
Technical and 
practical skills 64 63 61 60 56 64 68 66 65 60 

Customer-handling 51 50 46 62 55 51 45 49 47 54 
Team working 50 53 55 59 49 56 42 43 44 51 
Oral communication 46 51 48 27 51 53 37 37 36 49 
Problem solving 46 51 50 53 52 52 38 38 43 46 
Written 
communication 37 42 36 47 40 41 29 31 29 40 

Management 34 33 33 49 37 31 32 29 32 30 
General IT user 28 26 28 32 34 30 25 26 36 25 
Literacy 24 26 23 31 30 29 17 18 21 26 
Office Admin 22 23 22 27 24 26 20 17 20 20 
Numeracy 21 23 22 22 28 26 15 20 20 22 
IT Professional 17 13 13 21 26 16 15 17 25 10 
Foreign languages  13 14 13 28 8 11 7 8 8 9 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 130 

 
5.1.3 Customer handling skills by SSC - England  
 
The table below shows the main skills gaps in customer handling by SSC. Those in red 
indicate where customer handling skills are the highest skills gap across all SSCs. Those 
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in green indicate where customer handling skills are high and second only to Technical 
and practical skills. The SSCs with the highest skills gaps in customer handling are 
People 1st (69 per cent) and Skillsmart retail (63 per cent).   Those in green are SSCs 
who have the highest skills gaps except for Technical and practical skills are as follows: 
 

 People 1st (69 per cent) 
 Financial Skills Partnership (65 per cent) 
 Skillsmart Retail (63 per cent) 
 E-skills UK (59 per cent) 
 Creative and cultural skills (48 per cent) 
 IMI (43 per cent) 

 
Table 40: Customer handling skills gaps by SSC Sector - England 
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Overall 64 51 50 46 46 37 34 28 24 22 21 17 13 
Asset Skills 61 48 45 50 37 50 38 27 27 26 19 18 16 
Cogent 69 40 57 48 54 40 28 34 25 22 31 14 10 
Construction Skills 62 40 43 37 41 37 40 33 15 19 17 18 7 
Creative and 
Cultural Skills 59 48 43 45 42 34 43 33 21 26 19 20 13 

Energy and Utility 
Skills 70 55 64 63 62 66 33 42 43 15 25 20 2 

e-skills UK 71 59 32 55 57 45 51 14 10 20 9 25 29 
Financial Skills 
Partnership 81 65 43 43 39 38 34 35 15 22 14 29 22 

Go Skills 43 71 77 76 69 69 45 62 55 52 52 25 35 
Government Skills 62 64 66 55 49 58 59 42 38 48 25 27 2 
SEMTA 76 32 52 42 55 40 41 37 27 25 26 19 12 
IMI 68 43 32 39 40 28 24 30 24 24 19 17 10 
Improve Ltd 75 19 54 51 52 44 26 32 34 14 38 14 27 
Lantra 75 40 40 37 40 27 26 24 21 19 21 15 8 
Lifelong Learning 
UK 76 38 45 33 39 30 39 43 25 30 22 28 8 

People 1st 59 69 57 51 48 26 33 16 21 14 24 11 17 
Proskills UK 75 32 49 36 54 27 28 30 22 18 29 17 14 
Skills Active 65 62 57 48 44 34 30 22 17 19 17 13 8 
Skillfast-UK 52 42 43 46 36 37 27 27 29 18 32 14 20 
Skillset 66 44 50 51 55 33 57 36 15 29 15 29 9 
Skillsmart Retail 53 63 53 47 44 24 25 19 17 14 16 8 9 
Skills for Care & 
Development 64 50 48 44 51 51 35 35 31 23 20 19 15 

Skills for Health 64 51 55 43 43 41 37 31 32 27 25 21 11 
Skills for Justice 60 45 41 59 59 66 54 38 22 48 17 18 7 
Skills for Logistics 62 42 57 47 49 39 34 30 30 26 25 16 14 
Summit Skills 74 32 33 27 36 28 24 23 18 19 19 17 4 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 125 
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As shown in the table below, overall 51 per cent of all industries show customer handling 
skills as the skills most lacking except for Technical and practical skills where 64 per cent 
of these skills are lacking.  The other industries where the lack of Customer handling 
skills are most predominant are as follows: 

 Hotel and catering (69 per cent) 
 Transport, storage and communication  (58 per cent) 
 Public administration and defence (58 per cent) 
 Retail and wholesale (57 per cent) 

 
Table 41: Customer handling skills gaps by sector - England 
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Overall  64 51 50 46 46 37 34 28 24 22 21 17 13 
Agriculture 73 34 40 38 40 24 27 22 19 15 19 13 9 
Mining and quarrying 77 53 16 17 13 16 17 13 5 53 3 1 - 
Manufacturing 73 29 52 45 53 39 37 35 29 23 30 17 14 
Electricity, gas and water 53 25 53 32 32 43 32 36 9 21 1 1 3 
Construction 68 35 41 34 40 32 31 28 18 19 21 14 6 
Retail and wholesale 57 57 51 45 43 27 26 23 19 18 18 11 10 
Hotels and catering 60 69 58 52 47 25 33 17 22 13 24 12 17 
Transport, storage and 
communication 55 58 67 55 62 53 36 37 37 32 30 18 19 

Financial Intermediation 81 65 43 43 39 38 34 35 15 22 14 29 22 
Business Services 61 47 41 45 42 42 41 29 19 24 14 22 13 
Public administration and 
defence 57 58 54 52 46 49 48 36 24 40 15 19 4 

Education 72 38 48 37 40 34 36 40 30 25 23 27 10 
Health and social work 66 52 51 43 49 44 37 33 32 26 22 21 13 
Other services 67 56 55 51 48 40 39 32 28 18 25 24 9 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 122 

5.1.4 Customer handling skills and upskilling by occupation - England  

Across all occupation types, the skills most likely to need improving or updating were 
technical, practical and job specific skills. Following technical, practical and job specific 
skills: management skills, general IT users, customer-handling, problem solving and 
team working skills were also cited as needing improving or updating.  

Table 42: Customer handling skills and upskilling by occupation 
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Un-weighted 
base 52,119 19,480 4,362 3,348 4,503 5,561 3,051 6,246 2,444 3,124 
Weighted base 
(00s) 937,597 

414, 
256 62,479 50,718 81,603 87,090 51,189 106,057 28,365 55,841 

Technical and 
practical skills 63 56 74 80 57 80 71 60 74 64 
Management 38 45 41 36 32 26 34 39 20 30 
General IT user 37 41 39 37 57 26 29 35 21 23 



5.   UK Overview - Customer handling skills shortages and gaps 

Page 58 of 73 

 

©2012 CFA Contact Centre Operations LMI  

(%) 

O
ve

ra
ll 

M
an

ag
er

s 

Pr
of

es
si

on
al

s 

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 

Pr
of

es
si

on
al

s 

A
dm

in
is

tr
at

iv
e 

S
ki

lle
d 

tr
ad

es
 

Pe
rs

on
al

 
se

rv
ic

es
 

S
al

es
 a

nd
 

C
us

to
m

er
 

S
er

vi
ce

 

M
ac

hi
ne

 
op

er
at

iv
es

 

El
em

en
ta

ry
 

Customer-
handling 37 30 28 35 37 31 48 63 29 57 
Problem 
solving 35 33 33 37 34 36 42 42 33 41 
Team working 35 30 31 31 30 31 54 45 37 54 
Communication 32 27 27 33 34 26 48 45 30 47 
Oral 
communication 27 22 22 25 27 22 42 40 25 43 
IT Professional 24 27 35 33 35 16 13 17 9 11 
Office Admin 23 24 17 17 39 14 18 26 12 15 
Written 
communication 21 18 19 23 23 17 32 24 18 24 
Numeracy 14 12 12 11 14 11 17 17 14 24 
Literacy 13 10 12 12 14 12 22 15 13 21 
Foreign 
languages  11 12 13 8 10 6 11 10 5 12 
Source: UKCES (2010) National Employer Survey for England 2009, page 151 

 
5.2  Customer handling - Scotland 
 
5.2.1 Customer handling and skills shortages - Scotland 

The overall picture of skills lacking for Scottish employers puts customer handling skills 
(64 per cent) as the biggest skill shortage area. This is followed closely by planning and 
organising (62 per cent) and oral communication (62 per cent).  At above 50 per cent all 
other skill shortages except technical and practical are generic skills that are embedded 
in the contact centre and customer service skill area.   Therefore, when talking about 
customer handling skills employers are focusing on the need for these skill shortages in 
customer service and/ or contact centre employment. 
 
Figure 6: Customer handling and skills shortages – Scotland 

 
Source: SESS 2010, page 22 
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SESS, 2010 

5.2.2 Customer handling and skills gaps -Scotland 
 
Skill gaps affect 139,100 (or 6 per cent ) of employees; and 15 per cent of workplaces 
reported at least one employee with a skill gap. The sector that has the highest skill gap 
rate is hotels and restaurants. Skill gaps arise mainly because of weaknesses in softer 
core skills such as planning and organising, customer handling, problem solving and 
team working. Employers are active in their response to skill gaps - most commonly 
providing further training for staff16. 
 
5.2.3 Customer handling skills lacking in skills gaps - Scotland 
 
Planning, organising and problem solving are the skills most lacking when referring to 
skills gaps at 59 per cent and 57 per cent respectively.  Other skill areas that are 50 per 
cent or over are customer handling (51 per cent) and team working (50 per cent). 
 
Figure 7: Customer handling and skills lacking with skills gaps - Scotland 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
The Scottish Employer Skills Survey (SESS) 2010  
 
5.3  Customer handling - Wales 
 
5.3.1 Customer handling skills gaps by sector - Wales  
 
Generic skills are often the main types of skills gaps quoted by sectors in Wales.   In 
particular communication skills, customer handling skills, team working and problem 
solving skills are lacking for the transport/communication, production, wholesale/retail, 
and hotels/catering sectors. 
 
Table 43: Customer handling skills gaps by sector - Wales 

Type of skills gap Most common in 
Communication skills Transport/communication, Production, Wholesale/Retail 
Customer handling skills Hotels/Catering, Wholesale/Retail 
Team working Hotels/Catering, Other Service, Production 
Problem solving skills Construction, Hotels/Catering 
Technical and practical skills Production, Other Services, Construction 

                                         

16 The Scottish Government, Scottish Employer Skills Survey (SESS) 2010, Skills in Scotland , March 2011 
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Type of skills gap Most common in 
General IT user skills Public Admin/Education/Health, Banking/Insurance/Other Financial Services 
Management skills Production, Banking/Insurance/Other Financial, Hotel/Catering 
Literacy Public Admin/Education/Health, Construction 
Using numbers Hotels/Catering, Other Services 
IT professional skills Public Admin/Education/Health, Banking/Insurance/Other Financial Services 
Welsh language skills Public Admin/Education/Health, Hotels/Catering 
Work experience Public Admin/Education/Health, Banking/Insurance/Other Financial Services 
Sales/marketing skills Transport/Communication 
Time management/keeping Hotels/Catering 
Motivation/behaviour Hotels/Catering 
Source: Future Skills Wales (2005), page 65 

 
5.3.2 Customer handling and skills shortages - Wales 
 
As the figure below shows the most important skills sought in skills shortage areas in 
Wales are other technical or practical skills at 52 per cent.  Customer handling skills are 
second to this at 44 per cent. As with previous findings the generic skills associated with 
communication, problem solving and team working also come high in the list of skills 
sought.  These skills are intrinsically linked to customer handling skills and reinforce the 
need for more development within the generic skills areas if individuals are going to 
work in contact centres and/or customer service occupations. 
 
Figure 8:  Customer handling and skills shortages - Wales 

 
Source: Future Skills Wales (2005) 

 
5.3.4 Customer handling and skills lacking by occupational group - Wales 

52 per cent of employers stated that employees lack other technical or practical skills. A 
close examination of these other technical and practical skills by occupation revealed 
that over 10 per cent of staff in each occupational group was lacking a number of skills. 
It should be noted that some of these skills were generic as technical and practical skill 
were defined as ‘skills specific to that job or industry’. For sales and customer service 
occupations the following skills were reported as lacking: 

 Sales and marketing (15 per cent) 
 Customer service/handling (14 per cent) 
 Product knowledge (13 per cent) 

52% 

44% 

43% 

41% 

37% 

30% 

27% 

25% 

17% 

15% 

13% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 
Other technical or  
practical 

Customer-handing 

Communication 

Problem-solving 

Team working 

Literacy  

Management 

Using numbers 

IT Professional 

General IT User 

Welsh language 



5.   UK Overview - Customer handling skills shortages and gaps 

Page 61 of 73 

 

©2012 CFA Contact Centre Operations LMI  

Table 44: Customer handling, technical & practical skills lacking by occupation  - Wales 
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Un-weighted base 293 261 230 204 602 326 825 821 478 
Weighted base 1,627 1,571 1,497 1,354 3,320 2,640 5,107 4,852 2,906 
Product knowledge 7 - - 2 6 - 13 18 4 
IT/computer skills 5 3 14 18 1 17 4 - 6 
Technical procedures 1 7 3 2 1 15 4 - 1 
Trade skills/ building/ 
electrical/ construction - 1 - - 26 1 - - 1 

Equipment handling/ 
training 2 9 11 - 3 3 4 63 11 

Finance /account/  book 
keeping 13 6 11 16 - - 1 - - 

Communication/ 
interpersonal 28 - 1 11 - - 5 1 4 

Further qualifications - 1 6 2 3 18 - - - 
Sales / marketing 7 - - - - - 15 - - 
Customer service / 
handling 2 1 3 - 3 3 14 1 4 

Job specific 3 8 4 2 1 - 6 1 3 
Food/bar/hospitality 2 - - - 3 5 4 1 12 
Training - 8 11 - 1 2 7 3 1 
Software / programming 
/ databases 3 21 1 10 3 1 - 1 2 

Care mechanic / repair 
skills 1 - - - 3 - - 19 - 

other 16 6 9 3 5 3 9 4 13 
Don’t know / no answer 13 4 22 11 17 13 9 12 18 
Source: Future Skills Wales (2005) 

5.4  Customer handling – Northern Ireland 
 
In 2008 there were 723,100 people employed in Northern Ireland, 17,400 vacancies of 
which 5,050 were difficult to fill and 3,100 were skill shortage vacancies.   As illustrated 
in the figure below the largest numbers of reported skills shortage vacancies were for 
sales and customer service with nearly 3,500 identified shortages. 
 
Figure 9:  Customer handling vacancies in skills shortage areas by occupation, 2008 

 
Source: The Northern Ireland Skills Monitoring Survey 2008  Main Report, November 2009 
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5.4.1    Customer handling and skills lacking in skill shortage vacancies – N.I. 
 
Figure 10:  Customer handling and skills lacking in skill shortage vacancies – N.I. 

 
Source: NISM08, page 30 
 
5.4.2    Customer handling and skills gaps – N.I. 
 
As the table below shows, among employers with skill gaps, the most common skills 
reported as lacking are generic skills such as: 
 

 problem solving (60 per cent) 
 customer handling (57 per cent) 
 oral communication (50 per cent)  
 team working skills(47 per cent) 

 
The generic skills identified are all embedded in customer service skills and as such 
represent a high level of customer service skills needed in Northern Ireland. 
 
Of course customer service skills are also complementary to Technical / practical skills 
which are cited as equally lacking by half (50 per cent) of employers reporting skill gaps 
amongst their workforce. 
 
Table 45:  Customer handling and skills gaps by occupation – N.I. 
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Customer-handling 57 43 39 60 59 32 56 69 25 60 
Team working 47 55 30 39 41 36 44 48 47 55 
Oral communication 50 51 42 56 45 27 59 54 44 50 
Problem solving 60 58 52 52 56 59 55 58 49 51 
Written 
communication 34 31 29 39 41 17 39 28 37 26 

Management 36 75 49 38 38 21 18 28 8 14 
General IT user 27 35 38 23 48 14 19 18 22 10 
IT professional 21 29 27 31 34 9 12 10 11 6 
Literacy 21 10 14 11 29 18 17 11 34 21 
Numeracy 17 12 6 5 19 13 9 12 34 21 
Un-weighted 
numbers 1,186 298 71 120 328 176 107 299 115 292 

Source: NISM08, page 56 
In Northern Ireland the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs reported substantial 
evidence which indicates that generic skills are regarded as at least, if not more, 
important for employers as technical or job-specific skills for the 21st century 
workplace17.  
 
The report stressed that employees would be required to acquire a range of generic and 
transferable skills and attitudes as, in most cases, work is becoming less routine with a 
requirement for flexibility, continuous learning and individual initiative and judgment.  
The change in Northern Ireland’s economy is a major reason for this: “Whereas labour 
productivity in manufacturing has been driven by enhanced automation, effective rollout 
of ICT and investment in human capital, services often tend to be customer-facing and 
thus, less amenable to automation or other labour-saving innovations.  
 
The challenge for firms now, is to maintain Ireland’s recent strong productivity 
performance in an environment increasingly dominated by service industries.    In terms 
of Skills Gaps overall, two out of five employers said that their staff needed to improve 
their:  
 

 customer handling skills  
 communication skills  
 technical and practical skills.”  

                                         

17 Tomorrow’s Skills: Towards a National Skills Strategy: 5th Report, Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, 
2007 NI   
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6.1 UK growth in contact centres and employment 
 
6.1.1 Measuring contact centre employment 
 
Measuring the numbers of people employed in UK contact centres presents various 
challenges. The statistics that are available sometimes represent total employment but 
more often are restricted to the numbers of agents or "seats" within contact centres. 
Both measures are valid especially since it is difficult to achieve any precision about non-
agent positions where the contact centre is incorporated into the general operational 
structure of an organisation as opposed to where it is run by an outsourcing organisation 
dedicated to contact centre operations. 
 
A further challenge is presented by the mixture of full-time and part-time employment 
as there are a significant number of part-time posts in the sector.  However, this 
becomes a marginal issue if the statistics are being considered from the point of view of 
skills development as part-time staff are equally likely to have significant skills needs. It 
is also likely that part-time employment in the sector is seen as a progression route by 
many and thus that it is the total number employed that should be of interest here. 
 
In relation to the contact centre sector, various assumptions are commonly made and 
they became accepted wisdom during the most aggressive growth period of the industry 
as customers more commonly experienced the use of contact centres for the first time. 
The most frequently quoted assumptions are that: 
 

 staff turnover is high and very few people stay in the contact centre environment 
for very long 

 contact centre work is extremely repetitive and mechanical requiring little more 
than the ability to follow a script 

 many of the jobs in contact centres are carried out by students on vacation or in 
gap years 

 new graduates use contact centre jobs as a stop-gap whilst waiting to find a 
career path 

 most agent positions are held by women. 
 
It is not appropriate here to analyse or challenge the veracity of these assumptions but 
many of them are challenged by the evidence that appears elsewhere in this report. 
Suffice it to say at this point that employment patterns in the industry present far more 
balance than is represented by these commonly held views and consequently that the 
range of evidence presented should be considered carefully. 
 
It should also be noted that in the rapidly changing world of contact centres there is 
evidence, outlined earlier in this report, that the basis for these assumptions is breaking 
down. 
 
6.1.2 ONS employment evidence 
 
Once again, there are difficulties associated with tracking these changes due to the 
problem of reconciling Government statistics of the ONS with the broader base 
acknowledged by the Industry. In 2004 the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) 
commissioned a study of The UK Contact Centre Industry. Since 2004 trends have been 
tracked using an extensive Industry database by ContactBabel, an independent research 
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agency. The estimates in this section are therefore formed from a combination of these 
sources to provide evidence of very considerable growth patterns that seem set to 
continue in the Industry. 
 
The ONS figures are at odds with industry estimates of growth. As shown in 
Table 46, the ONS report shows a decline in numbers from 2006. One possible 
explanation, if the balance of sector employment has shifted from outsourced contact 
centre services to centres being run in house, is that contact centre employment pattern 
will be reported elsewhere in ONS statistics among separate sectors. Evidence to this 
effect is shown below. 
 
Table 46: Employment growth patterns in contact centres 

Call centre agents and operators 
 Total % Increase / Decrease 
April-June 000s  
2004 93 n/a 
2005 88 -5.4% 
2006 112 27.3% 
2007 104 -7.1% 
2008 96 -7.1% 
2009 84 -12.5% 
2010 100 19.0% 
2011 107 7.0% 
Source: ONS Labour Force Survey, Employment status  April 2004 – 2011 

 
6.1.3 DTI and independent employment evidence 
 
These figures are in marked contrast with the growth pattern reported by the Industry. 
However, this could be explained if they represent only outsourced services and the 
increases can be traced to contact centres run in-house. 
 
The methodology used by ONS involves a household survey in which people are asked to 
name the main business of their employers.  Hence, most people working in, for 
example, a Specsavers contact centre may reply “optical retailing” and most people 
working in a Sky B contact centre may reply “satellite TV services”.  A more reliable 
method of estimating contact centre agent and total employment numbers must 
therefore be found. 
 
ContactBabel is an industry supported organisation representing over 50 per cent of the 
5,650 contact centres in the UK.  It produces annual statistical updates on employment 
growth and many other aspects of the industry as quoted elsewhere in this report.  Its 
authority and integrity is widely recognised by employers and employer associations 
alike and thus provides a valuable source of reliable information. 

6.2 UK contact centres and employment by sector 
 
6.2.1 DTI and independent evidence  

Contact centres are spread across many sectors of the economy. Several sectors have 
been dominant since the early days with retail and distribution, financial services, 
transport and travel and general services most notable. The most reliable measurements 
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are provided by ContactBabel in their report “UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of 
the Industry”. 
 
Table 47: Contact centres by vertical market, end-2011 

Source:  UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 13 
 
These statistics reveal considerable variation between the different sectors as service 
offers, and style and fashion for service delivery change. A further reason for the 
variation is that some sectors have made far greater commitment to off-shoring than 
others. In relation to employment, variations in average size of centre can also make 
these figures misleading but they provide valuable guidance on the number of employers 
involved in contact centres from each economic sector. The pattern of employment 
shows similar variations and is tabulated below drawing once again on the ContactBabel 
reports. 
 
The size of the sector is perhaps more usefully measured by number of employees.  It is 
standard practice to measure a contact centre size by number of agents or "seats".  
However, there are many support and management roles also to be taken into account 
so total jobs are also important as shown below 
 
Table 48: Contact centre employment by vertical market, end-2011 

 
Source:  UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry ContactBabel page 24 
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The table shows that in employment terms the industry is dominated by the six largest 
sectors with the financial services, retail and distribution and communications being 
particularly important.  This mix of sectors also interacts with the location pattern of the 
industry with certain regions dominating employment as shown below. 
 
Table 49: Contact centre employment by region, end 2011 

Source:  UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 28 

 
In regional terms the North-West, the South-East, Scotland, Yorkshire and the West 
Midlands are dominant.  As well as reflecting the preferred choice of particular sectors, 
this distribution is also determined by property and wage costs as they apply to 
industrial regions. 
 
Working with data supplied by industry contributors, ContactBabel provides estimates of 
expected employment levels.  The analysis of forecasted changes by vertical market and 
by region is shown below. 
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Table 50: Forecasted employment changes by vertical market, 2011-2015 

 
Source:  UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 26 
 
Table 51: Forecasted employment changes by region 

 
Source:  UK Contact Centres in 2012: The State of the Industry – ContactBabel page 30 
 
The tables show considerable variations in expected changes by vertical market with 
small reductions in a few cases and large increases in a few others.  Although regional 
variations are less marked, they are still significant.  The importance of these changing 
patterns is that skills profiles which involve both technical sector skills and contact centre 
skills may mean that the contact centre industry experiences very different levels of 
skills shortages and gaps in respect of centres being run for particular industries.   
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6.3 Strategic issues and the future 
 
The focus of industry strategy seems to be moving towards improving technology rather 
than having major concerns about skills issues.  The additional investment for 
technology upgrades and updates asks big questions about the business case for the 
improvements in customer service and competitive advantages that a contact centre can 
bring.  However, it is often difficult to gain recognition at corporate strategy level.  
Because of this the industry has become very preoccupied with measuring and improving 
customer satisfaction. 
 
There is a measurable move towards self-service and the removal of routine transactions 
from agents although progress in this area is somewhat slower than expected.  
Efficiencies in the use of agent time are also being sought through optimising use of the 
agent desktop.  ContactBabel research into plans for technology use in their report “The 
UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers' Guide (9th Edition - 2011)”, page 283, records a 
wide range of technologies used by contact centres and much variation both in what is 
currently in use and what people plan to implement.  There are no notable patterns 
revealed by the data but it provides ample proof of a focus on technology developments 
and significant investment.  The priorities for investment reveal an emphasis on reducing 
costs through VOIP and other telephony solutions and introduction of a greater variety of 
channels or multimedia usage.  These intended developments are joined by increased 
use of CRM or other data management systems to improve the service offer to individual 
customers. 
 
The ContactBabel research also identifies commercial imperatives as the most important 
management priorities for the future.  Improving customer satisfaction, reducing costs 
and increasing revenue are all seen as important areas for action and this has clear 
implications for likely attention to skills and staff development priorities.  Connected with 
this emphasis is a recognition that a significant proportion of contact centre operations is 
linked to failures elsewhere in the organisation and, therefore, that completing a 
feedback loop by taking action to repair broken parts of other systems as a result of 
information gathered during contact centre operations should become more of a routine. 
 
A further development that is viewed with some concern across the industry is the 
increase in regulation, relating to both the contact centre industry and to specific sectors 
that it serves.  This is likely to mean that there will be increased demand for relevant 
training activities to cover changes.  Dealing with complex contacts using multiple 
desktop systems increases the demand for technical training and public sector contact 
centres are under severe pressure to cut costs. 
 
Perhaps the most graphic illustration of how contact centres see the priorities is the 
survey of the importance of industry trends shown in the ContactBabel report. 
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Table 52: The importance of industry trends, by vertical market 

 
Source:  The UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers' Guide (9th Edition - 2011) page 291 
 
Table 53: The importance of industry trends, by contact centre size 

 
Source:  The UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers' Guide (9th Edition - 2011) page 292 
 
The importance attached to improvement of the customer experience is a clear indication 
of the on-going close links between customer service generic skills and contact centre 
operations.  Alongside the many more industry specific and technical skill sets, customer 
service is clearly of great importance for future success in the industry. 
 
Perhaps more surprising in the findings of ContactBabel's survey is that only 56 per cent 
of respondents say that they report broken processes that they discover in the course of 
their customer facing activities.  Indeed, with regard to feedback about marketing 
campaigns, product information or website errors a substantial proportion, some 40 per 
cent, do not use the information gained through the contact centre as improvement 
feedback.  It is anticipated that there will be a growing recognition of the business value 
of information collected in this way. 
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Finally, there is a roughly 50:50 split of those who regard a contact centre as a strategic 
asset and those who see it simply as an operational cost centre.  The proportion of those 
who recognise strategic value is greater in insurance, finance, the public sector, housing, 
outsourcing and utilities.  However, the proportion falls to a mere 20 per cent in retail 
and distribution, transport and travel and services. 
 
Overall, it seems clear that the contact centre industry has matured.  Consequently it is 
possible that future developments will be more evolutionary when compared with the 
large and radical changes of direction experienced from time to time in the past. 
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