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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper reviews recent interventions designed to facilitate the development of 
ICT businesses and contact centres in two contrasting peripheral areas in Portugal 
and the UK.  In both these countries, contact centre businesses have shown a 
strong preference for locations within the larger urban cores in spite of the impacts 
on labour turnover and competition.  Recent attempts have been made to develop 
ICT business and contact centres in the sub-region of Alto Tràs os Montes in the 
Norte Region of Portugal.  This development process (Project CallTM) has been led 
by dynamic local leaders in the absence of regional agencies or national agency 
support and has focused on attempts to attract private investment to the Braganca 
area.  The strategy to achieve this has involved mobilising public and community 
leadership and facilitating networks with private businesses that operate 
principally in Lisbon.   
 
By comparison, socio-economic conditions in the county of Cumbria in North West 
England have been much more conducive to attracting such investments.  Cumbria 
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lies within the North West Region of England which has experienced rapid growth 
in contact centre numbers and employment since the mid 1990s.  The sub-region of 
Cumbria, however, has not shared to the same extent in these developments which 
have tended to concentrate in the larger urban cores in the south of the region.  In 
recent years, policymakers have been much more concerned with protecting 
employment in established contact centres rather than dispersal of such activities 
to peripheral areas.  This priority is reflected in the work of North West 
Development Agency which has funded the CallNorthWest project since 2004 to 
enhance the existing education and training infrastructure for established contact 
centres in the region.   
 
While these two sub-regions vary considerably in terms of socio-economic context 
and development processes, both have experienced difficulty in attracting private 
sector investment in ICT and contact centres.  Developments have depended 
instead on public sector interventions designed to create appropriate hard and soft 
infrastructures, but also to generate the demand for such services.  The paper 
concludes by reflecting on the significance of the public sector in creating demand 
for ICT-based services as a means of developing the economies of peripheral 
regions and to create local critical mass and experience.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The impact of advanced information and communications technologies (ICTs) on the 

mobility of capital investment continues to be a significant theme in research on regional 

development (refs).  One element of this research has involved discussion of the extent to 

which the development of telecommunications infrastructure and the spread of ICT use in 

business might have beneficial effects upon the economies of peripheral and remote regions.  

This paper contributes to this debate by considering the regional dynamics of ICT and 

contact centre activities in two contrasting national contexts.  An attempt is made to 

illustrate how national and international processes of change affect the ability of relatively 

remote sub-regions to attract investment.   

 

The two cases involve the sub-regions of Cumbria situated within North-West England and 

Alto Tras os Montes in Northern Portugal.  These two sub-regions display some similarities 

in terms of their socio-political situations within their respective countries.  Some of their 

characteristics are markedly different, however, and these have produced very different 

outcomes in the two areas.  The paper examines experiences of attempts to attract contact 

centre investments and draws conclusions on the significance of public sector in generating 

demand for such services in remote regions.   

 

Alto Tras os Montes and Cumbria 

 

In terms of EU regional classifications, Alto Tras os Montes is a NUTSIII sub-region while 

Cumbria comprises two NUTSIII areas (Cumbria East and Cumbria West).  Table 1 

summarizes the basic data about the two sub-regions and the regional settings within their 

respective countries (Northern Portugal and Portugal for Alto Trás os Montes; North West 

and United Kingdom for Cumbria).  Compared to their national averages, both are low 
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population density sub-regions, although both Alto Tras os Montes and Cumbria form 

spatial margins within regions that are relatively highly urbanised (figure 1). For both 

regions, their population density is only 15 percent of the figure for their regions as a 

whole.  These areas can therefore be described as “peripheries within peripheral regions” 

from a national and EU perspective.   

 

Alto Tras os Montes in Northern Portugal and Cumbria in the North of England display 

some similarities in terms of their socio-political situation within their respective national 

contexts.  At the simplest level of analysis, both are physically remote from major centres of 

population and “peripheral” in terms of the influence that local actors can exercise over 

national and regional policy.  The most remote settlements in Cumbria are the industrial 

towns situated on the west coast (Workington, Whitehaven, Barrow).  Carlisle is also the 

most northerly city in England located close to the anglo-Scottish border.  By 

comparison,Alto Trás os Montes is continental and experiences issues arising from long 

distances from major conurbations in Portugal (Porto, Lisbon) and its situation on the 

border with Spain.   

 

There are, however, some quite significant differences between the two areas that are 

important for understanding the analysis.  The population of Cumbria is 2.7 times larger 

than Alto Tras os Montes, its GDP (at current prices) is 5.8 times and purchasing power 

parity is 4.4 times larger.  These contrasts reflect differences in the economies at national 

level (the same ratios between UK and Portugal are actually considerably wider, close to 12 

and 10 respectively).  Both, however, fall well below their respective national averages for 

GDP per head at around 77% for Cumbria and 65% for Alto Tras os Montes).  These 

contrasts suggest that these two sub-regional economies are “less well-developed” in terms 

of their respective national norms, although what this means for the two areas varies 

considerably; as one indication, per capita levels of GDP in Cumbria are double that of Alto 

Tras Montes.   
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There are also important differences in economic structure.  Although around two thirds of 

GDP is accounted for by the service sector in both regions (68% for Alto Trás os Montes and 

63% for Cumbria), agriculture represents close to 12 percent in Alto Tras os Montes 

(against 3% for Portugal) but only three percent for Cumbria (against one percent for UK) 

(see figure 3).  So although both regions have above average GDP from agriculture in their 

national contexta, industrial production has a much stronger presence in Cumbria 

compared to Alto Tras os Montes.   

 

These contrasts in structure are even more evident in terms of employment.  According to 

Eurostat data, agriculture contributes 47 percent of the employment in Alto Tras os Montes 

(2004 data), but only four percent in Cumbria (2002).  These contrasts are strongly 

influenced by the relatively low levels of productivity in agriculture in Alto Tras os Montes 

(output per worker in agriculture is around 30 times higher in Cumbria than Alto Trás os 

Montes).  Finally, figure 4 shows the “size” of both regions using radar profiles of the three 

main indicators (area, population and gross domestic product at purchasing power parities), 

in absolute value (a) and also relative to the size to each country (b).   

 

ATTRACTING CONTACT CENTRES TO ALTO TRAS OS MONTES, 

PORTUGAL 

 

Alto Tras os Montes together with Douro region, (another NUT III sub-region, home of the 

well known Porto wine), constitute the NUT II region for Northern Portugal.  With 223 

thousand inhabitants, it is sparsely populated (27 persons per km2, against a Portugal 

density of 112 and a Northern Portugal one of 173) and one of the regions with richer 

biodiversity in Europe.  An important part of the territory is under environmental 

protection rules.  Alto Tras os Montes contributes six percent of the population of Northern 

Portugal and two percent of the national one.  Alto Tras os Montes is located close to the 

north-western border of Portugal with Spain (Ourense / Galicia and Zamora / Castilla are 



 
 
                                                                                                          Escola de Engenharia Universidade do Minho    Departamento de Sistemas de Informação  
                                                                                                             »«MERCADOS E NEGÓCIOS: DINÂMICAS E ESTRATÉGIAS 

 

 

»«wp 74 (2007) 

 8

on the Spanish side of the border, see figure …) and traditionally it has been one of the 

most remote areas in Portugal, far from Lisbon and relatively closed as a society.  

 

New and improved infrastructures built after Portugal’s accession to the European Union 

(in 1986) have very much changed accessibilities and opened up the region.  Together with 

new local higher education institutions, the region’s capabilities have improved 

dramatically.  Last census (2001) has shown important changes in the patterns of internal 

and external migrations.  For the first time in decades the most important cities have 

shown an increase in the size of the resident population and the long term decline in the  

region’s population has reduced substantially during the 1990´s.  As part of this process, a 

“new breed” of urban migrants has begun to appear in the most important settlements 

(Bragança, Mirandela and Macedo de Cavaleiros).  Industry in the sub-region has been 

relatively under-developed, while agriculture and services dominated the local economy.  

Local councils have also become important development drivers (and employers) in the 

region.   

 

The CallTM project 

 

From 2000, the three municipalities in Alto Tras os Montes (Bragança, Macedo de 

Cavaleiros and Mirandela) started a common project (CallTM project) to attract ICT related 

activities to the region, integrated into a national EU Feder supported program.  These 

three cities represent one third of Alto Tras os Montes population (and 28% of the area).  

This significance of this inter-municipal partnership should be emphasized: the three cities 

are geographically close to each other (around 20 to 30 minutes by road from each one) and 

in principle they compete to attract national and foreign investment.  The fundamental 

rationale of the project was that collaboration was essential in order to attract external 

demand and that the municipalities needed to offer joint local resources in order to have an 

operational demonstration unit successful in the region.  The commitment of the local 

actors was guaranteed by the local councils.   
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It is also important to note that here are no active regional development agencies operating 

in Northern Portugal.  The experience with ADRs has been unfruitful in Portugal, 

especially in Northern Portugal (after all these years only a very few, all in the southern 

Portugal, continue to operate).  In this scenario the only operators are a national agency 

(API, theoretically located in Porto, but in practice operating from Lisbon and mainly 

around Lisbon) and the local councils.  This creates is a very difficult environment for local 

councils and remote regions that lack critical mass and have very limited resources to 

attract investment.   

 

A survey identified around 70 ICT companies in Alto Tras os Montes, of which 50 were 

based in the area of the three cities involved in the CallTM project.  Around 500 people 

worked in those companies (less than 2% of the working population in the three councils) 

and total turnover was estimated to be around 10 million euros (something like 0.5% of the 

Portuguese ICT market).  The survey showed that average size of companies was very 

small (4 to 5 people), that 90% of the turnover was local (distribution) and that turnover 

associated with software and applications development was around 20% of the total.  But 

the survey did show an important recognition of the role of regional higher education 

institutions for providing support for the sector.  Studies of the dynamics of the ICT sector 

in the regions showed late development: most of the companies started during last decade 

(Beira, 2006a).   

 

Although it was clear that the region had a weak starting basis, the three local councils 

(leaded by Bragança, the regional capital) supported the callTM program for six years with 

the main objective to promote the region within the ICT community and within companies 

(mostly based around Lisbon) and especially to attract a first contact centre to the region.  

This first operation was considered important as a demonstration and feasibility project 

and also as a magnet for other smaller investments and potential clustering.  Contact 

centres were selected from the beginning as a high potential ICT based activity for the 
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region.  Preliminary studies have shown an important pool of young people with secondary 

education available (but not employed) as well as a strong annual inflow of young people 

leaving the secondary school but not continuing high education studies.  Behind that, the 

high education institutions in the region have around 8000 students enrolled – always a 

good source of contact centres operators (Beira, 2006b).  Significant cost advantages from 

operating contact centres in the region were expected, considering lower salary levels and 

much lower job volatility and attrition rate.   

 

Portugal Telecom 

 

The project was successful in attracting one contact centre from the principal Portugal 

telecom operator.  Located in Bragança, it has been operating from end 2004 and 

meanwhile it has grown from 25 to 80 agents.  The benchmarking of the operation shows a 

good performance when compared with other contact centres operated by the same 

company in other locations in Portugal (Cesario, 2006).  The CallTM project has been using 

this successful experience to promote the region.  Unfortunately the national agency (API) 

has shown no interest in the project and the three local councils had been alone in their 

efforts.  Meanwhile the CallTM project ended and continuation of the local efforts depends 

now on the success of new submissions to UE funded programs.   

 

Contact centre in Portugal has been growing around 8% per year. There are around 450 

contact centres operations in Portugal (considering only contact centres with more than 12 

agents), with around 20000 positions and employing around 40000 people (Cardoso, 2006). 

The national contact centres association (APPPC, representing thirty of the most important 

operators) estimates that contact centre activities employ around 1% of the active 

population. Portugal contact centre industry is still a very young one (low maturity), with a 

growth rate higher than european average.  
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The success of attracting just one contact centre needs to placed in context.  Most of the 

contact centres operations in Portugal have been located in Lisbon with some also in Porto.  

During the 1990s, some operations begun to delocalize but invariably to regions located 

close to Lisbon.  Beja and Evora were the first cities where Lisbon based operators began to 

experiment with decentralized operations.  Delocalization has been slow.  Now, less than 10 

percent of the total number of agents is operating outside Lisbon or Porto, although during 

the last two years the number of contact centres units operating outside Lisbon and Porto 

has increased.  The trend is expected to continue for the next years.   

 

When the CallTM program was launched in 2000, only a very few units were operating 

from outside Lisbon, and available experience with new IP based distributed architectures 

was very low.  Also, Alto Tras os Montes had (and still has) a problem in that contact centre 

operators in Portugal continue to  consider the region as too peripheral and too far from the 

view of their customers (although there are subsidized twice a day one-hour flights to and 

from Lisbon).   

 

Lessons of CallTM 

 

An attempt has been made to distil the lessons of the CallTM project regarding the 

attraction of contact centres to peripheral regions (Beira, 2002 and Beira, 2006c).  Distance 

still matters a lot for the customers of contact centres operators in Portugal: locations closer 

to Lisbon seems to be more attractive (as expected) and this makes attraction of private 

operators more difficult, especially in the first stages of the process.  In this scenario, public 

demand can have a pivotal role to help peripheral regions.  

 

Peripheral regions trying to attract contact centre operations face first of all a problem of 

attracting demand for contact centre services.  Local demand is usually low and local 

operators are missing.  Lack of experience prevents local entrepreneurship.  Demand is 

located outside the peripheral regions, and commercial channels to reach the potential 
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customers in central and sophisticated locations are difficult to create or to operate.  

Aggregation of locally dispersed demand can be useful and feasible, but it is usually 

difficult in the first stages of the process, depending also on central government public 

policies.   

 

But modern peripheral regions have shown an important potential to operate contact 

centres with a very competitive performance.  Once again, Bragança confirmed the case.  

Creating a local offer of competences is not a solution: an offer of local resources will not by 

itself create or attract demand.  External operators need to be attracted.  Demand must be 

attracted to peripheral regions in order to initiate a virtuous cycle of demonstration and 

expansion, establishing local seeds for clustering through a progressive offer of experienced 

agents and local related institutions. As usual, the issue is how to initiate such a process.   

 

CONTACT CENTRE INVESTMENT TO CUMBRIA, NW ENGLAND 

 

In contrast to the experience of Northern Portugal, institutional capacity in regional 

development is considerably greater in Cumbria.  Local and regional agencies operating in 

the County have been engaged in attempts to attract investments for several decades, 

including recent efforts to secure investments in contact centres.  The national context, 

however, has been overshadowed by growing threats to established contact centres in the 

UK arising from offshoring (ref).  By comparison, there has been much less debate about 

the national relocation of contact centres to more remote and isolated settlements.  These 

issues are most clearly presented in a report commissioned by the Department of Trade and 

Industry (2004) which highlighted the scale of employment associated with contact centre 

activities.   

 

As one response to these national debates, regional agencies were required to advise 

Ministers on what actions they were taking to support an industry that was estimated to 

employ around 800,000 people nationally.  Newly published figures also showed that the 
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North West Region was host to a significant number of contact centres mainly concentrated 

in the highly urbanised Manchester-Liverpool belt in the extreme south of the region.  The 

North West Development Agency (NWDA) agreed to fund CallNorthWest (CNW) mainly to 

provide support for established contact centre businesses and operations in the region, 

although the activities were also designed to increase the attractiveness to new 

investments.  Funding of £2.5m was made available for three years (2004-2006) to develop 

the project which would be hosted and led by the University of Central Lancashire in 

Preston.  The stated objectives clearly relate most closely to the need to embed existing 

investors by improving their experience of operating in the region.  The objectives include, 

for instance, working with contact centre businesses to “develop a skilled workforce” and to 

promote employment in contact centres as a “positive career option”.  There is also a 

commitment to encourage and disseminate practices that might help to improve labour 

retention and reduce the costs of high attrition.  To achieve these objectives, CNW 

identified a set of actions and outputs that include a Knowledge Hub that disseminates 

information on education, and training opportunities, recruitment and retention, business 

support, market intelligence and provides opportunities for networking and promotion.   

 

Contact centre investment to the sub-region of Cumbria 

 

The County of Cumbria is the largest sub-region within the North West Region in terms of 

area covering XXXX hectares but population density is very low by UK measures (….).  The 

population however is largely concentrated in the industrial towns on the west coast 

(Barrow, Whitehaven, Workington), the larger market towns (Kendal, Keswick, Penrith) 

and the largest settlement of Carlisle with a population of around ??,000 in the urban area 

in 2001.  While a high proportion of land is under agriculture (mainly livestock grazing) 

and forestry, the economies of these settlements have long industrial histories, particularly 

on the west coast where the historic development was based on coal, iron and steel, 

chemicals and engineering.  The west coast communities have experienced persistent 

economic decline at least since 1945 but the present economies depend still on dominant 
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employers including British Nuclear Group at Sellafield and BAe Systems (nuclear 

submarines) in Barrow.  In contrast, Carlisle has a more diverse economy including some 

manufacturing activity (Pirelli Tyres, McVities Biscuits) but also a wide range of business 

and consumer services, retailing activity and public services in its role as the sub-regional 

city within north Cumbria.   

 

The population of Cumbria is therefore spread across a number of relatively small towns 

that are scattered across what is the most extensive county in England.  These basic facts 

of geography present a number of challenges to public agencies in their attempts to secure 

employment from new investments into the County.  One might anticipate that 

developments in ICT infrastructure would help to “level the playing field” in competing 

against other areas of the UK for investment.  In a report commissioned by North West 

Development Agency, for instance, it is noted that Broadband availability in the region was 

very nearly universal (including via wireless means) (Regeneris 2005).  Attention from 

policymakers has, however, become more focused on take-up and adoption by existing 

SMEs in Cumbria.  ICT businesses and contact centres, however, have demonstrated a 

marked reluctance to (re)locate to smaller towns and cities located in peripheral areas 

within the region.   

 

The agency responsible for attracting new investors (and embedding existing ones), 

Cumbria Investment, has promoted the County to potential contact centre investments over 

many recent years.  The Agency has made use of the fact that existing service sector 

employers located in the labour markets across Cumbria report relatively stable workforces 

and that new contact centre investors might expect lower rates of attrition at a location in 

Cumbria.  This, they argue, would offset any potential risks associated with lack of labour 

availability in such smaller centres of population.  Recent data of wage rates for contact 

centre workers also appear to show a slight cost advantage in Cumbria compared to the 

major urban agglomerations in Manchester and Liverpool (see table XX).  In spite of these 

cost advantages and persistent problems with rates of labour attrition within the urban 
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agglomerations, private sector investment in ICT and contact centre businesses has shown 

a marked preference for locations within the major centres of population.   

 

 

The processes of agglomeration also appear to be intensifying over time.  Data provided by 

CallNorthWest suggest that there are currently at least 25 contact centres located in 

Cumbria employing in total over 5,000 workers in the County and that employment 

expanded in this activity by over seven percent between 2003 and 2004 (Peck and Cabras 

2005).  However, growth in other parts of the NW Region started from a considerably 

higher base in this particular year and has been much stronger, particularly in Cheshire 

(+10.7%), Merseyside (+9.1%) and Lancashire (+9.1%).  As a consequence of these recent 

patterns of growth, contact centre employment is increasingly under-represented in 

Cumbria compared to regional averages.  Estimates suggest that Cumbria has 

approximately seven percent of the population in the region but only 4.2 percent of contact 

centre employment or 5,400 out of a regional total of 132,000 (Cumbria Economic Bulletin, 

March 2006).   

 

Table xx shows the range of types of contact centres that currently operate in Cumbria.  

There are some noteworthy general characteristics of these operations.  First, the majority 

of these contact centres employ fewer than 100 workers and most, in fact, are below 50.  

This is to be expected given the characteristics of the settlements in the County which could 

probably not sustain larger contact centres without experiencing labour shortages.  

Secondly, the town of Barrow has been a particular focus for “greenfield” investments in 

call centres particularly in the period since 2000.  Thirdly, the sectors involved vary and 

include services associated with manufactured products, retailing, telecoms, travel and, 

perhaps most significantly, contact centres that deal with the provision of various types of 

public services either directly or outsourced to providers in the private sector.   

 

Decentralised “national” public services 
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These cases suggest that there are at least three types of processes that have led to these 

types of developments in Cumbria.  The most significant in terms of numbers of employees 

relate to changes in the ways in which national government delivers its services either 

directly to the public or via outsourcing to intermediaries in the private sector.  Several of 

these examples involve services provided nationally by Central Government but delivered 

either from a network of call centres in the regions or from one decentralised location.  

These cases include the British Cattle Movement Service (BCMS) set up in 1988 as a 

national service involving registration of live animals and monitoring of movements of 

cattle.  The facility maintains comprehensive records of cattle registrations, movement and 

disposal for whole of England, Wales and Scotland.  The site is operated by UK Government 

(Departments for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra - formerly, Department for 

Agriculture, Food and Farming or MAFF).   

 

A more recent example involves a call centre set up in Barrow in 2005 and operated by 

Agilisys that delivers consumer advice of behalf of the Office for Fair Trading (OFT) as part 

of a national network that is currently being expanded to include other locations including 

Coventry in the West Midlands and Redcar on Teesside in North-East England.   

 

While the establishment of BCMS in Workington owes more to the BSE scares of the 1980s 

and, more recently, EU legislation that requires such monitoring frameworks since 2000, 

the Agilisys case is in sympathy with National Government’s commitment to disperse 

public sector functions to the UK regions.  These changes have been driven by the findings 

of the Lyons Review (2003) of Civil Service location and also the Gershon Report (2004) into 

efficiencies in the Civil Service.  The Lyons review considered the potential benefits of 

relocation of some parts of government departments away from London and the South-East 

of England.  As part of this review, Lyons identified approximately 27,000 jobs that, he 

argued, could be taken out of London including 20,000 jobs that could be dispersed in the 

first instance.   
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Lyons places cost arguments central to this strategy, arguing that savings of more than 

£2bn could be made after 15 years following relocation of 20,000 jobs.  There will be direct 

cost saving in terms of wages and salaries as well as other benefits in terms of reduced staff 

turnover and improvements in the quality of service.  It was further argued that the 

relocation could act as a spur to new ways of working and improved business processes and 

introduction of new technology.  The regional benefits were identified, including reductions 

in the costs of congestion in the South East and employment creation in deprived 

communities across the regions.  However, the priority appeared to be placed on the 

“business case” for relocation in terms of longer term cost savings and opportunities to 

implement improvements in business processes.   

 

In parallel with the review of location, HM Government also commissioned a review of 

public sector efficiency that sought to identify major resources that could be released from 

activities to be re-directed towards “front line delivery”.  While the approach to the issue of 

the regions in this instance is different, Gershon, nonetheless, endorses the findings of the 

Lyons review on the grounds that significant cost saving could be made in the long term by 

relocation.  In a report prepared for the Lyons Review by King Sturge (2003), a method was 

developed to assist in the identification of locations that might provide suitable labour 

market conditions for different types of relocation.  Six different “work type scenarios” were 

tested against locations by adjusting the weighting on key variables considered to be of 

importance to service delivery (Table).   

 

According to the analytical methods applied by King Sturge, places in Cumbria were 

excluded from their initial selection of “top 25” potential locations largely due to the 

prominence given to the need for a critical mass of population to support large scale office-

based activities.  However, their analysis also included reference to activities that are 

defined as “small scale”.  The report argued that small scale relocations involving either 

“information support contact centres” or “back office processing activities” could be justified 
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in a number of smaller free-standing centres of population including the City of Carlisle 

within Cumbria.  The 

 

The logic of this method presupposes that the skills required for successful relocation must 

already exist at the destination in order to justify selection.  While this argument can be 

stated, it is equally the case that relocations in the past have had the effect of improving 

the skills profile in local labour markets at the destination.  In other words the relocation 

itself changes and improves the skills profile of the communities chosen for relocation.  For 

this reason, the assumption that Carlisle (or other centres of population in Cumbria) could 

only be justified for activities that “do not require high level skills” could be challenged in 

terms of the wider objectives of regional economic development.   

 

This point has been made strongly in a report commissioned by the English RDAs.  

Researchers at CURDS (2004) paid particular attention to the benefits of redistribution in 

terms of balanced regional growth.  They argued that there is a need to consider costs that 

go beyond narrow consideration of operating costs.  Relocation, they argued, will have other 

benefits for regional economies, including improved skill formation in the regions which 

could contribute to conditions that foster knowledge economies and regional cluster 

developments.   

 

Outsourced local government services 

 

There are also changes taking place in local government that have generated demand for 

delivery of services using contact centre organisation and technologies in local areas.  These 

changes have been driven largely by pressure to improve the level and efficiency in the 

delivery of local authority services.  One response has been for individual authorities to 

experiment internally with contact centres as a means of handling a wide range of 

enquiries from the public.  In the context of Cumbria, this is illustrated by changes in 
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Cumbria County Council as well as developments associated with (at least) three of the six 

District Councils in the sub-region.   

 

A potentially more significant development, however, has involved outsourcing of various 

business processes to external providers that operate on a regional or national basis.  The 

logic of outsourcing suggests that external providers can generate scale economies by 

specialising in a range of services provided to many local authorities.  The most significant 

example in Cumbria concerns the local premises of Capita which deals with enquiries 

related to outsourced business processes for local authorities involving management of 

engineering and highways contracts, HR, Payroll and IT services on behalf of Cumbria 

County Council from new premises in Carlisle.  A second more recent example involves 

outsourcing of housing benefits and council tax administration for local authorities 

including Barrow BC.  The new facility, operating as Liberata, was set up in new purpose-

built premises in Barrow during 2006.   

 

Outsourcing of local government services raises issues for concerning the permeability of 

local economies and the potential for leakage (out) and seepage (in) of business 

opportunities and employment associated with spend in general but also specific to ICT.  

Table 5 shows that Cumbrian Authorities currently spend around 1.6m in Cumbria on ICT 

–related services.  This is a relatively small percentage of the total spend on ICT (around 

8.7m), but even so, this spend provided business for some 37 local companies in that year.   

 

Contact centres assoc iated with restructuring in the private sector   

 

While the larger employing contact centres in Cumbria tend to be serving public sector 

clients or markets, there are also examples of private sector investments.  It is interesting 

to note, however, that very few of these are based on mobile investment.  Most, in fact, 

represent in-situ changes at well-established sites of companies involved in manufacturing, 

retailing and distribution.  These companies have invested in contact centre technologies 
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and adopted related commercial practices for servicing their client groups.  This applies to 

companies that remain as significant industrial employers in the County (Sealy Bed, BAe 

Systems), those involved in sale and after-sales service (Alto Cleaning Systems, Miller 

Waite) as well as distance-selling (Chiltern Seeds, Lakeland Ltd).   

 

The one significant exception that might be regarded as an inward investment concerns 

Barrow Travel (parent investment following takeover of a successful local business).  This 

company was initially formed in Barrow in 1982 as a local travel agency predominantly 

serving a local market but with additional expertise in cruise bookings across a wider 

geographical area.  Using effective networks with major cruise lines, the company expanded 

during the 1990s and attracted the interest of national companies.  Barrow Travel was 

subsequently acquired by United Coop Travel Group and a period of investment and 

expansion has followed.  This has included local relocation to new purpose-built 12,000 sq ft 

customer service premise close to the town centre.  The centre now employs 90 travel 

advisors (North West Evening Mail, 6th March 2007) and plans to expand this further to 

120 (Furness Enterprise, press release).   

 

These cases all illustrate a key point, that there are no significant examples of private 

sector contact centre inward investments on greenfield or brownfield sites in Cumbria.  

Most private investment has been associated with in-situ changes associated with 

restructuring of activities within established sites.  While these may represent cases of 

corporate re-investment within companies with head offices elsewhere, the risks associated 

with these investments is lowered by association with existing facilities.  It will also be the 

case that decisions made by companies that already operate in the County are less likely to 

be adversely affected by lack of familiarity with the area and perceptions of remoteness.   

 

DISCUSSION – THE ROLE OF THE PUBLIC SECTOR 
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The experience of Alto Tras es Monte and Cumbria described in this paper tend to confirm 

the well-established fact that developments in infrastructure are “necessary but not 

sufficient” conditions for regional development (see, for instance, Biehl, 1991; Goddard and 

Gillespie, 1986).  In this instance, the availability of advanced communications technologies 

has raised the possibility of decentralisation in contact centre activities, but in both regions, 

other factors have tended to limit the extent of relocation and dampen the levels of 

investment in these activities by private business in non-metropolitan areas.  The examples 

demonstrate that investment in supply-side factors including communications 

infrastructures and premises, as well as softer conditions such as public support for 

training and development of skills do not guarantee success in attracting investment.  

Adopting a neo-liberal principle that the public sector can adjust supply-side factors to 

improve attractiveness to private capital in disadvantaged sub-regions seems far from the 

experiences observed in these regions.   

 

What emerges from these case studies is the significance of the public sector as a generator 

of demand.  Both the Alto Tras os Montes and Cumbria experiences suggest that the public 

role can play a significant role on the demand side.  Public services have a large and 

growing demand for contact and ICT based services and governments at all levels will be 

sensitive to economic and social disparities within their own national territories.  In these 

circumstances, there may be opportunities for peripheral regions to exert influence over 

decisions relating to the location of public services and patterns of procurement and the 

spatial patterns of out-sourcing of public services.  This approach will certainly not be 

uncontested, as there will be other pressures besides balanced regional development.  In 

particular, governments may also be sensitive to costs and overall efficiency and 

effectiveness of public service delivery.  Even so, the argument has been advanced that 

these various goals can be achieved simultaneously.  “Rethinking the geography of the 

public sector, including both relocation and other forms of restructuring, creates an 

opportunitiy to achieve better balanced and sustainable growth across the country as a 

whole, reducing the cost of certain services and also improving the effectiveness of public 
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services” (Marshall et al 2004; p.1).  The most direct way central government has to help 

peripheral regions to attract contact centres is through delocalization of its own demand for 

such services, may be back office operations or front office services, at a regional or national 

level.   

 

As regards the private sector, businesses that operate contact centres still remain cautious 

about relation to smaller centres of population even though there may be some cost 

advantages in terms of salaries and reductions in rates of labour turnover and training 

costs.  There seems to be powerful agglomerative forces at work, some of which may be 

operational (linkage in clusters, critical mass for networking, co-location of other business 

functions) but also there may be a perception of “safety in numbers” by locating contact 

centres in major urban centres to avoid labour shortages.  The argument that the costs of 

high labour turnover might be reduced by relocation to smaller dispersed centres still 

appears to be regarded as a “high risk” assumption for private businesses.   

 

In Portugal the actual efforts to re-engineer the public sector can have a very important 

role in the process, although experience until now has been very limited and indeed 

contributed for more localization of new contact centres in Lisbon and Porto (a recent case 

of national call centre related to health care is a good example).  Growing demand for public 

services based on contact centres means that expansion could be done through localization 

strategies in peripheral regions, now that technological reasons are no obstacle for 

decentralized and flexible architectures.  The issue is for those with interests in local 

development is how to mobilize social capital in order to exercise some influence over 

central public policies to delocalize services?   In Portugal, however, the absence of effective 

regional agencies or operational ADRs inhibits these socio-political processes.  The situation 

in Cumbria is different in that, despite evident spatial and economic disadvantages relate 

to other areas of the UK, the sub-region has been able to exercise influence over recent 

locational decisions made by national and local government.  The major cases on contact 

centre investments have either involved direct investments by central government or 
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outsourcing by local authorities with the express aim of providing employment 

opportunities in areas that have experienced partial withdrawal of private capital.   
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Table 1:   Statistical comparisons:  Alto Tras os Montes  and Cumbria 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Table2:  Average salary levels for  Contact Centre workers  by sub-
region, 2004 
 
 Cheshire 

Warrington 
Cumbria Manchester 

CC Salford 
Rest of Gr 
Manch 

Lancs Mersey 

New agent 
 

£12,482 £10,385 £12,544 £11,980 £11,790 £12,080 

Experienced 
agent 

£13,583 £12,382 £13,982 £12,830 £12,890 £12,760 

Team 
leader 

£18,278 £16,560 £18,853 £17,084 £16,930 £17,160 

Call centre 
manager 

£26,818 £24,985 £29,320 £26,550 £26,328 £26,504 

Source: CallNorthWest / Data Compiled by ContactBabel, 2005 

 

P N aT U NW Cumbr

are km 9194 2128 816 24382 1416 682

populati 00 1036 368 22 5932 678 48

pop pop/km 11 17 2 24 48 7

GD b.euro 14 4 1. 173 17 11.

GDP b.euro 16 4 2. 158 15 10.

GDP ppp 000. 1 1 10. 26. 2 20.

GDP ppp pc % 7 5 4 12 10 9

agri 3 3 12 1 1 3

in 25 33 20 23 25 34

ser 72 64 68 76 74 63

Source: 



 
 
                                                                                                          Escola de Engenharia Universidade do Minho    Departamento de Sistemas de Informação  
                                                                                                             »«MERCADOS E NEGÓCIOS: DINÂMICAS E ESTRATÉGIAS 

 

 

»«wp 74 (2007) 

 27

 
 
Table 3:   Examples  of  contact centres  in Cumbria 
 
 Location Sector Empl Yr 
British Cattle 
Movement Service 

Workington Public service 200-499 1988 

Liberata 
 

Barrow Outsourcing 150-199 2006 

Barrow Travel 
Group 
 

Barrow Travel 50-99  

BT Directory 
Enquiries 

Barrow Telecoms 50-99 Pre 
1998 

Consumer Direct / 
Agilisys 

Barrow Outsourcing 50-99 2005 

Alto Cleaning 
Systems 

Penrith After-sales for specialist 
cleaning equipment 

25-49  

Lakeland Ltd 
 

Kendal Remote selling   

Cumbria County 
Council 

Carlisle Local Gov 11-24  

Sealy Bed (UK) 
 

Wigton Manufacturing 11-24  

BAe Systems 
 

Barrow Defence 11-24  

Allerdale Borough 
Council 

Workington Local Gov 11-24  

Capita 
 

Carlisle Outsourcing 11-24  

Furness Building 
Society 

Barrow Finance 11-24  

Intersperience 
 

Milnthorpe Marketing consultant 11-24  

Miller Waite 
 

Ulverston Computer services 6-10  

Chiltern Seeds 
 

Ulverston Retail 6-10  
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Border TV 
 

Carlisle Media 6-10  

Eden District 
Council 
 

Penrith Local Gov 6-10  

Mystery Shopper 
 

Carlisle Retail 6-10  

Source: information compiled from various sources including CallNW, Cumbria 
Investment, Furness Enterprise, Media reports  
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Table 4:   Types of Civil  Service Relocation 
 
Category Key defining characteristics 
Information 
support contact 
centre 

where staff do not require any specialised knowledge 

Interactive contact 
centres 

where staff require “a degree of specialised knowledge” in 
the service provided (e.g. NHS Direct, Inland Revenue) 

Back office 
processes 

that “do not require higher level skills” 
 

High value back 
office functions 

requiring “higher level or job-specific skills” 
 

Policy functions where a “significant proportion of graduates will have a 
first degree” and “some staff will need access to London” 

Science functions requiring high numbers of graduates and those with 
higher qualifications 

Source: information extracted from King Sturge (2003) 
 
 
 
Table 5:  ICT Suppliers to local  Authorities in Cumbria (200?) 
 

Type of ICT suppliers 

Number of 
suppliers in 
Cumbria Value of local spend £ ,000 

ICT Hardware 8 309 
ICT Maintenance 3 67 
ICT repro 3 52 
ICT internet 6 43 

ICT software 10 877 
ICT telecoms equipment 7 258 
  37 1,608 

Source: Cumbria Procurement Initiative (via Spikes Cavell)   
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Figure 1:   Population density (number of  habitants per  km2) 
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Figure 2:   GDP ppp pc ( thousand euros) 
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Figure 3:   Structure of gross domestic  product (%) 
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Figure 4:   Alto Tras os Montes  and Cumbria:  radar profiles of  
extensive indicators  (area, population and GDP ppp) 
 

(a) Both regions relative to UK=100% 

(b) Each region versus its country=100%. 
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