
KEY WORDS

Work-related stress; psychosocial risk; call centre

PAROLE CHIAVE

Stress lavoro-correlato; rischio psicosociale; call centre

SUMMARY

Background: Following EU requirements, in recent years standard procedures for the assessment of work-related
stress have been developed in Italy. However, while such standardization has facilitated the spread and use of these
procedures, it has brought a lack of specificity in risk assessment. Objectives: To exemplify a method for the assess-
ment of work-related stress that was developed by the University of Milan to allow the definition of risk profiles
tailored to the different organizational settings. Methods: We examined risk factors for work-related stress in call
centre operators employed by two separate Italian companies. At an early stage of the assessment procedure, we con-
ducted a wide series of consultation and training activities that allowed the identification of context-specific risk
factors and homogeneous groups, which fuelled the preparation of both the “objective” and the “subjective” evaluation
instruments. Results: Results obtained by means of the standardized “Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire“
and “Job Content Questionnaire”, interpreted in the light of consultations with key organizational figures and in-
dividual interviews with employees, have allowed the detection of different risk profiles and priorities for interven-
tion at both the group and the organizational levels. Conclusions: Findings demonstrated the existence of both
common and specific risk factors in the two companies, which would have remained undetected with the exclusive
use of standardized approaches.

RIASSUNTO

«Specificità di contenuto nella valutazione del rischio lavorativo psicosociale: studio empirico sui lavoratori
italiani di call centre. Introduzione: Seguendo modelli europei di buone prassi, in Italia sono stati proposte delle
procedure standard di valutazione dello stress lavoro-correlato che hanno facilitato una loro diffusione ed applica-
zione a scapito, tuttavia, di una buona specificità. Obiettivi: Con questo studio ci si è proposti di esemplificare il
metodo con cui l’Università degli Studi di Milano affronta la valutazione dei problemi “stress – lavoro correlato” al
fine di offrire risposte mirate alle diverse esigenze di miglioramento. Metodi: La procedura d’indagine di “operatori
di call centre” di due diverse aziende ha previsto, fin dalle prime fasi dell’indagine, una consultazione allargata e

Pervenuto il 1.2.2014 - Revisione pervenuta il 13.02.2014 - Accettato il 14.2.2014
Corrispondenza: Donatella Camerino, Dipartimento di Scienze Cliniche e di Comunità, Università degli Studi di Milano, Via San
Barnaba 8, 20122 Milano - Tel. 02 50320159 - E-mail: donatella.camerino@unimi.it

La Medicina del Lavoro Med Lav 2014; 105, 2: 130-138

Context specificity in the assessment of psychosocial risk
at work: an empirical study on Italian call centre workers
DONATELLA CAMERINO, P. M. CONWAY*, ALICE FATTORI, MARIA GRAZIA CASSITTO,
SILVIA PUNZI, G.P. FICHERA, OLGA MENONI**, P. CAMPANINI

Dipartimento di Scienze Cliniche e di Comunità, Università degli Studi di Milano
* Department of Psychology, University of Copenhagen
** Fondazione IRCCS Ca’ Granda Ospedale Maggiore Policlinico di Milano

07-camerino:07-camerino  7-03-2014  11:02  Pagina 130



PSYCHOSOCIAL RISK SPECIFICITY 131

INTRODUCTION

The definition of “work related psychosocial
risk” refers to the specificity of some aspects of the
design and management of work and its social and
organisational contexts as a cause of psychological
or physical harm; this definition points at the in-
teraction between a concrete and actual risk and
the worker’s perception to be overwhelmed because
unable to cope with it.

As determined by the European Framework
Agreement on work Related Stress of October 8,
2004 and, in Italy, the Legislative Decree 81/08,
the intervention activities have to be tailored to the
problems as they originate in the specific organiza-
tional context; furthermore the required culture on
occupational prevention and the shared responsi-
bility in preventive measures ask stakeholders to be
concerned with the risks and needs specific of their
organisation.

The EU-OSHA (8) emphasizes the use of in-
terventions at organizational level as the way of
choice of improving working conditions and tack-
ling problems such as work stress. Considering the
complexity of such interventions, the PRIMA EF
Consortium, as part of the World Health Organi-
zation’s Healthy Workplaces Framework, has pro-
vided policy makers, employers, trade unions, ex-
perts and employees with a comprehensive best
practice framework for psychosocial risk manage-
ment on homogeneous groups of workers (12).

The Italian Workers’ Compensation Authority
(INAIL), formerly the Italian National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Prevention (ISPESL),
has transferred to Italy the PRIMA EF examples
of best practices: procedures and tools (indicators,
checklist, questionnaires, focus groups and semi-
structured interviews) for assessing and managing

work-related stress in different occupational sec-
tors. The preliminary steps reckon on checklists;
only if adverse psychosocial conditions are found
and a subsequent intervention fails in improving
working conditions, a subjective assessment is car-
ried out. An INAIL web platform, still in progress,
was implemented to support companies (11).

A previous article of Conway et al. (2) criticizes
the INAIL-ISPESL approach because it overlooks
the central role of individual cognitive/affective
mechanisms in stress reactions (7). In fact, the gen-
eral models adopted to identify and quantify work-
related stress sources, are insufficient (6), in ab-
sence of a preliminary phase devoted to identify
the specific risk through the different stakeholders
and employees participation

In practice, Italy has already done many steps in
the recognition, implementation and dissemination
of the law; notwithstanding this effort, many at-
tempts to observe the standards have failed be-
cause:

• the companies have encountered difficulties to
implement risk assessment and preventive ac-
tions in a world of work that changes continu-
ously and that is characterized by a recessive
economy (outsourcing, unification, restructura-
tion, downsizing, rationalization, delocaliza-
tion);

• since the beginning, not all managers found
adequate aids and supports in setting up a pro-
cedure to update prevention measures system-
atically. Sometimes, stakeholders had the pos-
sibility to apply the procedure, but could not
engender a different culture on prevention and
move from conflicts to a collaborative climate;

• not all were able to integrate health and safety
procedures at work with other activities and
functions of the company,

formazione per consentire una buona individuazione dei rischi, una selezione dei gruppi omogenei, la messa a pun-
to degli strumenti “oggettivi” e soggettivi. Risultati: I risultati delle scale standard “Effort Reward Imbalance” e
“Job Content Questionnaire” interpretati alla luce delle consultazioni con le diverse parti per l’area call centre e delle
interviste individuali hanno consentito di rilevare differenti priorità e gravità delle situazioni sia a livello di siste-
ma organizzativo che di gruppo di lavoro. Conclusioni: I risultati dimostrano problemi comuni e specificità nelle
due diverse aziende non rilevabili con le sole misure standardizzate.
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• mainly, many employers were afraid of losing
confidentiality and control of the assessed out-
comes, and tried to avoid possible abuse and
misuse like complaints of risks and non-fulfil-
ment.

Even, in the national literature, some papers, fo-
cused on intervention implementations, evidence
intervention design and implementation negli-
gence, especially in studying specificity. Report of
these assessments shows that only check lists and
questionnaires have been used, and results do not
have a detailed qualitative analysis able to explain
the underlying meaning and the specificity of cer-
tain results. In these case the intervention activities
risk to be not tailored at the problems and cannot
include interventions apt to meet the requirements
of specific individual employees. This failure may
dramatically discourage and counteracts successive
investments in the preventive actions and workers’
satisfaction, trust and participation.

This article report the procedural choices and
the methods of the Department of Occupational
Health of the University of Milan to develop a
context-dependent assessment at the organization-
al level as a thorough diagnostic process. An exam-
ple on two different call centres is given to demon-
strate the different impact of different contexts on
an homogeneous group of call centre operators.

PROCEDURE

The stress burden to be expected in the call cen-
tre tasks was firstly investigated through a mindful
literature review.

The literature describes the operators of call
centre as workers affected by low discretion (ordi-
nary tasks, low job variability and consequent lim-
ited need to use cognitive resources and decision-
making), high pressure in processing much infor-
mation in short time and emotional loads due to
possible emotional dissonance and/or supervisor’s
surveillance style (external monitoring) (4, 15). Es-
pecially in-bound activities have shown to impair
mental health and work ability (3). In general, call
centre routine activities are supported only by ex-
ternal motivation (part-time jobs, retributions, en-

trance in working world). Thus they should be
considered temporary works for young people.

Communication and Information

Preliminary actions involved a number of train-
ing sessions on stress nature and consequences on
health and wellbeing, prevention strategies and the
participation in specific risk evaluation procedures.
The training program was addressed to Corporate
managers, Security Managers, Health and Safety
representatives, Occupational Health physicians.
These sessions were carried out by occupational
psychologists at the call centres headquarters as
well as in video conference.

Workplace Survey

A survey on the organizations was conducted by
means of direct interviews and documentary analy-
sis of the companies data (for example: communi-
cation system, training/adjournment, human re-
sources management, sickness, accidents, absen-
teeism, turnover, etc…) with the aims to deepen
the knowledge of the structures, their organization
and job tasks, to identify the work-related stress
characteristics in homogeneous groups, to support
the survey planning and to guarantee the best con-
gruence between measures (questionnaire and in-
terviews) and the real working situation.

The procedure settled to develop the program
aimed at assessing and managing work-related
stress in the two call centres resulted from a num-
ber of meetings with the main figures of Top Man-
agement, Human Resources, Health and Safety
Officers, Workers Representatives and the Occu-
pational Physician as well as the representatives of
the various organisational functions both of Head-
quarters and peripheral branches, either directly or
by videoconference. Contents of these meetings
were the main features of work related stress, the
procedure and the different paths of the process
and the search of the entire group agreement on
the project objectives. Strengthening the degree of
sharing in the solution/finding process was another
important goal. In fact, these meetings aimed at
ensuring the top management commitment and
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permanent support in the different phases of the
project as well. An important side effect is an ex-
pected future continuous commitment in institu-
tionalized prevention and wellbeing. Detailed de-
scription of operational procedures of workers sub-
jective perception survey was given in these meet-
ings which also led to establish a steering commit-
tee responsible to start, coordinate and support the
various phases of the project.

Selection and/or development of instruments to
evaluate workers subjective perception was carried
out by means of a series of environment inspec-
tions and interviews in some of the locations in-
cluded in the study. Interviews were carried out
with call centre operators, supervisors, duty man-
agers and staff personnel of the Customer Care
area to analyse in detail tasks and work procedures,
activities organization (timetable, shift rotation,
breaks, staff management, performance monitor-

ing) and potential risks for the wellbeing of work-
ers employed in these work sectors. Call centre op-
erators were observed in their activities in order to
highlight possible critical situation and this has al-
so given the opportunity to learn the language
specificity and terminology of the Customer Care
personnel thus adapting the interview terms to the
real context under examination.

The subjective assessment was based on the Job
Demand – Resources theoretical model (1). Job de-
mands refer to those aspects of a job that require
sustained physical and or psychological effort and
are associated with physiological and psychological
costs, while the construct of “job resources” refers
to the aspects of a job related to achieving work
goal, to reduce job demand and to promote person-
al growth, learning and development. In table 1 the
items here adopted are shown split in “Job de-
mand” and “Resources domains”.
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Table 1 - Common factors assessed in the two call centres

Work demands Work rewards

Semi-structured Interviews Low occupational position Motivation
Seniority at work Adequate resources
Low quality of physical environment Appreciation of efforts from supervision
Low quality of equipments Support from colleagues
Repetitiveness or excessive variability Support from superiors
Factors of time pressure Flexibility of working hours
Mental load Facility for taking breaks
Emotional load Sufficient training
Emotional dissonance Decision Making
Difficult relationship with users Opportunity for promotion
Performance monitoring evaluation Opportunity for learning new skills
interference among tasks
Role conflict
Rotating Shift
Horizontal rotation activities
Work family conflict

Standardized Questionnaires Job Demand (Karasek, 1998): Job Control/Support (Karasek, 1998):
Job Skill Job control
Job Authority Supervisor support

Coworker support

Effort (Siegrist & Peter, 1996): Reward (Siegrist & Peter, 1996):
Effort Esteem,
Effort-Reward Imbalance Promotion/salary,
Security
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Sample Selection

The total subject participation was fixed at 30%
of the total population. Thus, 35% of subjects in
each main function was selected in each branch by
means of the stratified casual sampling method,
with a proportional allocation according to the real
population distribution in work location, gender,
age, length of service, qualification, full time or
part time, work schedule. It must be observed that
the congruence level between the total population
and the sample which was finally examined result-
ed from a compromise between economical and
time evaluations and the number of direct inter-
views to be carried out. This congruence has been
guaranteed by the high quality of the interviews
information obtained, the stratifying methodology
utilised allowing reliability with a homogeneous
limited number of subject situations and the high
participation rate.

METHODS

Before the subjective assessment phase, commu-
nication to call centre operators was given by com-
pany email on goal and operational procedures of
the project “Organizational Wellbeing”. Thus, to-
gether with the previous meetings on forma-
tion/information above described, managers, per-
sonnel officers and representatives and supervisors
became a valid reference for those individual who
needed clarifications on the project procedures.
The selected subjects received this communication
together with time and place of the survey meet-
ing. Assurance of anonymity and use of data mere-
ly for the declared purpose were given.

This study section of about one hour for each
subject was carried out in three moments consist-
ing in a structured interview of 10-15 minutes, a
self-administered questionnaire (20-25 minutes)
and a conclusive semi structured interview on work
conditions of 15-20 minutes. This locked proce-
dure in time and place has allowed a total under-
standing of the study goals and methods avoiding
the eventuality of incomplete or misunderstood
questionnaires.

Instruments

The semi structured interviews permit to deepen
the individual conditions of work and their impact
on subjects’wellbeing (self-assessment on a scale
0-10). The main instruments adopted to measure
strain, were the Siegrist’s Effort Reward Imbal-
ance Questionnaire (ERI) and the Karasek’s Job
Content Questionnaire ( JCQ). The ERI question-
naire is based on social exchange theory (13) and
defines job stress as a consequence of putting forth
high effort while receiving low reward in term of
money, esteem, job security and career opportuni-
ties. A third construct “overcommitment” can in-
crease job stress through interaction with the im-
balance between effort and reward (14). The
Karasek’s model (5) considers high job stress as
the result of high job demands and low job control
which reflect the scarce level of skill discretion and
decision authority. Social support, as a buffer
against job strain at work, from both supervisors
and co-workers has been added by the author. To-
gether, these questionnaires ensure to assess differ-
ent aspects of psychosocial work environments.
Job stress variables here included are Job Demands
(five items), Job Control (nine items), and Social
Support (eight items) of JCQ, they use a 4 point
Likert scale (1=strongly agree to a 4=strongly dis-
agree). The ERI questionnaire uses a 6 items scale
for “effort” and 11 for “reward” (0=no stressful ex-
perience, 4= very distressed). ERI ratio is calculat-
ed by dividing effort by reward multiplied by
0.5455 to correct for the item number difference
in the two scale.

Statistical data analysis

Analysis of variance was applied to compare
mean scores of the two independent group, con-
trolling by sex and age. All tests were two-tailed
significance level of 0.01. The free answers to the
semi-structured interviews were aggregated on the
basis of their meaning and jointed on their under-
lying constructs (topics), then a mean score of
their impact on stress was calculated for any top-
ics.

134
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RESULTS

The study sample included a total number of
781 call centre operators selected with stratified
sampling strategy. They represent the homoge-
neous group of the Technical Assistants working in
the Customer Care area: 133 from the company A
and 648 from the company B. The participation
rate was very high in both companies (>90%). In
call centre A, an ex municipal institution, operators
had mainly in-bound activities with occasional dai-
ly rotation in out-bound and back-office, while in
company B they were only in-bound.

The descriptive statistics (table 2) show a preva-
lence of females and a higher percentage of mar-
ried workers particularly in company B. In accor-
dance with this kind of employment, the educa-
tional level resulted low in both companies, but
worse in company B. On the average, the operators
of both call centres were relatively young (table 3),
however the years of tenure in the call centre B
were significantly higher. The majority of the oper-
ators of the two companies had a contract “part
time”, a rotating day-shift and the possibility to
obtain a “mother” shift.

The number of operators of company B that re-
ported a mismatch between their high effort and
low occupational rewards was double in respect to
company A (22.8% versus 11.3% ). At the analysis
of variance controlled by gender and age table 5),
all the scales about work demand and the ERI
scales of Reward resulted significantly worse in

company B, while Support and Job Control were
quite similar.

Looking at the answers of the interviews and
the scores on their relevance on stress, the reasons
of high strain appear to depend mainly from Job
Demand (figure 1).

Considering Job pressure, in company A the
management of customers results particularly se-
vere (47.3 %) and cause of fatigue (19.4%) espe-
cially due to the work organization (15.3 %). In
company B, the alleged reasons regard the target to
be reached (32.7 %), the cognitive complexity of
the tasks (14.2 %) and the lack of time to complete
them (22.0 %).

The emotional demand, mainly due to client arro-
gance, affects 54.4% of operators in company A
and 35.8% of company B, but it rises to stressful
levels only in the first company; the emotional dis-
sonance is the prevalent reason in company B
(35.8%).

The quality of physical environment, as a whole,
results worse in company A (52.4 % versus 21.5%)
as a consequence of the quality of the air (60.2%
versus 64.6%), the distance of home from work
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Table 2 - Descriptive analysis: characteristics of the samples by companies (Percentage)

Company A n. 133 Company B n. 648 Total n. 781
n. % n. % n. %

Female 78 (58.6) 517 (79.8) 595 (76.2)
Male 55 (41.4) 131 (20.2) 186 (23.8)
Single 78 (58.6) 225 (34.7) 303 (38.9)
Married/partnered 49 (36.8) 396 (61.1) 445 (57.1)
Divorced 6 (4.5) 25 (3.9) 31 (4.0)
Post secondary education 92 (69.2) 493 (76.2) 585 (75.0)
Academic education 41 (30.8) 154 (23.8) 195 (25.0)
Working Part-time 92 (69.2) 485 (74.8) 577 (73.87)
Day shift work 103 (77.4) 490 (75.6) 593 (75.92)
Mother’s shift 7 (5.3) 117 (18.3) 124 (15.87)

Table 3 - Descriptive analysis: percentage of the character-
istics of the samples by companies

Company A Company B
Mean S.D. Mean S.D.

AGE (yrs) 32.34 5.22 33.43 3.93
Years of tenure 3.95 1.57 7.97 2.12
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place (42.7% versus 57.7%), noise (46.3% versus
28.3%), headphone comfort (42.6% versus 36.0%)
and slow and/or poor software (37.9% versus
38.8%)

Interference among different task are frequent
among operators of company A (54.7% versus 9.9
%) but with low impact on strain.

As well as Job Demand also Resources prove to be
unsatisfactory. In both companies the career prospect

appears null. The operators are fully aware of this
difficulty (83.3% in company A, versus 90.5%) nev-
ertheless it does not represent a disturbing aware-
ness. On the contrary, some opportunities of rewards
like monitoring of performances, opportunity for
learning new skills with area rotation or training,
time flexibility and pause are frequently considered
unsatisfactory and sometimes causes of unhappiness.

The daily monitoring of performance is cause of re-

136

Table 4 - Standardized Questionnaires: means, standard deviations and ANOVA by companies

Demands Company A N=133 CompanyB N=648
Mean S.D. Mean S.D. F

ERI-Effort
(min 5-max 25) 9.33 3.56 12.26 3.82 58.1***

Emotional demand
(min 1-max 5) 3.01 0.62 3.33 0.57 25.8***

Job demand
(min 12-max 48) 34.06 5.69 38.14 5.90 52.8***

Discomfort for monitoring performance
(min 1-max 5) 2.52 0.88 2.97 0.59 46.6***

RESOURCES

ERI-Reward 42.31 9.24 38.86 9.35 14.67***
(min 11-max 55)

- Esteem 4.11 0.92 3.85 0.91 8.46**
(min 1- max 5)

- Promotion/salary 3.32 1.06 3.05 1.03 2.81*
(min 1- max 5)

- Security 4.25 0.97 3.62 1.34 25.23***
(min 1- max 5)

Job control 60.78 10.14 58.94 11.21 2.97
(min 24-max 96)

- Job Skill 32.58 5.25 31.49 5.49 5.25*
(min 12-max 48)

- Job Authority 28.20 6.93 27.45 7.33 0.82*
(min 12-max 48)

Social support 22.78 3.46 22.38 3.14 2.56
(min 8-max 32)

- Supervisor support 11.07 2.69 10.80 2.39 1.91
(min 4-max 16)

- Coworker support 11.71 1.63 11.58 1.53 1.25
(min 4-max 16)

*** = p <.001, ** p <.01, *= p <.05
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sentfulness and irritation in company B (44.7%
versus 26.3%) but in both companies the impact on
stress is high when the management requires quan-
tity instead of quality, the matter regards respec-
tively only 13.8% and 18.0% of personnel. In com-
pany A, stressful effects derive from annual feedback
on performance because it does not seem to reflect
the reality perceived by the subjects (23.0%).

In company A low support of colleagues (8.5% ver-
sus 0) and low support of superiors (21.2% versus
7.0%) is worse than in company B, however, when
the situation is present, the resentment is high in
both call centres.

Area rotation (here considered as opportunity of
new skills and variation) involves respectively
41.8% and 49.0% of the operators in the two call
centres, but in company B the complaint for the
absence of meritocratic criteria results very high
(60.0% vs 25.1%). The subjects are generally
moved on the basis of organizational needs.

The “work-family conflict” and short “lunch
break” are evaluate as very stressful in both compa-
nies, but scarce time flexibility raised strain only in
company B.

The training opportunities are not a problem for
the majority of these subjects, but in company A,
the 19.7% report lack of time to participate in the

training courses and their low practical conse-
quence for their job needs with a certain impact on
their well-being.

The data results were returned to the homoge-
neous group of workers in the different Italian
head offices to verify their mirroring in the recog-
nized condition, its effective relevance in their
strain level and the goodness of the anticipated
possible actions of intervention.

DISCUSSION

The basic principle of the law is congruent with
the aims of the positive psychology. It requires not
a mere inspection but also a change in attitudes
and objectives to develop ideas for a positive future.

In the study discussed, since the beginning of
the procedure, the workers’ participation have en-
sured a large base to identify the presence of the
“work related stress” risk and to distinguish cor-
rectly the homogeneous groups. A sufficient num-
ber of representative workers has allowed to collect
the points of view of many different situations.

The training and support during the procedure
has facilitated the realization of a company net-
work and its future autonomy in preventive activi-
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Figure 1 - Graph of comparison between the means score at the variables of “Job demand” and “Resources”, in the two call
centres (Continuous line=company A)
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ties, and the interiorisation of the well-being cul-
ture and practice.

Among the theoretical models to assess properly
the work-related stress and to match specificity, the
Job Demand-Resources model offers the best pos-
sibility to evaluate negative factors, positive and
buffer (for example: occasions of restore, job securi-
ty).

This study, focused on specificity, demonstrates
that even if the standardized questionnaires have
testified a worse “work related stress” level in Com-
pany B (in part due to the higher number of mar-
ried females, lack of daily rotation among inbound,
outbound and back office and higher seniority), the
discomfort revealed during interviews did result in
many case more frequent and/or higher in company
A, especially with regard to difficulties in managing
costumers, low support from superiors, low recogni-
tion and appreciation of efforts from supervisors,
training unrelated to task requirements, interference
among different tasks, low quality of physical envi-
ronment. The different results between standard-
ized questionnaires and interviews are justified by
the different contents of the questions.

Even if some reasons of discomfort are common
in both companies like bad quality of the air or
others, generally they differ in cause, frequency and
impact. Only with a future in-depth analysis it will
be possible to search adequate solution and main-
tain the so far achieved participative and collabora-
tive attitude among different workers toward pre-
vention.

This report on the assessment of work related
stress in two call centers has been voluntarily limit-
ed to some common variables to allow comparison
between the two companies in order to think in
deep about specificity.

NO POTENTIAL CONFLICT OF INTEREST RELEVANT TO

THIS ARTICLE WAS REPORTED
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