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Abstract

The development of information and communications technologies (ICT) has facilitated the emergence of a complex global urban
system in which many formerly lower-order cities have been carving out “niche” specialist functions serving urban fields of
transnational dimension. This is illustrated in the case of Dublin, which in recent years has been transcending its traditional role as
Ireland’s national metropolis through the development of a range of functions servicing mainly European markets. One such
function comprises pan-European telephone call centre operations. The development and characteristics of this newly-emerging
sector are described. It is argued that the growth of the sector confirms Dublin’s — and Ireland’s — dependent position in the
international division of labour, and that its long-term sustainability is open to question. © 2000 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights

reserved.
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1. Introduction: The uneven impact of globalisation

The concept of globalisation has secured remarkable
currency in the academic discourse of the late 20th
century, despite ongoing questions regarding both its
meaning and extent (Clark and Lund, 2000). The de-
velopment of internationally integrated production and
distribution systems, seen by many as the key feature of
globalisation, has been a spatially uneven process. A key
factor in this respect has been the differential ability of
regions to engage in the informational economy, based
on new information and communications technology
(ICT), which is the main source of wealth creation and
economic growth in the modern world (Castells, 1993).
The result has been what Friedmann (1995) calls a
process of ‘techno-apartheid” which has divided the
globe into ‘fast’ and ‘slow” worlds (Knox, 1995), distin-
guished by the connectedness of individuals, groups and
regions to the world of telematics. This echoes Inger-
soll’s (1993, quoted in Knox, 1995) suggestion that the
key division of the workforce is now that between those
who have the capacity to operate ICT (the ‘cyberprole-
tariat’) and those who do not (the ‘lumpentrash’).
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Golding (1996) makes a similar distinction between the
‘technoliterati’ and the ‘techno-poor’.

While Knox defines the fast and slow worlds spa-
tially, equating the former with the ‘triadic’ core and the
latter with the remaining global periphery, Hoogvelt
(1997) argues that the divide is, in essence, social rather
than spatial, with elements of both worlds to be found in
all regions of the globe. Thus, within advanced econo-
mies, a process of social polarisation has been widely
reported (Friedmann, 1986; Sassen, 1994) and has been
intimately linked by Graham and Marvin (1996) to the
development of ICT use. This is not to suggest that
those who work in the fast world are homogeneously
well-paid and affluent; rather, they represent a wide
range of remuneration levels depending on such factors
as economic sector, location, function, ethnic group and
gender (Castells, 1996). What they do tend to have in
common, however, is relative employment security due
to the high demand level for their ICT skills.

That said, it is nonetheless clear that, globally, there
are major geographical variations in the relative balance
between fast and slow worlds, with the former mainly to
be found in the traditional core regions of North
America, western Europe and Japan and an additional
small group of newly industrialising countries which
have had the institutional capacity to invest massively in
modern ICT and associated educational infrastructures
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(Freeman, 1994). The slow world — found predomi-
nantly in the less developed countries of the global pe-
riphery and accounting for the bulk of the world’s
population — is becoming increasingly marginalised and
is moving, as Castells (1993, p. 37) puts it, “from a
structural position of exploitation to a structural posi-
tion of irrelevance”.

2. The transnational urban system

A key element in the globalisation process has been
the development of growing links between the world’s
cities (the nerve centres of the informational economy),
in the form of increasing flows of information, services,
finance and currency, commodities and people. Thus,
urban systems which in the past were largely defined in
national terms have become increasingly integrated at
the global level. This has led to the emergence of a
transnational urban system (Sassen, 1994), comprising
cities of varying sizes, locations, and economic func-
tions. This system is dominated by a small number of
‘world’ (Friedmann, 1986) or ‘global’ (Sassen, 1991,
1994) cities, characterised by major concentrations of
transnational corporate headquarters, advanced finan-
cial and producer services, and communications infra-
structures. These are the world’s “key command and
control centres” (Amin and Graham, 1997, p. 413)
whose functional reach is truly worldwide in scope.

Outside this select group of world/global cities, the
globalisation process is causing urban centres every-
where to expand the international orientation of their
economic bases. As Gottmann (1989, p. 64, quoted in
Simon, 1995, p. 146) puts it:

Every substantial city nowadays aspires to a world
role, at least in some specialty. This makes them ex-
pand linkages abroad, participating in more net-
works. All these trends contribute, little by little,
to building up and intensifying the global weave
of urban networks.

Many cities, therefore, have been pursuing selective
“strategies for economic promotion and city marketing
to establish themselves a profitable market niche” in the
global economy (Wegener, 1995, p. 150). Typically,
these cities place a premium on the attraction of outside
capital which, in Friedmann’s (1986) terminology, uses
these cities as ‘basing points’ for the articulation of
production and markets with respect to specialised sec-
tors or areas. Examples of such cities include Singapore,
which acts as a regional headquarters for transnational
firms operating in Southeast Asia (Dicken and Kirkpa-
trick, 1991); Miami, which plays a key role in articu-
lating trade and investment flows between the USA and
Latin America (Sassen, 1994); and Luxembourg, which

has carved out a niche for itself as the largest ‘offshore’
financial services centre in Europe (The Irish Times,
February 9, 1996).

Due to the limited functional base and/or spatial
reach of such cities, they are probably best described as
‘transnational’ rather than global. While in some cases,
their spatial zones of influence may be relatively clearly
defined, the growing role of ICT in their operations is
rendering traditional concepts of territorial urban hin-
terlands increasingly meaningless. It may be preferable,
therefore, as Friedmann (1995) suggests, to use the term
‘urban field’ to denote the economic (or, indeed, cyber)
space served by such cities.

The proliferation of niche transnational cities with
specialised functions is giving rise to what Sassen (1994,
p. 52) calls “overlapping geographies of articulation”.
As a consequence, attempts to arrange the transnational
urban system into neat hierarchical tiers (see Cohen,
1981; Friedmann, 1986) are increasingly futile (Fried-
mann, 1995). As Knox (1995, p. 9) has put it: “the
flexibility of corporations within global networks and
the warpage of new telecommunications media [are]
constantly revising the role of ‘lower-order’ world
cities”.

In this paper, we examine the profound impacts
which the globalisation process has been exerting on
Dublin, the capital city of the Republic of Ireland.
Originally, the economic and administrative hub of a
colonial economy, Dublin found its dominant economic
role becoming increasingly compromised by the instal-
lation of a dispersed branch-plant economy in Ireland in
the 1960s and 1970s. More recently, however, Dublin
has become increasingly central to the organisational
strategies of many American transnational firms oper-
ating in Europe. This has resulted in the emergence of a
number of niche functions with a predominantly inter-
national orientation.

The paper focuses on one such function, the inter-
national telephone call centre sector. The development
of this sector in Dublin is placed in the context of gen-
eral locational trends among back-office activities. As
one such activity, the call centre sector has particular
characteristics which bestow on Dublin a certain posi-
tion within the corporate international division of la-
bour. The paper concludes by discussing some of the
implications of this position for the sustainability of
Dublin’s role as a leading location for international call
centre activities.

3. Dublin and the Irish economy

Historically, Dublin developed as a classic colonial
primate city in relation to an economic system which —
particularly in the 19th century — was dominated by the
export of both agricultural produce and labour to the
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industrial core countries of Great Britain and the USA
(Breathnach, 1988). Thus, Dublin acted as the centre of
administration, the main port for exports and imports,
and the hub of the national transport system, and was
an order of magnitude larger, in population terms, than
all other urban centres (with the exception of Belfast
which, due to specific historical circumstances, devel-
oped a substantial industrial base in the 19th century).
When Ireland was partitioned in 1922 and independence
was secured by what is now the Republic of Ireland,
Dublin had a population of 500,000 out of a total
population of three millions in the newly independent
state.

In the 1930s, Dublin’s dominant position was further
enhanced by the introduction of a vigorous policy of
import-substituting industrialisation supported by pro-
tectionism, as the substantial industrial growth which
ensued was mainly concentrated in the metropolitan
region. By 1960, Dublin, with a quarter of the national
population, accounted for almost one-half of the total
manufacturing employment. However, industrial stag-
nation set in during the 1950s, as the limits presented by
the small size of the domestic market were quickly
reached. This led the government to abandon protec-
tionism and opt instead for an export-led industrial
policy based on the attraction of foreign direct invest-
ment from overseas. This policy received a major boost
following Ireland’s accession to the European Economic
Community (now the European Union) in 1973, which
allowed Ireland to be used as a low-cost base for serving
the European market. This was particularly attractive to
American firms, especially given Ireland’s status as an
English-speaking country with strong cultural/historical
links with the USA. Since then, American firms have
accounted for over one-half of all inward investment
into Ireland.

In structural terms, the new branch plants set up in
Ireland developed few local linkages of any kind; spa-
tially, they also tended to avoid Dublin and other large
urban centres, preferring more dispersed locations with
little industrial tradition but plentiful supplies of un-
skilled labour (Breathnach, 1982; Gillmor, 1982). This
reflected the fact that most foreign branch plants were
mainly involved in low-skill assembly and packaging
activities in the electrical/electronics engineering and
pharmaceuticals/healthcare sectors (Telesis Consultancy
Group, 1982). Thus, as foreign investment came to
dominate the national economy (accounting for over
one-half of industrial production and 80% of industrial
exports by the mid 1980s), Dublin’s role as control
centre of the Irish economy (outside the realm of social
regulation) experienced substantial erosion, although its
position as main service centre for an increasingly
prosperous nation saw the population of the metropol-
itan region grow to some 1.2 millions in 1991 — one-third
of the total.

4. The emergence of Dublin as niche transnational city

Since the beginning of the 1990s, major changes have
been occurring in the Irish economy which have im-
pacted greatly on Dublin’s functional role in relation
both to the domestic economy and the international
division of labour. Consistently high rates of economic
growth have led to Ireland being portrayed variously as
“Europe’s tiger economy”’, the “Celtic tiger” and the
“emerald tiger”. From a position where, in 1980,
Ireland’s per capita GDP stood at just over 60% of the
EU average, by 1998 Ireland had surpassed that average
(Commission of the European Communities, 1999).

A range of factors have contributed to Ireland’s rapid
economic growth in the 1990s; however, of crucial im-
portance have been a new surge in the inward invest-
ment and, more importantly, profound changes in the
nature of this investment (Breathnach, 1998). In the
realm of manufacturing, there has been a very signifi-
cant upgrading in the technological content of inward
investment and, associated with this, a pronounced ex-
pansion in the average size of new projects. This is
linked, to a considerable extent, to the growing avail-
ability (due principally to demographic expansion and
major state investment in education) of relatively low-
cost but high-quality technically qualified workers. A
common feature of this latest investment phase is that
most of it has been concentrated in the Dublin area, a
function primarily of the need for large numbers of
college graduates (contrasting sharply with the low-skill
operations of the 1960s and 1970s), allied to the need for
more sophisticated local services.

Apart from the emergence of new forms of manu-
facturing investment, a very significant development in
the 1990s has been a shift to inward investment in ser-
vice activities. There have been three main components
to this. Firstly, the establishment of an International
Financial Services Centre (IFSC) in Dublin in 1987 has
generated a considerable influx of operations attracted
mainly by the low tax rates available in the centre.
Employment in IFSC-licensed firms stood at 6500 in
1998. Secondly, there has been rapid growth in overseas
software operations (Coe, 1997), employment in which
reached 9500 by the end of 1997. The vast majority of
these are also located in the Dublin region, where rele-
vant skilled personnel are concentrated. The third main
component of recent growth of inward investment in
services in Ireland has been the telephone call centre
sector which provides the focus of the remainder of the

paper.
5. The internationalisation of back-office activities

The location of telephone call centres in Ireland may
be regarded as part of a new phase in the international
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relocation of back-office activities, a process which in
itself is a relatively recent phenomenon. Back-office ac-
tivities refer to those which require little face-to-face
contact with other personnel either within or without
the firm. They typically include such activities as payroll,
accounting, subscriptions, billing, credit card services,
claim processing, word processing, remote sales and
reservations, and technical support (e.g., for personal
computer users). These activities in turn tend to be
highly routine, automated and labour-intensive.

There has been a growing tendency towards the
spatial separation of back and front office activities (i.e.,
the latter being those requiring a high level of face-to-
face contact). Technically, this has been facilitated by
the development of ICT which allows both a high degree
of automation of information processing and the inte-
gration of remotely located back-offices with either front
offices or the outside world through high-speed and
high-volume telecommunications networks. However,
the main motivating factor behind the separation of
back from front office activities has been the desire to
achieve significant cost savings by moving what tend to
be a firm’s most labour-intensive and therefore space-
using office activities out of high-cost central city loca-
tions, where most firms locate their head offices
(Castells, 1989).

In the case of North American cities, much attention
initially focused on the relocation of back-offices to
suburban locations where substantial reservoirs of pre-
dominantly female skilled clerical workers, who are
prepared to work for relatively low wages, can be found
(Nelson, 1986; Gad, 1985; Huang, 1988). More recently,
there has been growing interest in the relocation of
back-office workers out of metropolitan regions
altogether to more remote locations (Castells, 1989;
Howland, 1993; Warf, 1989). Increasingly, such move-
ments have involved overseas destinations, motivated
primarily by the prospect of accessing labour supplies
which are both cheaper and frequently of higher quality
(in terms of training, reliability and motivation) than
those available in the home country. The availability of
generous investment incentives has also been an im-
portant factor in the offshoring of back-office activities
(Graham and Marvin, 1996; Wilson, 1995).

Suitable overseas locations for the back-office oper-
ations of American firms are not as widely available as
in the case of manufacturing branch plants, due to the
need for good telecommunications infrastructures and
supplies of relatively cheap English-speaking workers
with the requisite skills (Castells, 1989). As a result, the
amount of offshoring of back-offices from the USA has
been limited: the total numbers involved have been put
by Wilson (1995) at no more than 35,000 in the early
1990s. At the same time, Wilson suggests that these
movements provide an important pointer to the future
direction the global organisation of services production

will take. Much of the movement which has taken place
has been to Caribbean countries such as Jamaica and
Barbados. Other destinations which have attracted a
significant level of back-office offshoring from the USA
include the Philippines, India, China and Ireland.

Workers in offshore back-offices are predominantly
young, flexible and female, mainly as a consequence of
socialisation and gender stereotyping processes which
steer mostly women towards this type of work. The re-
sulting gender segmentation in turn facilitates the utili-
sation of social control processes similar to those which
apply to female-intensive manufacturing operations
(Breathnach, 1993). Gender segmentation also means
that, while back-office work involves higher skill levels
than, for example, electronics assembly, remuneration is
not correspondingly higher due to the continuing ten-
dency to ascribe low pay levels to what is considered to
be ‘women’s work’ (Christopherson, 1995).

Apte and Mason (1995) have identified the following
as being influential factors in the decision on whether to
relocate back-offices overseas or not:

e wage costs;

e availability of a modern telecommunications infra-
structure;

cultural and language similarity;

availability of skilled labour;

stability of the political and social environment;
attitude of the host government to foreign invest-
ment;

foreign currency restrictions and volatility;

e time zone difference.

Of these factors, crucial importance is attributed to
the first two (see also Richardson and Marshall, 1996)
which, in the Irish case, account for 80% of the running
costs of telephone call centres; the remainder are seen as
being either supplementary or significant in deciding on
specific offshore destinations. The last factor listed ap-
plies particularly to back-office activities which are
connected on-line to central home-country computers
outside home-country office hours.

6. Back-office development in Ireland'

Apte’s and Mason’s list of locational factors provides
a ready explanation for Ireland’s attractiveness as a
destination for American back-office operations. As re-
gards labour factors, Ireland provides high-quality

"' Much of the information for the following section has been

provided by the Industrial Development Agency and Forfds, the Policy
Advisory and Coordination Board for Industrial Development in
Ireland, which maintain extensive databases on overseas firms oper-
ating in Ireland. Additional information has been sourced from
interviews by the author with a range of personnel working in Irish call
centres.
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skilled workers from a well-developed educational sys-
tem with wage costs which, as Apte and Mason them-
selves show in relation to both clerical and professional
workers, were typically about a half of those prevailing
in the USA in the late 1980s. Furthermore, following a
major investment programme initiated in the 1980s,
Ireland now has a very advanced telecommunications
infrastructure which offers very competitive rates for
high-volume international traffic. Linguistically and
culturally, there is a high degree of commonality be-
tween Ireland and the USA.

The Republic of Ireland also has an extremely stable
political system and social environment, while the atti-
tude of the Irish government to foreign investment is
extremely positive, with its aggressive marketing of the
country as a location for inward investment; low cor-
poration tax rate (10% for manufacturing and interna-
tional services), capital and training grants, advice and
other support services, no local content requirements
and unlimited profit repatriation. The Irish currency is
also relatively stable and there are no restrictions on
currency movements. Finally, the minimum 5 hour time
zone difference between Ireland and the USA has also
proved influential for certain data-processing operations
which played the pioneering role in terms of the estab-
lishment of offshore back-office activities in Ireland in
the 1980s.

7. The development of the call centre sector

In the 1990s, the emphasis in the attraction of back-
office activites to Ireland has shifted to call centres (i.e.,
centralised locations from which services such as sales,
reservations, information provision, technical support
and banking are provided to a dispersed customer base
by means of telephone). There has been a general ac-
celeration in the establishment of call centres in recent
years, motivated partly by increased attention among
firms to customer service and the drive to direct mar-
keting and partly by the growing availability of low-cost
and high-volume long distance telecommunications
services (including freephone facilities) (Richardson,
1994). Large firms operating in multiple regional and
national markets have been moving towards the cen-
tralisation of call centre operations in one location (or a
small number of locations), partly due to the economies
of scale which can be achieved as a result. Many firms
are availing of the consequent opportunity to establish
centralised call centres in greenfield locations in order to
introduce new work practices, such as variable working
hours and local pay bargaining, which may have been
difficult in existing locations (Richardson, 1994).

While most call centres remain focused on serving
individual national markets, there has nevertheless been
a significant growth of call centres with a transnational

scope of operations. In the case of the EU, call centre
centralisation may be seen as one element of a general
process of rationalisation of production, marketing and
administration among large firms operating on a pan-
European basis in response to the thrust towards inte-
gration of EU markets (Goddard, 1995). In 1997 the
establishment of international universal freephone
numbers to replace the pre-existing system of different
national freephone numbers has also contributed to this
centralisation process.

Ireland moved at an early stage to promote itself as a
pan-European call centre location, offering, in addition
to the existing grants and tax incentives, the cheapest
rates in Europe for international freephone calls as well
as low-cost, high-calibre, flexible bilingual staff. When
the Industrial Development Agency (IDA) — the state
agency responsible for promoting inward investment —
introduced its call centre programme in 1992, it pro-
jected the creation of 3000 jobs in the sector by the year
2000. However, this target was achieved as early as 1996
and, by mid-1998, some 50 centres had been set up
employing 6000 persons.

7.1. Characteristics of call centre firms®

American firms dominate the Irish call centre sector,
accounting for 70% of centres and over 80% of em-
ployment. Among the major US firms which have es-
tablished call centres in Ireland are IBM, Compaq, Dell,
Citibank, Hertz and Oracle. Female employment also
dominates the sector, accounting for 70% of all jobs.
The proportion is higher for the lower-skilled reserva-
tions and sales subsectors, and lower for the customer
support subsector, which requires technical qualifica-
tions and pays correspondingly higher salaries.

Apart from the clerical nature of the work involved
and the superior telephone skills which women tend to
possess (Richardson and Marshall, 1996), a major rea-
son for the high proportion of female labour is the
central importance of language skills in the call centre
sector, as women are much more inclined to study lan-
guages in both school and college. For three-quarters of
call centre companies, the availability of language skills
was stated to be either the first or second most impor-
tant reason for coming to Ireland. Over one-half (55%)
of call centre employees use a foreign language in their
work; of these, 43% are foreign nationals: thus, 23% of
all employees are foreigners. Irish nationals are mainly
used for the main continental languages (French, Ger-
man, Italian, Spanish) with foreigners largely used for
minority European languages (e.g., Scandinavian,

2 The following information is mainly based on a survey of call centre
operations conducted by Forfds in 1996 and made available to the
author.
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Dutch, Portuguese) and non-European languages (e.g.,
Korean, Japanese).

7.2. Locational trends

Some 90% of Irish call centre employment is located
in the Dublin region. While good telecommunications
facilities are available throughout Ireland, call centre
firms have been reluctant to locate outside Dublin for
fear of being unable to source sufficient numbers of
linguists, especially locally resident foreigners with mi-
nority language skills. There are also concerns about the
availability of suitable office space and support services
outside Dublin.

Even in Dublin there are emerging problems in get-
ting adequate supplies of workers who can combine
linguistic competence with the other skills required
(telephone and keyboard skills and technical expertise
for technical support functions). This is partly related to
the rapid growth of the sector which has exceeded the
supply of suitable personnel. One consequence of this
has been an increasing problem of high labour turnover,
reaching as high as 37% per annum for telesales workers,
25% for customer services and 17% for technical support
(which provides the best-paid work in the sector); (The
Tele Business Salaries and Skills Survey, 1998).

In the lower-skilled call centre activities such as sales/
reservations, additional problems have risen because,
while technically these activities only require a second-
ary standard of education, only third-level graduates
tend to have the language fluency required. However,
these find it hard to accept the routine and repetitive
nature of the work they are required to do. Apart from
this problem of overqualification, the intensive, strenu-
ous and closely monitored nature of the work also
contributes to high turnover — a factor which tends to be
universal in this sector (Nelson, 1986; Richardson and
Marshall, 1996).

The more technologically skilled call centre activities
such as technical support, on the other hand, face the
problem that Irish information technology graduates
(being mainly males who tend not to pursue language
courses during the course of their education) in most
cases do not have foreign language competence at the
level required by call centres. Call centre firms are re-
sponding to this problem by increasingly importing
foreign nationals for this type of work: of the 700
workers at the Gateway personal computer sales and
technical support call centre in Dublin, 35% are foreign
nationals.

8. Dublin in the international division of labour

As we have seen, Dublin has, in the 1990s, carved out
several niche international functions for itself, one of

which, call centre activities, has been the principal focus
of this paper. According to a report in The Irish Times
(August 20, 1997), Ireland accounts for 30% of all in-
ternational call centres located in western Europe. The
great bulk of these are to be found in Dublin. The
central role of ICT in call centre activities has facilitated
their centralisation in Ireland, from where markets
spread across Europe and even further afield can readily
be served. As Sassen (1995, p. 56) has observed: “In-
formation technologies, often thought of as neutralising
geography, actually contribute to spatial concentra-
tion”’.

Call centre activities, therefore, have helped Ireland
to escape the bounds of geographical peripherality,
thereby contradicting Wegener’s (1995) gloomy prog-
nosis which visualised cities in the periphery as inevita-
ble losers from growing inter-urban competition in
Europe. This has been cleverly portrayed in an IDA
advertisement which shows Ireland at the centre of a
surrounding group of disembodied European countries
(Fig. 1). These latter are no longer seen as being more or
less distant from Ireland, but as constituting a set of
different language and market territories, all equally
accessible from Ireland.

However, Dublin’s growing international reach and
the growing technological sophistication of its economic
base should not mask the fact that, structurally, it re-
tains a dependent position within the international di-
vision of labour. Its rapid recent economic expansion
has been largely based on the attraction of branch plant
operations which remain poorly embedded in the local
economy (Breathnach, 1998). And, while the rising skill
levels associated with recent inward investment have
facilitated substantial improvement in living standards
generally, in the specific case of the call centre sector,
much of the employment which has been created re-
mains relatively poorly paid — a fact which is directly
linked with the high proportion of women workers in
the sector, despite their high skill levels.

Furthermore, the rapid growth of the call centre
sector in the 1990s looks increasingly unsustainable as
the end of the decade approaches. Growing labour
shortages are driving up labour costs which, in con-
junction with increasing housing and transportation
problems, are beginning to attenuate Dublin’s attrac-
tiveness as a call centre location: according to a 1999
survey of call centre locations in Great Britain and
Ireland, reported by Allen (1999), Dublin had fallen to
the 29th position of 46 locations surveyed, having been
in the top 10 in 1996. The response of the IDA has been
to devote additional resources to promoting non-Dublin
locations for call centre projects. However, even if this is
successful in the short run, in the longer term the future
of call centre employment will be increasingly threat-
ened by technological developments, such as speech
recognition technology and especially the rapidly
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Fig. 1. “IRELAND. THE CALL CENTRE OF EUROPE” (Industrial Development Agency advertisement of Ireland as location for pan-European

call centres).

growing use of the internet for making reservations,
placing orders and seeking information.

The IDA has justified its promotion of the call centre
sector, despite the inferior nature of much of the em-
ployment involved, largely on the grounds that it pro-
vides an initial base upon which more sophisticated
forms of employment can be built. Its long-term strat-
egy, in other words, is to encourage firms which have
established call centres in Ireland to add on additional
functions, such as financial management and software
development, to these initial operations. Already there
has been some success in this area of ‘shared services’
back-office activities: by mid-1997, some 25 such oper-
ations had been established, and were projected to em-
ploy over 3000 people by the year 2000 (information
supplied by Forfas).

Ultimately, however, all of these activities remain as
back-office activities, whose essential linkages are ex-
ternal to the Irish economy. In other words, their Irish
location is not crucial to the parent companies of these
operations; rather, it is contingent on the availability of

certain attractions which may either be transient or re-
producible elsewhere (Allen, 1999). As Wilson (1995)
has noted, call centres are essentially a highly footloose
sector, with few local economic linkages and little fixed
investment in machinery and equipment: they therefore
can be relocated quite readily in the light of changing
comparative factor conditions.

9. Conclusion

In the past, Ireland has occupied a structurally de-
pendent, peripheral, position within both the ‘old’ in-
ternational division of labour between industrialised and
primary-producing economies, and the ‘new’ interna-
tional division of labour which emerged in the 1960s and
1970s, whereby routine, low-skill manufacturing activi-
ties were diffused to selected peripheral regions. More
recently, Ireland has been one of the few peripheral re-
gions which, through concerted investment in ICT in-
frastructure and associated education and training, has
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managed to adhere itself to the ‘fast’ component of the
emerging global informational economy of the late 20th
century. This has facilitated the attraction of consider-
able investment in ICT manufacturing and ICT-using
services which has allowed Ireland — and particularly
Dublin, where the bulk of this recent investment has
been concentrated — to move towards the living stan-
dards of the world’s core economies.

Nevertheless, due to its ongoing economic reliance on
inward investment whose continuance is externally de-
termined, Ireland remains a dependent economy, albeit
located in what Todd (1995) has termed the “rich pe-
riphery” of the fast world, rather than the poor pe-
riphery of the slow world. In successfully targetting
selected ICT-intensive investment in selected sectors,
Dublin has managed to carve out a niche for itself as a
transnational city. However, our examination of one of
these sectors — call centres — has raised questions about
the sustainability of this position, contingent as it is on
exogenous economic, technological and political devel-
opments. Friedmann (1995) has pointed to the dyna-
mism and volatility of the global urban system, with the
relative positions of different cities waxing and waning
over time. In this context, whether Dublin can maintain
or even develop its role as a transnational city will de-
pend on its adaptability to changing circumstances and,
in particular, its ability to attract economic functions
which are more central to the operations of the trans-
national firms which have become crucial to Ireland’s
continued economic well-being.
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