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Abstract 
 

Drawing on long-term ethnography and interviews, this paper investigates language work and language 
management in the context of a multilingual call center. It looks at how language issues are managed on a day-
to-day basis, specifically in three areas that have been previously overlooked: i) the recruitment process for 
multilingual agents, ii) how agents are trained in language management, and iii) how their performance on the 
phone in multiple languages is evaluated and monitored. The paper re-examines the value of scripts, particularly 
in relation to knowledge management, challenging the idea that working language fluency on the phone is the 
principal skill required. Rather, the paper demonstrates that successful agents utilize a variety of skills which are 
learned with the help of scripts, concluding that ‘interactive professional’ rather than ‘language worker’ better 
describes the skill set required by agents for this work. 

 
 
1. Introduction 

In the wake of post-industrialization, areas of high unemployment have been the focus of attempts by 
local governments to reintegrate the jobless into call center work. These job sites are typically found in 
former industrial heartlands, such as in Northeastern England, lured by government aid and other 
financial investments intended to revitalize those regions (Richardson and Belt 2001). However, these 
attempts have often failed to maintain a stable workforce, incurring a high turnover rate, which potentially 
reveals an underestimation of what skills and training the job requires. In fact, call centers tend to hire 
primarily from the bottom of the labor pool, with the ability to read and speak fluently from a script being 
the only qualification necessary. Those recruited often do not stay very long in the call center. 
Unfortunately, the research does not talk much about why integration is not successful besides 
mentioning that call centers have a poor reputation among jobseekers (Lindsay and McQuaid 2004). 
These failed attempts at job placement within call centers not only illustrate their perception as the last 
refuge for those without better career options, but also reveal the fact that there are many aspects about 
Western call centers that are not well understood and about which little has been published. 
 
Although call center work has been broadly defined as ‘language work’ by linguists (see Heller 2010), it 
has not been specified which linguistic skills are needed by ‘language workers’. As I will explain later, 
the assumptions seem to be that fluency in a language is the only skill required to work there.  The 
research in this paper is set in the context of a multilingual call center, describing its inner workings, and 
it explores how language issues are managed on a day-to-day basis, specifically, in three areas that have 
been previously overlooked: i) the recruitment process for multilingual agents, ii) how agents are trained 
in language management, and iii) how their performance on the phone in multiple languages is evaluated 
and monitored. By examining these areas, we should have a better understanding of which linguistic skills 
are required in an environment where language issues are most salient. 
 
Research on language management in call centers has been minimal (cf. Alarcón and Heyman 2013:2). 
This paper follows Spolsky’s definition of language management “as the explicit and observable effort by 
someone or some group that has or claims to have authority over the participants in the domain to modify 
their practices or beliefs” (2009:4). In previous studies, important questions around recruitment processes, 
language proficiency tests or evaluation of success in onshore call centers, which are located in the West, 
are often left unanswered, frequently because of the difficulty of conducting ethnographic fieldwork 
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there. To address this gap, this paper draws on ethnographic research conducted for four years through the 
author’s participation-observation in a multilingual call center.  
 
One common area of criticism in previous research focuses on scripts (Cameron 2000a; Mirchandani 
2004; Woydack and Rampton 2016), highlighting the perceived problem of deskilling and dehumanizing 
of agents. This paper re-examines the value of scripts in knowledge management and their importance to 
the day to day operation of the call center, making possible the creation of a specific type of genre work. 
In the researched call center, scripts are used to teach, assess, evaluate and monitor fluency in another 
language. This study not only challenges findings of previous publications that claim calling scripts are 
problematic for agents and prevent any kind of learning, but also the idea that fluency in the working 
language is the principal skill required. Rather, the paper will demonstrate that successful call center 
agents utilize a variety of skills, which are learned with the help of scripts. These skills require them to be 
adept at both interacting with scripts and improvising responses while speaking to their interlocutors.  I 
will suggest that the term ‘interactive professional’ rather than ‘language worker’ better describes the skill 
set required by agents for this work.  
 
To date, call center research on language work and language management has focused more on assessing 
language policy than on communication-related linguistic skills. For example, Alarcón and Heyman stress 
when and how Spanish is used and who is considered/recruited as a Spanish speaker. This paper instead 
focuses on concrete linguistic and interpersonal skills used by call center workers, in particular, working 
with scripts. I will also examine how traditionally rigid labels such as ‘native speaker’ and ‘bilingual’ 
have taken on more fluid definitions in the workplace. As I will show, for example, one can acquire 
‘native speaker’ status merely through having work experience at a call center. 
 
If call center work is understood as language work par excellence, and language itself assumed to 
manifest in all of its functions, as if it were simply electrical current passing through a wire, then such an 
oversimplification misses the true workings inside a call center. The sections below break down many of 
the day-to-day practices ‘on the ground’, including activities that are vital to the operation of multilingual 
call center: recruitment, assessment of linguistic proficiency, and evaluation of on-call performance. 
These will provide some insights into the practical nature of linguistic call center management.  
 
 
2.0 Language workers, scripts and language management in the call center literature 

Around the turn of the millennium, call centers began penetrating the public consciousness and linguists 
turned towards it as a subject of ‘language work’ research (Heller 2003, 2010; Duchêne & Heller 2012).1 
The notion of ‘language work’ as Duchêne describes, is the “increased activity in many areas such as call 
centers where language is central not just as the process but as the product of work” (Duchêne & Heller 
2012: 13).  
 
Underlying most of the literature are two main assumptions, or ‘language ideologies’ (e.g. Woolard 
1998), which are understood here to be beliefs about how language functions in this type of workplace. 
The first is the assumption that fluency in the working language on the phone is a pre-requisite for call 
center work. While agents in onshore call centers in the West are assumed to be L1 (first language) 
speakers and thus fluent in the language they call in, those offshore (in developing countries) are 
generally believed to be L2 (second language) speakers, who must meet strict requirements and undergo 
rigorous training before they are allowed to work (Lockwood 2012). Secondly, researchers believe that 
standardization through scripts is a very negative feature of call center work, marginalizing workers into 
deskilled, replaceable robots within a Neo-Taylorist assembly line. Since managers view language as a 

                                                 
1 Most of the previous debate surrounding language workers has focused on whether language is a commodity 
(McGill 2013; Block 2013). This paper does not weigh in on this debate, which is pinned to philosophical questions 
about what a commodity is. Instead it seeks a different approach by looking at the ethnographic data directly to find 
out what constitutes language work. 
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key tool in call centers, the communication skills of agents become “a selling point” (Duchêne 2009:30) 
which leads to their language becoming regulated and standardized through the use of calling scripts, and 
being monitored in unprecedented ways. Boutet (2012) writes that “beyond being a language profession, 
work in call centers today is mainly characterized by an extreme standardization of vocal productions: 
standardized voices, formatted discourses, and reduction of linguistic variability” (2012:217).  
 
Some authors argue that the verbatim reading of scripts required on the phone removes linguistic agency 
(e.g. Roy 2003:282), supposedly turning script-users into the mouthpieces of companies (e.g. Cameron 
2008: 144, 2000b: 324), ‘phone clones’ (Mirchandani 2004, 359–362, 2012, 86–87), and robotic 
machines. Many studies have argued that scripting ultimately deskills agents and no learning can take 
place when working to a script (Cameron 2000a:91–125; Ritzer 1998:64). As a result, standardization, 
especially in calling scripts, is often the focus of interdisciplinary call center literature (see for a more 
detailed discussion Woydack & Rampton 2016). Moreover, according to Heller and Bell (2012:167), 
there is a contradiction at the heart of the linguistic management policies in the new economy: on the one 
hand valuing the authenticity and legitimacy of fluent speakers, while on the other hand pursuing greater 
Neo-Taylorist standardization through scripts.  
 
In the literature, three studies stand out for their focus on language policy in multilingual call centers: 
Duchêne (2009), Roy (2003) and Alarcón & Heyman (2013). These three studies the language 
management, practices, and beliefs about the languages used for making calls. More specifically, they 
focus on how a formal abstraction of a language, such as Spanish or English, is used, managed, and 
viewed by agents and managers in bilingual/multilingual call centers. These are, as far as I am aware, the 
only studies of bilingual/multilingual call centers. Two of them are ethnographic: Duchêne conducted ten 
days of fieldwork and Roy six months.  
 
Two main themes emerge within this research. The first deals with the role of scripts in the language 
standardization of call center agents and the negative impact this has on them. All three studies emphasize 
that call centers are characterized by Neo-Taylorist standardization. They stress the negative impact 
standardization and especially scripting has on agents, often devaluing their language skills.  Roy, 
drawing on fieldwork in Ontario, Canada, describes how agents who consider themselves French/English 
bilinguals have to undergo a French language test, but many of them do not pass as they do not speak the 
standard variety of French desired by the call center. Those that pass the course still have to follow a 
script to ensure they sound professional and to please their employer. Equally, Alarcón & Heyman (2013) 
describe bilingual call centers on the U.S. border with Mexico where agents do not get additional 
remuneration for their Spanish language skills; rather, their ability to speak Spanish is treated as a “free 
attribute”. They are critical of the usage of scripts and only see them as contributing to the exploitation of 
agents. The authors conclude that “Neo-Taylorist management practices typical of mass market call 
centers” are the culprit (Alarcón & Heyman 2013:18). Key features of these centers are control, high 
turnover of personnel, and little need for training, turning agents into low wage workers whose 
knowledge of Spanish can be exploited essentially for free (Alarcón & Heyman 2013).  
 
The second main theme in this literature centers on legitimacy and authenticity. Roy (2003:269) and 
Alarcón & Heyman note that the “marketplace in the new economy is redefining who is seen as bilingual” 
(Alarcón & Heyman 2013:2). They find that the optimization of work is more important than linguistic 
precision, meaning that agents are often asked to take calls in Spanish or in English or code switch 
although they might not be fully fluent. The call centers also do not dismiss certain accents or a lack of 
accents as illegitimate (2013:13). The authors observe: “Management as much as employees recognize 
that some of these workers do not have sufficient formal competence in Spanish and have a low ability to 
communicate in English” (2013:14). They note:  
 

(…) [the first screening of the calls] can change flexibly between English and Spanish according to 
the instructions that appear on the monitor with each entering call, but always following a script in 
each of the languages. At immediately higher levels [e.g. when calls are transferred to technical 
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support after first screening] not all of the service information is in the form of a script, although 
normally it is for the most recurrent topics. For this, the employee translates freely from/into English, 
producing a continual code-switching without a pre-established guide, flowing between the two 
interlocutors, while consulting an order screen, the telephone menu, or a television screen (2013:13).  

 
Issues of legitimacy and authenticity are further complicated by the fact that they are viewed differently 
by the different parties.  Management in the El Paso call center and its recruiters struggle with language 
assessment because according to a local development officer, they  “do not have a very good idea what is 
Spanish” (2013:17). Agents’ Spanish is not properly assessed and linguistic training for agents does not 
exist (2013:17). On the other hand, Mexican agents, the authors note, consider legitimacy differently from 
their management and look down on their working-class Mexican-American colleagues. Mexican agents 
resent having to take Spanish language tests in the United States to prove their Spanish ability despite 
having Mexican credentials. The authors conclude that legitimacy and authenticity in these bilingual call 
centers is thus achieved through ethnic affiliation, i.e. being Mexican or Mexican-American and their 
fluency in Spanish is ratified through a business or (U.S.) public authority (e.g. a state court). 
 
In the Swiss call center case described by Duchêne (2009), ethnic affiliation - in this case being 
considered a ‘native speaker’ – also indexes legitimacy and authenticity.  Thus, the customer who is 
calling selects through an automatic service (2009:40) in which language he would like to conduct the 
call. Computer software detects the language spoken, then decides which employee will speak to the 
customer. Duchêne writes that the underlying assumption under which the program operates is that a 
native speaker should always be available to maximize efficiency. He notes that the call center manages a 
hierarchy of language skills, managing the preferences of particular countries such as a preference of 
French people to speak with native French speakers while Germans are happy to speak with German 
speakers with accents. Although Duchêne’s case study provides us with some insight into the 
management of call centers, it is also a given that agents are already fluent in the language they take calls 
in. Furthermore, he does not explain how their language proficiency is assessed, the recruitment process, 
or how notions such as bilingual or native are understood. These categories are taken for granted. Finally, 
it is also not clear how success is measured. He leaves the question unanswered whether it is measured 
purely on how many conversations agents have completed or on the quality of those conversations. In the 
third ethnographic study of bilingual call centers in Ontario Canada, Roy’s (2003) finds that the 
Francophone agents’ language skills are not deemed adequate and for this reason they are given scripts. In 
Roy’s view, the very fact that Francophone Canadian agents have to follow scripts even though they are 
fluent French speakers and have to pass a standardized French test, not only devalues the particular 
variety of French that they speak, but also questions their legitimacy.   
  
In summary, these authors look at ‘language policies’ towards specific languages rather than examine the 
specific details of how linguistic ability is assessed, taught, and monitored in the daily practice of call 
center work. Understanding these everyday processes can expand our definition of ‘language work’, and 
provide a better sense of whether the term bears any relevance to the real world demands of this growing 
sector of the new economy.  
 

3.0 The study, methodology and the fieldsite 

The data in this paper were collected as part of an ethnography of a multilingual call center. Methods used 
for this research include participant-observation and interviews with over 70 members of staff (call center 
managers, team leaders, agents, and former agents). I worked at the call center for four years, on the 
phone and as a trainer. In this time, I conducted participant observation for three years as part of my PhD. 
The management had agreed to the research and I informed new agents of my research while working 
with them. The interviews were conducted outside the call center and included consent forms and 
information sheets ratified with King’s College ethics procedure, ensuring informed consent and 
guaranteeing anonymity. Interview questions focused on a variety of topics ranging from their 
backgrounds to their beliefs about call center work, scripts, and monitoring. After the interviews were 
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transcribed, they were coded on NVivo based on themes and crosschecked with the three questions 
examined as part of this paper (see introduction). I did not interview the corporate management. However, 
I did attend many meetings with them and took notes on which I will draw in this paper. The particular 
call center researched, which I shall refer to as ‘Call Central’, is located in London and characterized by 
the fact that it calls on behalf of external clients’ businesses in any language requested. There are around 
60 seats for agents to work from at the site, with the exact number of agents employed at any time varying 
depending on demand. The call center offers any service including customer service surveys, marketing 
and sales for external clients. Comparing it to data released by the Department of Industry and Trade (DTI 
2004) on call centers in the UK, it is typical of call centers in London and the South East of England. 
 
At the time of fieldwork, there were six call center managers and on average 60 agents, of whom six were 
team leaders. The turnover of staff was very high, with 20 new agents starting work every week. Agents’ 
workdays were regulated depending on which time zones they were calling and the time of the business 
quarter. Officially, the only requirement for agents to work there was to be a (native) speaker of another 
language. It is even assured to clients that only native speakers of the target market will call. However, as 
part of my fieldwork, I observed this was often not the case and in interviews agents praised the call 
center for being a “free language course”:   
 
Extract 1  

One of the greatest things about this job is that it gave me the 

opportunity to call in English as well, and I know that my first calls 

weren’t so good. I really think that in the month and a half I improve a 
lot in English.  Now I feel a lot more confident when I call in English. 

(…) it’s like to take a language course in which you are being paid instead 
of paying. (Miguel, agent) 

 
Miguel’s case raises several questions: i) on what criteria do agents like Miguel get recruited if they are 
neither native or fluent?; ii) how are they trained so that they can work on the phone despite their non-
fluency in the working language(s)?; and iii) how are they assessed? I will answer these questions below, 
using Spolsky’s definition of language practices as the “observable behaviors by participants” (2009:4) 
and the choices that they make.  In doing so, I will attempt to explore how ‘language’ is managed, 
practiced and conceptualised, not in the abstract notion of official language policy but as in ‘language 
work’. Let us start by exploring recruitment practices.  
 

4.0 The multilingual call center and its recruitment practices 

The call center faces several recruitment challenges. The first is to hire preferably ‘native speakers’.  
Officially, the call center operates on a ‘native speaker’ only policy, as stated in communication with 
clients and in brochures to prospective clients, although it is not defined by the call center or the client 
who is considered a ‘native speaker’. Certain languages are more in demand than others, and finding 
speakers willing to work in a call center who can speak them proves to be difficult. The second challenge 
is to manage the chronic shortage of multilingual speakers. Ideally, an agent is employed who speaks all 
the languages required per country, which is almost impossible to find. With continuously high targets, 
for example, in the Netherlands and Dutch (Flemish)-speaking regions in Belgium, the call center in 
particular values Dutch (Flemish) speakers. Switzerland is the other country that tends to be targeted a lot 
by the call center. The fact that Switzerland and Belgium are both officially multilingual complicates the 
calling and recruitment process. Lastly, the call center, which on average deals in 20 different languages, 
struggles to assess the language proficiency of all its employees. It often resolves these issues by working 
with what is known as a ‘language agency.’ 
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Recruiting through a language agency 
 
With approximately 60 per cent of agents coming from a language agency, there is a good chance that a 
new agent will have been recruited externally. In this case, the call center will have to pay £15 an hour on 
top of the normal wages to employ him/her, thus making it a costly affair. At the same time, the call 
center constantly needs foreign language speakers at very short notice. In other words, despite the cost 
involved, it is often easiest to rely on language agencies, which have an army of foreign language 
speakers who are passed around London’s call centers. Another advantage is that the agency will have 
asked the applicants to come to their office to complete a written and spoken language test to ensure they 
are indeed intermediate/fluent/native in the language(s) claimed. The call center does not have the same 
capabilities as language agencies to carry out language tests.  
 
Agency callers are more expensive for the call center to employ, so they will also be the first to be let go 
if there is insufficient work, unless they perform exceptionally well. Agency-hired callers increase the 
cost of a campaign, so these agents need to meet higher targets. Whether an agent has been employed 
externally or directly thus has more direct bearing on his/her profitability to the organization than his/her 
individual background or skills. There is, however, a final means for the call center to get around the 
shortage issue and the expensive language agencies. 
 

Recruiting directly online and upskilling speakers with a calling script  
 

The document below is a typical advertisement that the call center placed online to recruit European 
language speakers.  

 

Figure 1 Generic job advertisement used for the recruitment of new agents (European languages)  

 
 
This job advertisement shows that the call center management distinguishes between work experience 
(e.g. IT or call center) and language knowledge requirements, with the former being desirable but the 
latter being mandatory. Thus, according to the advertisement, the only requirement agents need to fulfill 
is specific knowledge of a European language. Noticeably, the advertisement does not clarify what level 
of proficiency applicants must possess in those languages. Nor does it specify whether new agents merely 
need oral skills in the specific language or should be literate as well. 
 
Most agents hired directly are recruited on the basis of being ‘native speakers’. Many of these new agents 
might have beginner or intermediate knowledge of another language(s), besides the one they were 
originally hired for, which the managers will be aware of from their CVs. If the opportunity arises, for 
instance, at the end of quarter or when it would otherwise be too expensive to hire people, new agents 
may be then asked to call in the other language they speak as ‘semi-fluent’ speakers with the aid of a 
translated script.  
 

 

	

Experience:  

Business to Customer telephone experiences with a basic IT and/or business knowledge is desirable.  
Business to Business telephone experience with a solid understanding of IT and/or business knowledge is 
desirable.  
You should be target driven, and have the ability to converse confidently at decision-maker level, have an 
excellent telephone manner, be customer focused, and have a good sense of humour.  
 
Languages:  

We currently require new agents with the following European languages: English, Finnish, Norwegian, 
Swedish, Danish, Russian, Polish, German, Dutch, Flemish, French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese.  
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Agents often agree to this for several reasons. The majority of agents are highly skilled. One group are 
recent post-graduates looking for their first professional job. Others have recently immigrated to the UK 
where they find that their previous professional qualifications and work experience are not recognized. 
Their limited English skills might also be a hindrance to finding work in their previous career. As 
mentioned, many informants explained that the call center helped them improve their English (and other 
language skills). Tina, a native Mandarin speaker, joined the call center with low English skills, like 
Miguel (Extract 1). Since the call center has very few campaigns in Mandarin, the position presented an 
opportunity for her to improve and practice her English.  In retrospect, she concluded “I improved a lot on 
my oral English, just because of the job, and I think that one year it has [been] very valuable for me, yes”.  
 
Agents like Miguel and Tina are not allowed to call on all campaigns. Out of the different kinds of 
campaigns, the low-end ones, so called ‘engagement campaigns,’ tend to be the most standardized and 
script-based and consequently semi-fluent speakers like Miguel and Tina are able to call on them. 
Conversely, on high-end campaigns, agents will be expected to have in-depth technical conversations, 
improvise and talk ‘off the scripts’, thus semi-fluent speakers are excluded from them. On certain high-
end campaigns, however, exceptions are occasionally made if the call center cannot find a ‘native’ 
speaker, but the client cannot know this.  
 
Overall, we have seen that the corporate management desires ‘native speakers’ only. The call center 
management itself is more flexible though, advocating preferential native speaker recruitment if possible, 
but not always. The linguistic practices on the ground reflects the fact that the operation is geared towards 
profitability, with the native policy often having to be abolished for practical reasons because it relies on 
supply and demand from various recruitment sources, such as language agencies. Both agents and call 
center managers believe that agents can learn and succeed on the phone independent of their current 
language level. Otherwise, agents would not be asked to call. At the same time, the call center managers 
appear to have faith in labels such as ‘native’ since they consider assessing proficiency challenging. Let 
us explore how proficiency is tested and measured then.  
 

 

5. The difficulty of labeling and assessing linguistic proficiency  

In the previous section, we saw how call centers desire to hire native speakers where possible, but will 
often hire agents who are less than fluent and can only call with the aid of scripts. Two questions emerge. 
How is proficiency assessed? How are traditional labels such as ‘native speaker’ and ‘bilingual’ used and 
defined?  Coulmas defines ‘nativeness’ in the following way: “the speakers are citizens of the nation state 
where the target language is the national language and the target language was acquired in early infancy 
in conjunction with primary socialization in a monolingual environment” (cf. Coulmas 1981: 4, cited in 
Fraurud and Boyd 2011). Based on my participant observation in the call center, anyone is considered 
fluent who has lived in or has a passport from a country where the target language is spoken as an official 
language (e.g. English in India). ‘Native’ is also often used as a synonym for ‘fluent.’ The call center 
managers hardly ever know the other languages (such as Spanish, German, French) that agents call in, of 
which in total number around twenty at a time on average, and are not able to look at other factors beyond 
nationality or where they have lived in order to assess language proficiency. 
 
As noted above, call centers rely heavily on scripts for several reasons. In many cases, the use of scripts 
resolves many of the problems in determining a standard of fluency that managers are ill-equipped to 
assess. The call center managers need some kind of benchmark for fluency which scripts can provide. 
Managers leave it to those they consider to be ‘native’ to translate the original script into their native 
language. 
 
During my fieldwork, I have also often noticed a general assumption on behalf of the call center 
management that ‘native’ speakers should be able to do anything, as if they had superpowers. Pennycook 
noted the common perception of native speakers as having “a high level of proficiency in all domains” 
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(Pennycook 1994:176) and that because of their “complete and possible innate competence” (Pennycook 
1994:175),  they are well-received by the people they contact over the phone. Furthermore, call center 
management expects ‘native’ speakers to easily translate scripts into their native language, despite the 
‘natives’ saying to me they are not always familiar with the various domains of their L1, such as when 
highly technical terminology is being used.  
 
During my interviews, agents who work in their ‘native tongue’ and meet Coulmas’ definition, talked 
about the difficulties they faced when translating scripts into their native language. For instance, Beatrice, 
a Galician, who has always called in English, told me she is not sure whether she could do this in her 
mother tongue (Spanish).  
 
Extract 2 

When I start[ed] here I was thinking I couldn’t do this in Spanish (…) it’s 
like it would take me ages to do anything in Spanish. (Beatrice, current agent) 

 

Agents such as Yasmin, a Belgian caller, discussed the difficulty in adapting scripts written in one 
language into a different culture. The importance of knowing the cultural norms of the target market when 
translating a script during the interview is also a challenge:  
 
Extract 3 

You cannot translate literally from one language to another (…) It really 
depend [sic] on the market. I mean French market you have to be formal. You 

have to start with ‘Mr…’ and cannot say ‘Hi, Hi Peter, how are you today?’ 
In the British market, it’s different because they are informal. (…) (Yasmin, 
agent) 

Call center management is aware of this problem and provides some tips to agents in the form of handouts 
for specific countries. In this way, it is thought that sociolinguistic competence can be standardized and 
made accessible through training sheets. Several agents further pointed out that the scripts provided 
examples of correct grammar which helped them improve not only their grasp of the language but also of 
grammatical structure. For instance, Nicole said the following about her German:  
 
Extract 4 

 

It [the script] has been very helpful (…) I understand a lot of German but 
I can’t get the grammar perfect. (…) I’m very communicative, you know, I’m 
just talking blah-blah-blah-blah-blah but… make loads of mistakes and 
people are laughing at the end of the line but, still the message is going 

through and I think the script has been very helpful for me (…). (…) I’m 
improving my German (…). (Nicole, agent)  

 
Furthermore, agents such as Nicole reported that once they had applied for jobs outside the call center 
industry and had written in their CV that they worked in another language at a call center, they were 
considered ‘native’ and ‘fluent’ speakers in their new jobs. In my sample, I can point to at least twenty 
people with similar experiences. In these cases, the assumption by external recruiters that call center 
agents are always fluent in the working language thus works in their favor.  
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Finally, in interviews with team leaders and agents, I asked whether they thought nativeness would make 
a difference in their performance.  According to them, this is not the key to success: 
 
Extract 5 

There are certain people (…) who are well spoken who speak calmly smoothly 
and they will just get no interest whatsoever (…) [and then there are other 
people with] the posh accent (…) trying everything (…) but they do not 
manage and then the next person with very poor English (…) they will 
mispronounce half the words and they’ll still achieve the goal. (David, agent) 

 Extract 6 

Having seen people achieve results from all different genders, all 

different backgrounds and all different ages, I think now possibly from 

pure practical experience, maybe it [nativeness] is not important. (Gavin, 
team leader) 
 

Extract 7 

[Nativeness does not matter] I think it’s just to do with being a natural 
speaker, that helps. I’m not talking about being a good public speaker 
because you are behind a phone, but certain people [are] good at words (…). 
(Miguel, agent)  

 
When it comes to linguistic practices on the ground, we see that call center managers and team leaders 
disregard corporate management’s notion that native speakers are the best callers as they are also the most 
fluent. They instead believe that neither fluency nor nativeness is a guarantee for success. Moreover, these 
terms are used much more flexibly on the call center floor. Thus, if fluency and language proficiency are 
not the key criteria, how is success and failure assessed in the call center?  
 

 

6.0 Monitoring and assessing success and failure 

Having discussed the multilingual side of call center work for now, let us explore the interactive skills 
which are considered more important than fluency for call center agents.  
 
In order to explain how the success of agents is measured, we must first examine how agents are trained. 
For most agents, training consists of half a day only. It is during training that they first become acquainted 
with a version of the script which I shall refer to as the ‘master script’. The subsequent monitoring and 
evaluation of agents on the phone and the corresponding framework on which this is based are derived 
from the master script, which is a typed and printed document provided by the client. Any further changes 
to the script cannot be typed and must instead be written by hand or made orally. During training, the 
entire master script is read aloud to agents, and the team leaders make clear what the key points are that 
need to be stressed on the phone. These are i) the reasons for the call, ii) whom they are targeting, and iii) 
the benefits (of the material they are asking to send out to the people they call). 
 
How do team leaders cover this material? The first step is to make a few general comments about the 
client and the campaign, and more importantly, the master script itself. While the structure of the master 
script itself cannot be modified, agents are encouraged to personalize the wording of the sections, 
especially one section, the pitch, either by rewriting it by hand or orally while still mentioning the key 
points.  
 
Most new agents start off on an engagement campaign. Engagement scripts are good for beginners as they 
are brief and their language is not very technical. Once the campaign managers deem them able to do so, 
agents will be trained in a strategy that is used for more high-end campaigns, referred to as the 
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consultative approach. Before explaining what personalization and consultation refers to, let us see how 
these strategies are monitored by the management. 
 
There are two types of monitoring: qualitative and quantitative. Quantitative monitoring measures how 
many calls agents make and how many leads they obtain. In this hypothetical example, team leaders and 
call center managers will have an idea that a call containing a lead should last around three minutes. They 
will then compare an agent’s calls to those statistics. If a call lasts only one minute, there is most likely 
something wrong with the technique employed. Quantitative statistics such as this are widely employed.   
 
In order to do qualitative monitoring, team leaders will need to listen to calls in order to make sure the 
structure of the script is adhered to, covering each of the following sections: (1) introduction to the 
gatekeeper, (2) handling potential objections, (3) objection handling (continued), (4) introducing 
themselves to the contact, (5) introduction of the client, (6) the pitch, (7) confirming the details, (8) and 
ending the call. 
 
 
Figure  2 The script as a skeleton or scaffolding  
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The key sections of the scripts are the two campaign sections: ‘the pitch’ and ‘introduction of the client’, 
the external company that hired the call center to conduct the campaign. The information from these two 
sections is vital and must be mentioned during the call. The call center monitor will listen to determine 
whether the agent mentions all the sections and key points.  
 
Imagining the master script as a skeleton makes it possible to claim that agents’ calls can be monitored 
even if they are speaking another language. Former team leader Piia explains:  
 
 
Extract 8 

I don’t know any Arabic, but when I listened to calls in Arabic, I could 
tell whether agents followed the script because of their intonation. 

(Piia, former team leader) 

It is important for agents to both follow the script outline and to personalize the script. Success and failure 
is not based on a verbatim repetition of scripts as often assumed, but on a set of interactive competencies, 
such as personalization. Agents need to learn how to utilize the script and interact with the person on the 
phone in order to make it seem like they are the authors of their own spoken words. These skills are first 
introduced during training but require practical experience on the call center floor to fully develop. 
During the initial training, team leaders will share their own personal strategies on how to personalize the 
script for each campaign.  
 

 

Learning personalization  
 

Siiri and Gavin, two team leaders, explain what personalization means to them.  For Siiri,  

 

Extract 9 

It’s not about changing the script, I think it’s more about using the key 
elements in the script and making it sound like you (…) I rewrite it [the 
pitch]. I mean the scripts are good but they sound like someone else, (…) 
whatever you write down, just make it sound like you’re interested. (Siiri, team 
leader)  

Gavin takes a similar approach:  
 
Extract 10 

(..) I see what’s on the page and after a few calls I know what needs to be 
said and what doesn’t. (…) I use ‘we’ a lot (…) I’ll drop in, ‘Yeah, we’ve 
just put this together’, but I do it very casually so it sounds… even 
though I say I’m calling ‘on behalf of’ it then sounds like I’m part of… 
they can’t picture me, say, in a call center calling them. (Gavin, team leader)  

When it comes to training the agents, team leaders advise them to make their hand-written changes to the 
pitch prior to calling. After a few calls and feedback, additional hand-written notes will be added to the 
script and as a result, agents’ personal versions are likely to be unique.  
 
The majority of agents stress that none of their modifications to the script affect its main content (the 
skeleton or scaffolding).  As Anand explains: 
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Extract 11 

The content [of the script] can’t be changed; (…) but the expression of the 
content, the packaging, the communication, the style, that we can change. 

(Anand, agent)  

For his part, Miguel stresses that one must be selective:  

 

Extract 12 

The script is like the tiny [training] wheels on a bicycle (…) you need to 
know when to let it go. (…) it’s even like a love letter. If you read a 
love letter to someone, it sounds silly, so you need to maybe read a little 

bit, take part of them, and then make a speech about that (…). I think 
scripts are good because it gives you like a base (…). (Miguel, agent) 

Similar to jazz musicians who “extemporize new melodies” (Johnson-Laird 2002:416), agents improvise 
within the script outline.  When asked how they succeed in personalizing while adhering to the outline 
and content of the script, callers cite three factors: i) performance-driven adaptation, ii) responsiveness, 
and iii) self-presentation. 
 
Performance-driven adaptation: Several agents point out that they listen to and copy successful 
coworkers and that this may then lead to further changes of their version(s) of the script. Nevertheless, 
although agent Tina told me that she mimics others, she still claims to do it “her way”. 
 

Team leaders also like to place new agents next to experienced ones calling in the same language. Again, 
agents mention asking high achievers for their script. Sometimes, during the course of the campaign, there 
will also be debriefings when feedback is given about what works and what does not.  
 
As Kadeem says: 
 
Extract 13 

I change [the script] a little bit just to see what the reaction is (…). 
…Feedback’s very important on how to improve scripts all the time. (…) You 
could say [a script is] a ‘work in progress’. (Kadeem, agent) 

 
Responsiveness: Most callers state that the other person’s reaction guides deviations from the script.  
Agent David confirms this:  
 

Extract 14 

I don’t think that conversations (…) go along the lines of I say this, you 
say that. (…) Every script has to have some sort of leniency … if this 
person says this, obviously you will have to react differently and say 

different stuff. (David, agent)   

Personalization of the calling scripts entails projecting a certain image and building rapport with the other 
person.  Agent Rabeya explains:  
 
Extract 15 

I think you have to be a people person, you have to be talkative, 

communicate (…) you have to speak to them as if you are speaking to a 
colleague (…). (Rabeya, agent)  
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Rabeya adds that ‘mirroring’ is not only a way to convey to the other person that one is an individual, but 
also a means to accommodate him/her and to be empathetic.  
 
Agents (who are not always fluent) must be properly prepared to diffuse any possible objections or 
hostility they may encounter on the phone. During training, agents are armed with ‘self-defense’ 
strategies that include politeness formulas, which are pre-determined sets of phrases and expressions from 
which they can pick and adapt in order to complement the script. 
 
Team leaders and campaign managers encourage and rely on agents adopting strategies to make them 
more responsive and successful. These examples show how agents learn to interact with their calling 
script and stop seeing it as a static text but instead as a guide from which they are allowed to improvise 
(see Woydack 2014).  
 
Self-representation: Besides projecting themselves as friendly, empathetic, good listeners, poetic and 
funny, agents say they draw on and take advantage of language ideologies and stereotypes to portray a 
degree of authenticity. One of these is the perceived superiority of English and of London, as birthplace 
and guardian of this global language2. As Miguel, who often calls in English to foreign countries, 
explains: 
 
Extract 16 

If you are calling to South Africa or to Asia and you are calling in 

English and [from] London, you are making an impact because in their 

imagination (…) you are sophisticated. (…).  (Miguel, current agent) 

Similarly, team leader Gavin comments: 

 

Extract 17 

[When I call the Middle East and say I call from London they say] ‘Ooh, 
this is a guy calling from England; this must be important’. (Gavin, team leader)
  

Others stress the need to attend to cultural knowledge of the specific countries/regions. Merely speaking 
the same language does not mean having the same culture. In the call center, teams are often formed 
based on languages rather than countries. Other callers assert that adding country-specific jokes to the 
script helps. Yasmin, a Belgian agent, says: 
 
Extract 18 

[When Calling France] I know they like to laugh about Belgium, they say 

you’re Belgian so… because I have so many jokes about Belgians, I will 
break this coldness (…). (Yasmin, agent)  

Another agent, Roberto, relies on self-deprecating jokes and stereotypes. His ability to do this, like 
Yasmin’s, suggests that he is not just fluent in working with the script, but also comfortable with 
presenting himself on the phone. In this case, in a humorous and ironic way.  
 
Extract 19 

…the guy with the Italian accent, Roberto, half the time I don’t understand 
a thing he says, but he talks to the managers for ages. They are interested 

in talking to him just because he is so funny.  ’My name is Provezano’ (…) 
it’s just sounds like the mafia films. (David, agent)  

                                                 
2 In other countries, the opposite might be the case and calling in English is avoided at all costs.  
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Accents can help portray a sense of authenticity and help agents reach their targets.  As Akash notes: 
 
Extract 20 

I love talking to Indian people, they are my people, you know, I do 

understand what they think when you talk (…).(Akash, agent) 
 

Agents try to sound ‘authentic’ to demonstrate that they are really locals. They do this in a variety of 
ways. They might adopt a local dialect or a posh accent (cf. Woydack 2014).  
 
Alex asserts that British people like being called by someone who sounds British. 
 

Extract 21 
I think what made him [a British agent] really successful, he sounded very 

British. (…) it’s like (…) walking into a pub and you have an oriental 
person serve you, it’s not the same. If you walk into a Chinese restaurant 
and you have an Indian making your food it’s not the same; you want 
authenticity. (Alex, agent)  

 
The call center is more concerned with agents reaching a certain target per day so they can make a profit . 
They monitor and assess how well the agents interact with the scripts and present themselves. Calls are 
often short and call targets high, so there is not much time for anything else. If agents leave out key parts 
of the script, they may be fired. Personalization is, however, considered a competence that can be 
measured and improved. 
 
 
Learning the consultative approach  
Similar to the personalization strategy, using the consultative approach requires more skills than simply 
reading from a script verbatim. Only agents who are considered good at personalization and fluent in the 
language of the target market are trained in the consultative method. This strategy is reserved for high-end 
campaigns, where the scripts are long, contain a great deal of information, and include many questions.   
 
Whereas personalization focuses on the agents’ individual preferences and needs and mostly entails 
interacting with the script and presentation of the self, the consultative approach is conversational. Gavin, 
who is considered the expert in the call center on consultative calling, describes it the following way:  
 
Extract 22 

The consultative approach (…) is far more about them than it is about us. I 
find with engagement [scripts] it’s all about us really. The consultative 
approach (…) is like, ‘What problems have you got at the moment? What 
issues are you having?’ (…) we need guys that can sit on the phone for a 
quarter of an hour, 20 minutes. It’s going to be far more knowledge based, 
for the agent. (…). It’s (…) far more (…) having a conversation. (Gavin, team 
leader) 

 
Using this method, the agent is free either to integrate questions into the eight sections of the already 
personalized master script or to ask them after the script’s basic elements have been covered.  Gavin 
asserts that there are three different components of every call: the tone, flow, and content of the 
conversation.  
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Extract 23 

Regardless of what the information is, it has to be put in an engaging way. 

(…) I’ll change sentences, and I’ll lynchpin it around the information that 
matters.  I’ll never do the same every time. (…). I just mirror really, 
that’s what I tend to do (…) You should always dictate where it 
[conversation] is going but let them dictate the tone….” (Gavin, team leader)  

 
For an agent to respond to the tone and flow, listening is critical. 
 
Extract 24 

Listening is a massively important skill and not just to what they’re 
saying but how they’re saying it. That’s all we have. (Gavin, team leader) 

Team leader Ada agrees: 

 

Extract 25 

[For the consultative approach] you should be a good listener (…), because 
(…) you can put something, other pointers in the remarks, (…) information 
that the client might find very useful. (Ada, team leader)  

Gavin’s and Ada’s comments suggest that agents learn global and selective listening as part of working 
the phone. Agents also need to take notes while on the phone. These notes are supposed to summarize 
what the other person said, so-called ‘lead remarks’ and any keywords mentioned by them. Notes can 
then be analyzed by campaign managers and subsequently passed on to the client. There is a lot of 
pressure to produce quality notes to justify for the client the high costs involved. It is also for this reason 
that only agents working on high-end campaigns are trained on this approach. On the whole, the strategy 

is supposed to teach them how to focus the conversation on the other person rather than focus on the 

script. The ideal technique occurs when one cannot even distinguish that agents are working off a script.    
 
The success of these strategies, including the consultative approach, should be evident from information 
that agents insert summarizing the conversation. If something indicates that their strategy is not working, 
the call monitor downstairs has to investigate where agents are going wrong. Continued failure results in 
agents getting fired.  
 

To summarize, agents are aware of the need to manage the reactions of the people they talk to and of 
themselves. They must adapt their tone of voice and register to the person they talk to on the phone.  In 
face-to-face communication, one can deduce much from body language.  Agents do not have these visual 
cues available to them on the phone. These are skills that take time to develop and are not innate. 
Corporate management desires agents to follow a script verbatim. The linguistic practices on the ground 
show that the call center management and agents do not follow the script verbatim but rather are trained 
how to work with the script. Agents, call center managers, and team leaders personalize and improvise 
scripts. So where does this leave us?  

 

 

7. Conclusion  

This paper started out by drawing on ethnographic data to challenge the fluency assumption about 
language work within multilingual call centers. By doing this, it challenged the notion that call center 
work is language work. Moreover, it countered negative assumptions about the low level of skills 
required for call center work.   
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In response to the three questions posed at the beginning of this paper, we can summarize the following. 
The recruitment process centers on supply and demand. Call centers recruit from a variety of sources, 
including language agencies. For the languages in high demand, fluency of the agents is often a secondary 
consideration. Regarding the question of training, agents learn to work with the script on the job. They are 
taught script fluency and interaction with the script through two strategies. The first one is personalization 
to help new agents become comfortable with the script and presenting themselves. The second one is for 
advanced agents and is supposed to teach them how to focus the conversation on the other person rather 
than focus on the script. Regarding the third question, we have seen that ‘nativeness’ is often used as a 
synonym for ‘fluency.’  Ultimately, however, call centers are for-profit businesses more concerned with 
each agent reaching a given target than his or her level of fluency. 
 
More generally, this paper has shown that agents acquire new skills and expertise by working at a call 
center. Parts of these new competencies include ‘script fluency’ and often improved fluency in the 
language they are calling in. I also showed that although the call center and its management is 
underpinned by scripts and does use them to some extent for measuring success, ‘script fluency’ is not 
easy to measure and must be acquired over time. Agents learn and become versed in improvising around a 
script.  Contrary to popular belief, my study shows that agents are often not fluent in the language they 
call in.  
 
How does this compare with the other bilingual studies presented previously?  There is some overlap with 
Alarcón & Heyman’s study. The call centers they studied in El Paso, Texas were very permissive of 
accents, as was the call center in London. They also found that the El Paso agents were not always fluent 
in the language they took calls in, like their London counterparts. There are also similarities when it 
comes to the use of scripts. In general, Alarcón & Heyman found that the easy, standardized campaigns 
are very script-based, but campaigns become less script-focused for higher level campaigns.  I found the 
same to be true in London.  Similarly, Alarcón & Heyman found management in the El Paso call center 
struggling to assess agents’ linguistic ability. The authors further make note of the fact that linguistic 
training for agents does not exist (2013:17) and that agents’ Spanish is not properly assessed. Those 
findings are similar to the call center case study presented here.   
 
An important difference between our findings is that Alarcón & Heyman (2013) argue that “bilingualism 
is used in the labor market as a sign of cheap and flexible labor, rather than as economically and socially 
valued skill” (2013:1). My study found that agents in London use scripts to improve their language skills 
which in many cases led to successfully finding better remunerated employment outside the call center 
industry, demonstrating that call centers can function as language training opportunities.  Similarly, in a 
survey of Canadian call centers, Buchanan & Koch-Schulte (2000) observe that newly arrived immigrants 
to Canada often work in call centers in Toronto to improve their English before moving on to other jobs. 
Thus it can be said that bilingual/multilingual call centers are not always the dead end career-killers as has 
been suggested, but maybe there are other factors to consider such as the relative educational levels of the 
labor market.  
 
Finally, I have shown that it is incorrect to conclude that agents need only language to be successful.  
Rather, they need a particular kind of ‘script fluency’ to succeed.  They need to employ personalization 
and the consultative approach. As Cameron (2000a:116) notes, people will often be ruder on the phone 
than they would ever be in person, and successful agents learn techniques to overcome such challenges.  I 
argued that calling them ‘language worker’ obscures what their work actually entails and which skills 
they have, and what is involved in being a successful call center worker.  I believe ‘interactive 
professional’ better describes what they do.  
 
By focusing on a call center where fluency is not a prerequisite, this account refutes the notion that call 
center work is just ‘language work’. On first sight, call center work may appear low-skilled but in fact, by 
looking beyond common assumptions, this study shows that calling scripts can help call center workers 
reach fluency and are also a tool for them to develop new skills given enough time, training, and 
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experience. By homing in on the variety of skills required for this kind of work this paper aims to remove 
the stigma that surrounds it (cf. Woydack 2017).  
 

------------------- 
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