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9seconds
Average time to answer inbound calls.

92percent
Percent of inbound calls answered in 20 seconds or less.

3percent
Overall percent of inbound calls abandoned.

Contact us at 1-866-670-4IMC  |  www.infocision.com

...why do you 
keep them
ON HOLD?

With InfoCision, they won’t be.

We answer your calls quickly and

develop a lasting relationship with

your customers.  A few minutes on

the phone with InfoCision means a

lifetime of customer loyalty for you.

If you value your customers...

*InfoCision is the only teleservice company to win the MVP Quality Award, 
presented by Customer Interaction Solutions magazine, all 14 years since its inception.
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Publisher’s Outlook
By: Nadji Tehrani,
Founder, Chairman & CEO, Editor-in-Chief,
Technology Marketing Corporation

As the industry's first and pioneering
magazine since 1982, which laid the foun-
dation for today's trillion-dollar call/con-
tact and CRM center industries, it has
always been our paramount responsibility
to provide not only outstanding quality
editorial, but also to protect the industry
and advocate what is in its best interest.

Over the last 15 years, in many of these
editorials, industry keynotes and conven-
tions, I have always stated that, "The best
regulation is self-regulation."

In the early 1990s, when our industry was
growing at a phenomenal rate, the b-to-c sector
of the telemarketing/contact center industry
got out of hand, and in particular, the inexperi-
enced "Johnny Come Latelys" irritated many
consumers, resulting in Congressional consid-
erations to restrict the so-called "abusers."

Back then, the relevant associations of our
industry were too weak, too political, or
simply unwilling to endorse my idea of self-
regulation and, therefore, nothing was done.
As a result, many harmful regulations,
including DNC legislation, were passed.

As I had predicted in many of my editori-
als, "If the legislators get involved, they could
potentially destroy our great industry."
Unfortunately, my advice fell on deaf ears
and the associations, whose job it is to guide
and protect the industry, had NO foresight
to see what was coming from the legislators.
Therefore, the damage was done!!

Fortunately, The Glass Is Half Full!
In the past years, I never wrote about

the associations because I felt they didn't
seem to care or anticipate the future needs
of the industry.

But today, I am very happy to share with
you that ATA (American Teleservices

Association), under the capable leadership
of my esteemed colleague, Tim Searcy, and
his outstanding staff and board of directors
(most of whom I have known for many
years), has cleaned house, and the associa-
tion is currently working on extremely vital
initiatives such as SRO (self-regulatory
organizations). I say, it is about time our
association started to focus on REAL issues.

I must also say that I like very much
ATA's three criteria for self-regulation, but
I would like to suggest a fourth; that is:
Teleservices companies must agree and
sign an agreement that guarantees self-reg-
ulation in full compliance with the ATA
guidelines, that random checking must be
done to verify compliance, and violators
MUST face the consequences. Having said
that, as good as the concept of self-regula-
tion is, I continue to believe that the
implementation and enforcement will be
extremely challenging. In a worst-case sce-
nario, it could be nearly impossible.

ATA's Position On SRO
I asked Tim Searcy, the CEO of ATA, to

comment on his initiatives in the area of
self-regulation.  Here are his comments:

(An excerpt from Tim Searcy's State of
the ATA, presented at the 2007 ATA
Convention & Expo in Scottsdale, Arizona)

There once was a little boy and his
mother who lived at the edge of a great
canyon.   One day, the little boy and his
mother were in their kitchen baking
cookies when they began to argue. The
boy grew frustrated and fled from the
home to the ridge of the canyon and
yelled at the top of his lungs, "I hate
you! I hate you! I hate you!"  And then
the canyon echoed back, "I hate you! I
hate you! I hate you!" The boy became
very upset, and ran back into his home
to his mother. 

THE BEST REGULATION IS 
SELF-REGULATION
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"Mother! There's a boy outside who
hates me!"

"Tell him you love him," the boy's
mother replied.

The boy returned to the ridge of the
mountain and yelled, "I love you! I love
you! I love you!" And the echo replied, "I
love you! I love you! I love you!"

For too many years, teleservices has been
treating its marketplace much like the boy
yelling into the canyon by not providing
what it wants — and without respect, and
as if it had little value.  And, in turn, the
marketplace has responded with the same
treatment it has received from the industry. 

Although the example is a hyperbole,
and many partners in the industry are
strong advocates for the consumer, the
truth remains. Consumers are justifiably
frustrated with the way they are treated and
have responded with equally painful treat-
ment to us.

The American Teleservices Association
(ATA) holds the same role and purpose as
the boy's mother: to help the teleservices
industry communicate more positively and
effectively and to deliver what it wants to
receive in return from all of the con-
stituents in the canyon. Our canyon
includes consumers, legislators, regulators,
teleservices users and clients. We have
already had one case of the marketplace
demanding change, and that came in the
form of the do-not-call registry.

Four years have passed since DNC
became commonplace in teleservices' cul-
ture.  Currently, there are over 140 million
phone numbers on the do-not-call registry.
There have been numerous actions and
reactions from regulators in the form of
fines, compliance and operational change.  

So, the voice of consumer — the media
— what are "they" asking today and how
are we responding?

The first question typically asked is
pretty standard: How big is the ATA?

ATA currently represents more than
4,000 contact centers employing over 1.8

million professionals in the U.S. and over
50 foreign countries.

How Has DNC Changed The
Industry?  

In a DNC world, there is, quite natural-
ly, significantly more money spent on com-
pliance solutions. In addition, the industry
as a whole must now focus more carefully
on their market and better target their
audience: those consumers who have not
registered their phone numbers on the
DNC registry. The positive outcome from
this is an increase in the response rate for
outbound calling to the remaining house-
holds. Outsourcing has seen an incredible
increase, though the number of in-house
operations has declined. Today, the total
number of contact center employees in the
U.S. is 5.2 million. That is a decrease of
1.3 million from the 6.5 million employed
within the industry before DNC.

Where Are The Regulators Going Next?
It is interesting that this question gets

asked about the regulators, when in fact, the
regulators aren't going anywhere — state leg-
islators are going everywhere! Since DNC,
the states have proposed legislation on "do
not solicit," "do not mail," mandatory queue
time announcements, eliminating the "estab-
lished business relationship" exception, "0 for
live operator" and more. It's the states we
need to direct our attention to now.

What Is Your Political Action
Committee (ATA-PAC) Up To?

Over the last few years, the ATA-PAC
generated between $20,000 and $30,000
per year and supported those individuals
friendly to teleservices. These efforts pro-
vided ATA unprecedented access to
Congress and gave us a strong voice on
Capitol Hill.

This year, the ATA-PAC stands to raise
nearly $100,000, and the goal for 2008 is
twice that. The focus and determination of
the ATA-PAC during this growth period is to
gain additional recognition of our Petition
which clarifies that the FCC has exclusive
regulatory jurisdiction over interstate com-
merce by phone, and the states' authority
regulates only intrastate calling. The ATA-
PAC is also focusing diligently on creating a
strong dialog with the states and regulators
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about self-regulation. ATA wants a more
prominent seat at the big table where deci-
sions about our industry are contemplated.

Are You Engaging In Self-regulation
Just To Avoid New Regulation?

The ATA's interest is in a balanced,
symbiotic relationship between businesses
and consumers. Self-regulation creates an
ideal means for businesses to properly
address consumers' needs while still satis-
fying their own goals.

Regulators, specifically the FTC, support
cooperative, self-regulatory efforts.
However, in order for self-regulation to
succeed and serve as the "I love you" echo
from the canyon, it has to master the fol-
lowing criteria:

1.    The Standards must be independent of
any apparent bias overriding consumer
interest.

2.    The Standards must be strong and
have teeth.  

3.    The Standards have to go above and
beyond federal and state law. Why?
The standards have to be preventative
of increased regulation and should
raise the bar for expected quality of
service or sales delivery.

Our Self-Regulatory Standards represent
the culmination of the collective efforts of a
cross-section of ATA's membership (this
group makes up the ATA-SRO, or "Self-
Regulatory Organization") selected specifical-
ly for the purpose of generating an all-
encompassing Standard for our industry. We
are taking control of our industry — setting
the bar higher to meet customer expectations
and avoid future, harmful regulations.  

The groundwork has been laid to accom-
plish all three criteria with our Contact
Center Self-Regulatory Standards
(www.bryancave/ata-sro). The ATA-SRO
has released the Standards, and is currently
developing a "seal" program to award and
validate those companies that truly and pas-
sionately deliver on the customer's expecta-

tions by adhering to these Standards.

Why Will A SRO Work For Teleservices?
Think back to the boy at the canyon

ridge. It's time to communicate and deliver
what the consumer wants and needs in order
to get what business wants in return. The
consumer has spoken, and the decision-mak-
ers (on the consumer and corporate side) will
demand it and regulators will accept it.

There is no simple solution. The success of
self-regulation within other industries has been
measured in years...sometimes in decades.

My point? Be positive, get excited and be
conducive to growth for teleservices. Other
industries succeeded when the professionals
within their industry stood together, took
back their industry, and delivered above
and beyond the consumers' expectations.
Better yet? The ATA has created an army
within the ATA-SRO to help.

As always, I welcome your comments. Please
e-mail them to me at ntehrani@tmcnet.com.
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Research Shows Call Center Growth In India Not Detrimental To UK
By Susan J. Campbell, TMCnet Contributing Editor

When discussing the call center industry, it is not unusual to discuss the impact that the
India contact center industry has had on the overall industry. Often, the discussion can
turn negative considering the jobs that have been lost to individuals in India. For Britain,
the common perception is that the country is losing jobs to India. Read the full article at
www.tmcnet.com/1183.1

Go Green With The Help Of Home-Based Agents
By Christopher M. Carrington, CEO, Alpine Access

Just like many of you, I'm the head of a growing company. Every day, I make decisions
that affect our bottom-line and understand the pressures all of us face to remain competi-
tive in today's aggressive markets. Yet, recently there has been increasing importance put on
corporate social responsibility, especially as concerns about climate change become more
prominent. Read the full article at www.tmcnet.com/1184.1

Contents

12
Turning Customers Into Their Own Call Center Agents

CORRECTION:
In the September issue of Customer Interaction Solutions, in our IP Contact
Center Roundup, Echopass (www.echopass.com) was inadvertently left off
the list. Echopass is a provider of multi-tenant hosted call center solutions.

We regret the omission.
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Interactive Intelligence Unveils New
Release Of IP Communications And
Contact Center Software

Interactive Intelligence (news - alert)
recently announced a major upgrade
to its enterprise VoIP and contact cen-
ter automation software platforms.
Customer Interaction Center 3.0
(CIC) and Vonexus Enterprise
Interaction Center 3.0 (EIC) have
been updated with new integration,
deployment, security and mobility fea-
tures. In terms of integration, the
company has boosted CIC and EIC
integration with Microsoft Office
Communications Server and Microsoft
Exchange 2007 Unified Messaging to
help users be more productive by
embedding call control features into
those Microsoft applications. Mobile
workers also gain integration with
Microsoft Exchange calendar with
Interactive Intelligence's Interaction
Mobile Office application — plus
cost-effective speech recognition capa-
bilities and a graphical client interface
that supports Windows Mobile 5.0
and 6.0. Finally, the latest release
added new features making the soft-
ware even easier to set up. Auto-provi-
sioning is now included for Polycom
phones, as is automated service
updates and an enhanced version of
the desktop client.
www.tmcnet.com/1279.1

Autonomy's etalk Recognized By Frost
& Sullivan

Autonomy (news - alert) and its etalk
solution (news - alert) have been recog-
nized by Frost & Sullivan. Workforce
optimization solution etalk is the
recipient of the 2007 North American
Frost & Sullivan Award for Product
Innovation in the North American
agent performance optimization
(APO) market. Each year, Frost &
Sullivan presents this award to the
company that has demonstrated excel-
lence in new products and technolo-
gies within its industry. 
www.tmcnet.com/1280.1

Customer Service "View From The Top"
Customer satisfaction and loyalty

consultants Omega Management
Group, Inc. recently announced the
View from Top (VFT) Research Panel
500 program. The new program —
open only to VP-level executives in cus-
tomer-facing positions — is devoted to
the continuous improvement of the cus-
tomer service industry. The VFT
Research Panel 500 is now being formed
as an online community. Charter mem-
bership is on an invitation-only basis,
targeting VPs of customer service, sup-
port, sales/marketing and similar titles. 
www.tmcnet.com/1270.1

Spanlink Communications Spins Off
Calabrio Software

Seeking to focus purely on unified
communications for the enterprise and
SMB markets, Cisco partner Spanlink
Communications (news - alert) is spin-
ning off its Calabrio Software division,
which has a focus on workforce opti-
mization software for the contact center.
As of November 2007, Calabrio will
operate as a separate, independent com-
pany focused on the development and
distribution of customer interaction and
workforce optimization software for IP-
based contact centers. 
www.tmcnet.com/1271.1

Aspect And OpenSpan Partner For
Integration

Aspect Software, Inc. (news - alert) and
OpenSpan, an application integration
company, have announced the general
availability of the OpenSpan integration
with Aspect's PerformanceEdge quality
management application. The integra-

tion with OpenSpan allows Aspect
Software to extend Aspect quality man-
agement functionality, such as screen
capture and call tagging, to record all
back-office interactions with applica-
tions across the enterprise, helping com-
panies gain insight into overall agent
performance and create actionable plans
to enhance productivity, performance
and the customer experience.
www.tmcnet.com/1272.1

InfoCision's Steve Brubaker Honored
By ATA

Steve Brubaker, senior vice president
of corporate affairs for InfoCision
Management Corp., (news - alert) has
been awarded the highest honor in the
teleservices industry. Steve was presented
with the 2007 Fulcrum Award, present-
ed by the American Teleservices
Association (ATA) at its National
Convention held in October in
Scottsdale, Arizona. In addition,
Brubaker was named to the organiza-
tion's National Board of Directors.
www.tmcnet.com/1274.1

Greg Gianforte, CEO Of RightNow
Technologies, Inducted Into CRM Hall
Of Fame

RightNow Technologies' (news - alert)
CEO, Greg Gianforte, was recently
inducted into the CRM Hall of Fame.
Named "The Lone Wolf," the tribute
noted that Gianforte has spent the last
decade "in Bozeman, Montana, far
from the glare of Silicon Valley and the
rest of the CRM cohort." Gianforte
founded RightNow in 1997 in
Bozeman with a goal of creating a
world-class enterprise software compa-
ny in Montana, and within three years
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NEWS
By Patrick Barnard, Associate Editor, Customer Inter@ction Solutions

By Ozzie Fonesca
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C u s t o m e r  I n t e r @ c t i o n

NEWS
By Patrick Barnard, Associate Editor, Customer Inter@ction Solutions

Gianforte had 500 customers, 100
employees and an on-demand product
that could "dramatically improve the
quality and effectiveness of clients'
online customer service operations,"
according to the Hall of Fame citation.
www.tmcnet.com/1277.1

Research Shows Contact Center
Service Impacts Business

According to the Aspect Contact
Center Satisfaction Index Europe 2007
study, produced by both Aspect (news -
alert) and Leo J. Shapiro and Associates,
33 percent of European consumers who
were satisfied with their last interaction
would conduct more business with that
company. A total of eight percent of
those customers would do much more
business with that company. Conversely,
nearly half of customers who were unsat-
isfied claimed they would conduct less
business.
www.tmcnet.com/1281.1

NICE Recognized By Gartner And Frost
& Sullivan

NICE Systems (news - alert) has
announced that it is the recipient of the
prestigious 2007 Market Leadership Award
for Excellence in North American contact
center quality management solutions from
Frost & Sullivan. The analyst firm cited
NICE as number one in its industry report.
Additionally, research and analysis compa-
ny Gartner has also rated the company
"strong positive" — its highest rating possi-
ble — in two recent reports, "MarketScope
for Contact Center Quality Management"
and "MarketScope for Contact Center
Workforce Management."
www.tmcnet.com/1282.1

Plantronics' New Wideband USB
Optimized For MS Office
Communicator 2007

Plantronics (news - alert) has announced
that its new SupraPlus Wideband USB
professional headset is optimized for
Microsoft Office Communicator 2007.
The headset provides Office
Communicator 2007 users with
enhanced wideband audio, reliability and
hands-free communications. Utilizing
more than twice the audio bandwidth of

conventional telephony, Wideband great-
ly enhances intelligibility. 
www.tmcnet.com/1283.1

SAP And Business Objects Join In
Friendly Merger

SAP and Business Objects, two lead-
ers in the information technology
industry, recently announced they are
joining forces. The Business Objects
board of directors has approved the
agreement and plans to recommend the
offer to its shareholders. The friendly
merger is expected to result in greater
efficiency for business users. Both com-
panies plan on offering high-value
solutions for business- and process-ori-
ented professionals, designed for help-
ing companies looking to increase cus-
tomer value, strengthen decision
processes and create more sustainable
competitive advantage. 

www.tmcnet.com/1284.1

SAS Placed In Visionaries Quadrant
For Data Integration Tools Magic
Quadrant

SAS, (news - alert) a provider of busi-
ness intelligence, has been placed by
Gartner, Inc. in the Visionaries
Quadrant of the "Magic Quadrant for
Data Integration Tools, 2007" report.
SAS supplies data integration, helping
customers through a full range of
solutions that include connectivity
and metadata; data cleansing and
enrichment; extraction, transforma-
tion and loading (ETL); migration
and synchronization; data federation;
and master data management.  
www.tmcnet.com/1285.1

Cbeyond And Avaya Team For SIP
Trunking Services

Cbeyond (news - alert) recently
announced that its BeyondVoice with
SIPconnect service, an integrated
package of local and long-distance
voice, broadband Internet and mobile
services, is interoperable with Avaya's
(news - alert) IP Office solution, a con-
verged voice and data system.
Together, the companies said they

provide small businesses with busi-
ness-quality voice services, increased
flexibility and reduced costs.
"Through our joint commitment to
interoperability, Cbeyond and Avaya
are able to deliver a comprehensive
communications solution for small
businesses," said Chris Gatch, CTO
for Cbeyond. 
www.tmcnet.com/1286.1

Verint Named To Annual Software 500
Contact center solutions provider

Verint Systems Inc. (news - alert) has
announced that it has been named to
Software Magazine's Annual Software
500. Now in its 25th year, the pro-
gram ranks the world's largest soft-
ware and service providers. Verint,
included in the Software 500 for the
first time, was ranked 98th. In addi-
tion to contact center quality solu-
tions, Verint offers networked video
solutions, communications intercep-
tion and analytics solutions to govern-
ment and law enforcement entities
and enterprise performance software.
www.tmcnet.com/1288.1

Aspect Enhances eWorkforce
Management

The PerformanceEdge Group of
Aspect Software (news - alert) has
announced new and enhanced workforce
management functionality for
PerformanceEdge. Aspect eWorkforce
Management 7.1 now provides contact
centers with expanded agent scheduling
capabilities to better comply with local,
regional and country labor laws.
Additionally, the Aspect eWorkforce
Management – Analyze II enhancement
package now includes pre-packaged per-
formance management features focused
on workforce management, automatic
call distributor (ACD) and dialer appli-
cations. The PerformanceEdge solution
combines workforce management,
recording and quality management, per-
formance management, campaign man-
agement, and coaching and e-learning to
enable organizations to more holistically
respond to changing business conditions. 
www.tmcnet.com/1290.1
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As we enter the holiday season, many centers are faced with
the same problem: how to effectively hire and train employees
for what may be a very short length of hire. There are five
basic options available to address the challenges of seasonal
staffing requirements.

Option 1: Returning Staff
The ideal solution to the seasonal staffing dilemma is to find

people willing to work only the few months of the year you
need them, and use them year after year. They will likely not
need a full training period. After a refresher, they can hit the
ground running. Nice solution if you can get them, right?

One mistake that many call centers make is to assume that
because your base workforce is made up of full-time staff, your
seasonal workers should work a 40-hour week too. To attract
more seasonal staff, you will likely need to hire mostly part-
timers to fit the requirements of this different labor force. There
are many people who may be looking for a little extra income at
this time of year and who would appreciate the opportunity to
work three or four hours a day. 

Many call centers attribute their success at covering season-
al demand to not only hiring part-time staff, but hiring peo-
ple who fit the ideal part-time profile. Some people will be
willing to work part-time during the holiday season as a sec-
ond job. However, sometimes there's not enough energy left
after the first job to devote to the catalog center position.
Others may take a part-time position as a way to get a foot in
the door with the company. These people will never be happy
with a part-time position and are certainly not likely to
return the following year if they've been laid off after the
peak season ends. 

The part-time position needs to be well-defined with both
expectation of working hours as well as the duration of the job.
Those who take the position with full knowledge of schedule
definitions as well as length of employment will likely be the
ones that return the following year. 

To find these ideal part-timers, cast a large net and recruit in
such a way that you're reaching an optimal audience of candi-
dates. Newspaper classified ads will likely not be sufficient. Use
your existing workforce for job referrals and reward them for
bringing in qualified candidates. Expand the search to billboards
and other advertising media to ensure you're getting in front of
as many potential candidates as possible.

Option 2: Shared Staff
Some centers with a busy seasonal holiday pattern look to

local businesses that may slow down in the fall. Some recruit
workers directly with great success from businesses that have a
summer peak. You can try to reach these potential staff with
wide and well-timed advertising, or you can elect to go to the
source and work with those businesses directly.

For example, a center with a holiday peak from October to
January might work with building supply stores. With shoppers
reducing building supply and gardening needs in the fall and
winter, not as many staff are needed in these stores. A call center
might work with these companies to advertise open positions
from October through January. The call center benefits by hav-
ing a ready supply of candidates with great customer service
training, and the stores benefit by having a way to ensure
employment for all its workers during the slower months. 

Arrangements like this require creativity in the planning,
processes and compensation arrangements. You'll want to ask
what types of businesses or call centers have a peak time oppo-
site to that of your business. 

Option 3: Local Staffing Agencies
Some centers work through local staffing agencies to find

temporary full-time or part-time staff. This "in-sourcing"
involves the use of a staffing agency to recruit, screen and hire
temporary workers. These staff are typically treated as employees
of the temporary agency, but in some instances the call center
may actually hire the employees. 

In most cases, the training and supervision of the staff is han-
dled by call center personnel, but in some instances, the agency
actually expands their role into training and supervision of their
temporary staff. The contract staffing agency may perform the
recruiting, hiring and training activities at their site, or when
there is a large staffing demand, may have dedicated agency staff
actually reside at the call center site.

The call center typically pays more for a contract staffing per-
son, since the staffing rate includes an "overhead" charge for the
staffing agency, but the added cost is offset by the staffing
expertise, flexibility of dictating schedule demands and a trial
working arrangement. 

Many contract agencies have a contract with the call center
where the center can hire temporary staff to be permanent com-

Practical Pointers for Call Center Management
By Penny Reynolds
Contributing Editor, Customer Inter@ction Solutions

A Practical Guide To Seasonal 
Call Center Staffing

Go to Table of Contents | Go to Ad Index

http://www.cismag.com


Subscribe FREE online at www.cismag.com CUSTOMER INTER@@CTION Solutions® November 2007     11

pany employees. This arrangement lets the call center "try before
they buy" in terms of adding permanent staff to the payroll. If
there is a problem with any contract employee, the call center
simply has to inform the agency and does not have to go
through disciplinary and severance procedures that are likely
required with company employees. 

One of the advantages of contract staffing is also one of the
major disadvantages. Since the agents work for the staffing
agency and not the company, the call center has less control over
them than if they were company employees. And since most of
the positions are temporary, the staff may decide to leave if they
find permanent positions elsewhere, making staff turnover a big-
ger problem. 

Option 4: Non-Traditional Staffing Agencies
Another contract staffing possibility is to evaluate the use of

staffing agencies that may not be in your local area, but can sup-
ply staff on an as-needed basis. Companies like Willow CSN or
Alpine Access have a network of agents in a wide geographic area
that primarily work from home. These agents are independent
contractors with the agency serving as a broker for their services.
These agents are trained in the area of customer service and han-
dle a wide variety of sales and service calls. They can generally be
trained quickly and can be available for whatever length of serv-
ice your company requires. 

Option 5: Call Center Outsourcers

A final option is to contract with another company to handle
some or all of your call demand. The main reason that businesses
outsource call center functions is to avoid the resource drain and

costs associated with initial set-up and ongoing operation of a
function that is typically not the core competency of the business. 

Outsourcing need not be an all or nothing solution. A business
such as a catalog can still maintain call-handling operations, but
simply choose to send overflow calls or seasonal demand calls to
an outsourcing partner as a supplement to internal operations. 

The high level of competition among outsourcers results in
high levels of performance. Outsourcers can be held to higher
levels of performance than internal call centers, since the cus-
tomer can simply take away business if performance standards
are not met. Internal call centers may take longer to respond to
customer demands and there is typically not as much of a signifi-
cant consequence if performance levels are not met.

Getting the "just right" number of staff in place to answer the
calls is one of the biggest challenges for a call center no matter
what the time of year. Adding a peak, short-term demand makes
this task all the more challenging. The key to successful seasonal
staffing is a good forecast to accurately predict incoming call center
demand for the coming period. You'll then want to weigh all the
options carefully to ensure you fill those seats in the most effective
way possible to take maximum advantage of those seasonal orders.

Penny Reynolds is a Founding Partner of The Call Center
School, a Nashville, Tennessee-based consulting and educa-
tion company.  She is the author of several call center man-
agement books, including Call Center Staffing — The
Complete, Practical Guide to Workforce Management.
Contact her at penny.reynolds@thecallcenterschool.com or
call 615-812-8410.
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Turning Customers Into Their Own
Call Center Agents

CONTACT CENTER By Corey Freebairn, Microsoft

IIdeally, call centers would be available to offer round-the-clock support and provide superior assistance to
meet every customer's unique needs. Doing so, however, can exhaust both human and technical resources.
Some companies are turning this challenge into an opportunity, finding a solution in an unlikely place. 

Call Center In Crisis
Industries that rely on call centers for

support and sales often face a conflagra-
tion of human resource and IT chal-
lenges that leave them wishing for an
emergency helpline for call centers. Let's
take a look at a theoretical print media
company as an example — a company
that offers subscription-based magazines
and newspapers to its customers. The
company's customer care staff answers
calls for paper deliveries and subscrip-
tion renewals. It also recently began
managing the advertising specials in
daily papers and the weekly magazines.
This is an excellent extension of the
media company's business, but it pre-
sented new challenges. Rapid growth

from on-sale items and specials caused a
need for additional applications to sup-
port these new features. The customer
service representatives (CSRs) had to be
trained on each application. The reality
for the CSRs, however, was redundant
data entry combined with the hassle of
accessing each application separately. 

Eventually, someone at the company
wondered, "Is there a way to provide
access to all those systems (line-of-busi-
ness applications) into one sign-on and
one computer screen?" The answer was
"yes," and the company spent signifi-
cant resources to achieve the result. The
improvement was obvious: The same
CSRs required less training, the
turnover rates lowered and both CSR
performance and customer satisfaction
began tracking significantly higher.

So, the initial fire was brought under
control, but a new question fanned the
flames: "How can we add more service
or sales opportunities without overbur-
dening our CSR staff?" The answer
might surprise you: Turn customers into
volunteer CSRs. 

Customers As Volunteer CSRs
In today's 24x7x365 world, cus-

tomers want to get information or solve
problems on their own terms, not those
predefined by a company. Aggregating
customer information across all the
ways customers interact with your com-
pany makes it possible for busy cus-
tomers to use self-service channels to
quickly and easily address their con-
cerns. This experience gives them con-
trol over their interactions and makes
customers feel that your company
respects the value of their time as well
as the value of their business. 

The print media company we dis-
cussed previously took the same tech-
nology that connected disparate systems
to the single sign-on and unified agent

desktop, and turned it around to face
the customer via a Web portal. The
company judiciously decided on all the
parts of the company's line-of-business
applications that it wanted to expose to
its customers. 

Now, customers can edit their address
information and name spellings, and
update their e-mail and cell phone num-
bers, and the database has never been
more current. Even better, customer sat-
isfaction is up. As an added bonus, many
of those items sold in the publications
can be purchased quickly and easily over
the Web without agent intervention. 

Intensive Self-Care
Although self-service isn't for every

customer, this sort of account portal is
becoming more popular, with basic
functionality often including access to a
user's account status, payment history,
service descriptions, related knowledge
bases or FAQs and similar items. 

The next level might include asking
the self-service customer, "How do you
want us (the business) to interact with
you (the customer)?" For instance, a
credit card company might offer
reminder e-mails about the customer's
account or an option for electronic
payment. Portals can offer opt-in or
opt-out for advertising e-mails and
offers, paper statements or electronic
statements, and access to other
accounts. All this service and opportu-
nity arises simply because someone
decided to turn the screen around and
give the customers direct access.

Now, customers can edit their
address information and name
spellings, and update their e-
mail and cell phone numbers,

and the database has never been
more current.

TECHNOLOGY
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One other area worth mentioning in
this resume of forward-looking imple-
mentations in customer service is the
automated service agent (ASA). This is
a "chat-like" technology popping up
on many self-service portals and has
tremendous benefits for call deflection,
transfer to live agents with session his-
tory, and even decision-tree implemen-
tation to customers (or even the
agents). By design, an ASA can address
the top self-help-related issues in "nat-
ural language." For instance, a cus-
tomer could go to the Web portal for a
large cable company and type in "what
channels are in my area?" The ASA
asks for the customer's ZIP code and
then promptly displays the channel
lineup for that area. 

Final Prescription
To ensure exceptional customer serv-

ice, call centers must be available to
offer round-the-clock support and pro-
vide superior assistance to meet every
customer's unique needs. Meeting these
demands can exhaust both human and

technical resources, but some companies
today are turning this challenge into
opportunity by offering Web-savvy,
time-restricted customers quick answers
to their everyday questions. It all starts
when companies invite their customers
to be their own service representatives.

Corey Freebairn is a Senior Product
Manager at Microsoft (quote - news - alert)
(www.microsoft.com). Corey has spent over
22 years in software and telecommunica-
tions.  His experience has included pioneer-
ing in groupware, fax servers, computer-
telephony integration (CTI), unified messag-
ing, IP telephony and contact centers for
both the enterprise and service providers.
His current focus is Microsoft's customer
care initiatives including Customer Care
Framework Solutions.

some companies today are turning
this challenge into opportunity by

offering Web-savvy, time-restricted
customers quick answers to their

everyday questions.

CONTACT CENTER 
TECHNOLOGY
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Direct connect headsets
plug directly into the headset
port of the phone equipment.
Users adjust the headset vol-
ume using the volume control
on the telephone equipment
itself. Alternatively, you can
attach a headset to an ampli-
fier, which in turn connects
to the telephone equipment
and ensures compatibility.
While some phones — espe-
cially newer IP phones —
provide a headset port that
allows users to directly plug
in a headset, many telephones
do not, and consequently
require an amplifier. 

Amplifiers
Buyers are often confused

by the term "amplifier"
because much like in the con-
sumer audio arena where today's so-
called amplifiers pack the power of
entire home theater systems, Plantronics
amplifiers offer many capabilities
beyond simply providing volume con-
trol and a means to physically attach a
headset to a telephone. 

Plantronics amplifiers, like the
Plantronics Vista M22, improve operator
productivity and customer satisfaction

by incorporating a number of features
that enhance sound quality. For exam-
ple, advanced audio control helps to
minimize operator fatigue, which can
prove critical to customer satisfaction by
allowing operators to respond to cus-
tomers more efficiently without annoy-
ing repetitions and with fewer errors
while inputting data. Automatic volume
control allows users to select their pre-
ferred listening level. A call volume
equalizer then adjusts the level of the

incoming signal so that no
matter the volume of the
incoming call (cell phone,
poor line, great line), the
received audio is always at the
same preferred level.
Advanced echo management
also delivers quality audio on
all calls — even when delays
in the line would otherwise
result in echo on the call,
which is especially true on IP
connections. This is important
since phones are designed to
provide echo management
with a handset, and not neces-
sarily with a headset. 

As more and more phone
makers incorporate headset
ports into their equipment,
buyers often incorrectly
assume that many important

headset features are also built in. But, for
example, these simple direct connect
ports typically provide only rudimentary
volume control. 

Another common misconception is
that because many new IP phones have
direct connect headset ports, amplifiers
are not needed. In fact, amplifiers are
recommended even more for IP
because of latency and echo issues asso-

A Heads-up On Selecting The 
Right Headset Solution:

SIt's hard to imagine walking into a contact center and not seeing employees wearing headsets. But while
most headsets look pretty much the same on the ear, there's a big difference at the end of the cord. When
it comes to connecting to a phone or ACD terminal, users have two fundamental choices: a direct connect
headset or a headset with the addition of an amplifier. For contact center operators, the choice between
the two can make a big difference in productivity and return on investment, and making the right deci-
sion requires balancing cost and capabilities.

By Joe McGrogan, Plantronics, Inc.

A Special Editorial Series Sponsored By Plantronics, Inc.

Innovative Solutions From The Headset Experts

How To Choose Between Direct Connect And Amplified Headset Solutions
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Because No Two Call
Centers Are Alike

By Tracey E. Schelmetic, Editorial Director,
Customer Interaction Solutions

Nor, for that matter, are any two
agents alike.

I often get e-mail from individuals
starting up call centers asking me what
the "best" equipment is. My answer is
always the same: "That depends." Call
centers are not stamped out from
cookie cutters. They have different
clients.  Different customer demo-
graphics. Different demands for their
call center agents. Different demands
on their equipment. What's important
is understanding your call center's
requirements first, before you go shop-
ping for equipment.

Are your call center's customers pri-
marily calling from home, from work,
or on mobile phones? Is more of your
traffic carried via by VoIP than PSTN?
What is the complexity of your average

transaction? How long are your agents
typically on the phone per transaction?
How much data entry to agents need to
do for a typical transaction? How many
agents do you have? Do agents share
workstations? Is keeping agent turnover
low important to you? How much
would shaving just five seconds off each
call impact your bottom line?

A decision like whether to direct-con-
nect your agents' headsets or use ampli-
fiers is a great example of this need to
know your call center and weigh its
needs. Too often, the decisions regard-
ing what equipment to buy for the call
center are left in the hands of individu-
als who don't understand that in a high
work volume environment like a call
center, a decision that is perceived to
save a little money will in the long run
cost the company a great deal of money.

Imagine a large-volume call center
that takes calls from customers of a
wireless Internet service. Each customer
has a 20-digit account number. Because
of the nature of the business (wireless

Internet service), the customers are very
mobile. Most call from the road on
their cell phones. Now imagine that the
less-than-optimal sound quality provid-
ed by the agents' headsets, combined
with the fact that most customers are
calling on mobiles, requires that a third
of the customers need to repeat their
customer numbers at least once. What
does that add onto one-third of the call
center's calls? Ten seconds? Fifteen?
Multiply that time by several million
calls, and the extra agent time, the
increased margin for error and the extra
toll-free time the company is paying for,
not to mention agent and customer
frustration, all combine to become a
hidden drag on business.

So can the wrong headset solution
sink your business? OK…maybe not.
But it can certainly mean the difference
between succeeding and merely existing.

The author may be reached at 
tschelmetic@tmcnet.com

ciated with IP voice communication.
IP desk phones are not immune from
echo even if they have echo mitigation,
since any mitigation they provide is for
the handset. 

Direct Connect
Compared with a headset and amplifi-

er used in combination, direct connect
headsets are less expensive and have a
smaller footprint. 

Plantronics direct connect headsets
offer extremely clear sound quality and
superior reliability that comes from our
long heritage of working with leading
telecom providers to create break-
throughs in everything from wireless and
IP technologies to our own patented

sound innovations. In fact, Plantronics is
the only headset provider offering Avaya-
branded direct connect solutions, and
when Cisco wanted to provide a direct
connect headset port, Cisco contacted
Plantronics to collaborate on the design. 

While direct connect headsets don't
offer the sophisticated volume control of
amplifier-based systems, Plantronics
direct connect headsets have the highest
level of acoustic protection built in to
assure optimal safety and comfort. 

Both Plantronics direct connect head-
sets and Plantronics amplified solutions
are excellent choices. However, in con-
tact centers where improving productivi-
ty, reducing operator fatigue, and
improving customer satisfaction are top
concerns, the benefits of an amplifier-
based solution far outweigh the slight
incremental difference in costs.

Joe McGrogan is Director of Marketing, B2B
Solutions, for Plantronics, Inc. (news -
alert) (www.plantronics.com).

Another common misconception is
that because many new IP phones
have direct connect headset ports,
amplifiers are not needed. In fact,
amplifiers are recommended even
more for IP because of latency and

echo issues associated with IP
voice communication.
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By Tracey E. Schelmetic, Editorial Director, Customer Interaction Solutions

Update On The Home Agent Model:

Successful And Expanding

TThe home-agent model for call centers has been attracting a great deal of attention as of late. Often,
new trends such as these are more hype than reality: once the mainstream news media pick up such
stories (and they have been picking up the home agent story), it often means that the concept is more
flash than reality.

This is not the case with the home agent
model, however. Increasingly, companies
are expanding their hiring of home agents.
As success stories spread throughout the
call center industry and the business world
at large, combined with the negative press
being garnered by offshore outsourcing,
more companies are beginning to perk up
at the mention of home agents, recognizing
it as a viable option to shipping jobs off-
shore and taking a crapshoot with quality.

Perhaps one of the reasons the work-at-
home model is succeeding so well is that it
offers benefits to both employer and
employee and, done properly, presents no

downside. In an era of increasing traffic
and awareness of the contributions of auto
emissions to bad air quality, the home
agent model is quite "green." It also con-
tributes to better productivity, as workers
are not wasting up to an hour (or more)
per day on a commute. The time saved can
be saved for family, or extra work hours.
Because it requires no expansion of physi-
cal facilities, it keeps capital expenditures
down. It also tends to attract a more
mature, more stable and better educated
caliber of agent.

The newest player to the home agent
model is Akron, Ohio-based InfoCision

Management Corp., which has been around
for two decades and has been named among
the top 10 best places to work in Ohio by
the state Chamber of Commerce. The com-
pany has about 150 people currently on
staff at home, and it's looking to expand
that number.

InfoCision (news - alert) is having no
problems recruiting highly qualified home
agents. The company works closely with state
and local agencies to identify qualified candi-
dates for the work-at-home program. Its
recruitment literature informs potential work-
ers that, "If you have mobility issues that
make it difficult for you to work outside the
home or are a stay-at-home parent, or if you
simply want to work from home,
InfoCision's work-at-home program is what
you've been looking for. No telemarketing
experience is necessary — we provide exten-
sive training and coaching via the Internet."

As for how InfoCision's home agent pro-
gram stands out against others, Senior VP of
Corporate Affairs Steve Brubaker said it's in
the way the company treats its home employ-
ees. "The difference in our model is that our
work at home employees have the same pay,
benefits and status as those employees who
work for us in our bricks and mortar loca-
tions," said Brubaker. "We do not use the
approach of independent contractors as many
others in the industry."

Indeed, InfoCision's home agents receive
full company benefits. Requirements to be a
home agent include only high-speed Internet
access, a decent computer, up-to-date
Windows and Internet Explorer and anti-
virus and anti-spyware software.

Given the positive testimonials from
both clients of outsourced home agent
programs and the home agents themselves,
it's hard not be positive about the trend.
And as home agent programs expand fur-
ther, perhaps a few commuters still stuck
on the highway will begin to notice a little
more breathing room.

MANAGEMENT
SCOPE
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By Tracey E. Schelmetic, Editorial Director, Customer Interaction SolutionsCASE STUDY

Who: Valley Radiologists, a large, full-
service medical imaging center in Arizona. It
has 10 locations and 45 radiologists, per-
forms about 250,000 studies annually and
plans to add locations and grow each year. 

Before: The multiple locations were sup-
ported by a single call center. In 2004, its net-
work infrastructure and telephone system were
a mismatched amalgamation of several vendor
products without consistent support, backup
or easy internal communications. The radiolo-
gists did not have access to the most-up-to-
date imaging technology, which compromised
their ability to consult efficiently with referring
physicians and left open the possibility that a
referring physician could send cases to other
radiology practices, resulting in lost revenue.
As a result, prospective patients calling into the
call center were sometimes dropped, and hold
times could extend to beyond 10 minutes.
More importantly, patient care was sometimes
offered at below optimal levels because radiol-
ogists did not have the means to easily access
images, and often had to travel to multiple
locations to review cases. 

"Radiologists provide an important service
to the medical community," said Cisco
Senior Medical Informatics Director Dr.
Danny Sands, M.D. "Radiology practices
must, therefore, provide superior customer
service to referring physicians and streamline
the efficiency of their operations to maintain
viability. That is why it is imperative that
radiology practices have access to solutions
like Connected Imaging, which eliminates
reliance on expensive and outdated resources
like film, and makes it easier to collaborate
with referring physicians and improve both
customer service and patient care." 

Valley Radiologists was also saddled with
recurring maintenance and service contracts
that cost them more than $150,000 per year
due to the multiple vendors and the patched
together nature of the telecommunications
and network systems. 

The Solution 
Valley Radiologists realized that they needed

a clinically based solution built on a solid and
reliable infrastructure. For this they chose the
Cisco Connected Imaging solution built on its
safe and secure Medical-Grade Network.
Connected Imaging delivers imaging as a serv-
ice from the Medical-Grade Network using
Cisco Unified Communications and advanced
data center technologies. 

Cisco Connected Imaging aligned with
Philips iSite Picture Archive &
Communication System (PACS) on the
Valley Radiologists imaging solution.
Together, Cisco and Philips helped Valley
Radiologists eliminate film and render
patient or physician geography a non-issue.
This became the path to providing superior
patient care while protecting privacy. 

The Cisco Connected Imaging solution
helps radiologists interpret image study and
collaborate with referring physicians in real-
time, facilitating rapid diagnosis and treat-
ment of patients. It accelerated the elimina-
tion of the costs and delays associated with
traditional film imaging. 

"Valley Radiologists wanted to manage
costs by improving patient workflow and
staff overhead," says Todd Wingler, the Cisco
Account Manager. "For Phase One, Valley
built a data center that also housed a call
center with 25 agents to centralize patient
scheduling and workflow. For Phase 2, Valley
purchased a Cisco Unified Communications
and Connected Imaging solution. By con-
necting the imaging systems at the different
sites, radiologists at multiple sites are able to
balance their workload and collaborate more
effectively.”

The Results: Cisco worked with its partner,
local telecommunications vendor Qwest, on
the Valley Radiologists core network as the
company invested in a medical-grade network

infrastructure upgrade that included new
routers and new switches. "This phase helped
us move three terabytes of data in May 2007
compared to traffic that measured in the hun-
dreds of megabytes before the upgrade,"
Bennett says. "Our efficiency has increased by
a factor of 10, and Cisco, Philips and Qwest
were able to deliver an overall solution that
has 99.99 percent uptime." 

The new solution utilizing Cisco Contact
Center Express helped improve customer
service and led to greater job satisfaction
with Valley Radiologists' staff. Efficiency has
been increased, morale has improved and
hold times have dropped from as high as
seven minutes to nearly zero. 

Precise measurement of patients lost due
to outmoded equipment or lengthy waits in
the call center are difficult, since many of
those were never introduced in the practice.
However, the measurable gains are impres-
sive: Valley Radiologists was able to eliminate
about $150,000 per year in recurring main-
tenance and service contract expenses and
$60,000 annually in telephone-system relat-
ed expense. According to Bennett, another
major savings was that the new system
"stopped the losses in terms of immeasurable
business lost through dropped calls and some
consultations that may not have occurred."
New infrastructure and communications
solutions paid for themselves within 14
months with just the measurable savings. 

The deployment of the integrated Cisco
solution has provided a mechanism through
which Valley Radiologists has also been able
to reassign at least three full-time equivalent
positions as a result of increased clinical con-
nectivity and reengineered workflow. "Our
decision to deploy a Unified Communications
solution practice-wide continues to provide
value in our company's ability to rapidly
deploy applications and tune image and infor-
mation workflow to meet the needs of the
business," Bennett says.

Improving Patient Care And Customer
Service For the Healthcare Industry
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By Tracey E. Schelmetic, Editorial Director, Customer Interaction SolutionsCASE STUDY

Who: With the concept of promoting
public education, Kyobo Life Insurance was
established in 1958, creating the first educa-
tion insurance in the world. More recently,
Kyobo Life has focused on quality manage-
ment to maximize business value based on
quality growth through customer services

Before: Since opening its first call center
in 1998, the Kyobo Life Insurance
Company felt the need for a more flexible
solution; one that was capable of integrating
diverse communication channels, including
telephone, e-mail and fax, while effectively
responding to the changing needs of cus-
tomers. Company CEO, Shin Chang-jae,
concluded that an IP-based contact center
solution would provide the required scalabil-
ity along with centralized management of
distributed call centers across the country. 

The Solution: When Kyobo Life was
looking to centralize call center activities, it
decided to use an IP-based contact center to
consolidate five existing call centers into two
call centers. Following a thorough bench-
mark test, Kyobo Life selected Avaya IP
Contact Center. With an IP contact center,
Kyobo Live would also be able to provide
higher quality services to customers without
disrupting current capabilities. With the
first phase of construction completed, one
existing center was rebuilt as a 427-seat,
hybrid IP contact center, while the new cen-
ter was a complete 250-seat, IP-based con-
tact center. Kyobo Life also designed both
centers to serve as redundant contact cen-
ters, where one will act as the back-up in
case of system failure at the other, guaran-
teeing business continuity.

The Results: By integrating intranet,
Internet and voice channels, and enhancing
service speed through IP mapping, Kyobo
Life expects its new IP contact center to gen-
erate considerable revenue. As Soon-ho
Choi, System 1 Team Manager for Kyobo
Life observed, "We are estimating that more

than $9 million of net income will be gener-
ated over the next five years with the new IP
contact center." He added, "However, that
figure only covers income resulting from
inbound calls. The amounts would be higher
if we considered the potential income from
outbound calls as well." Kyobo Life has addi-
tional plans for ongoing IP contact center
growth such as integrating its existing con-
tact centers and creating a consolidated 700-
seat contact center. And into the future, the
company anticipates further expansion to
increase that contact center to 1,000 seats,
which would make it the largest in Korea. 

"We chose Avaya because we have trust in
Avaya, which has the most abundant experi-
ence and know-how in the Korean call cen-
ter market," said Choi. "Moreover, the
Avaya solution was found to be superior to
other competing solutions, as no call is
abandoned during call congestion. This pro-
vides operational reliability with a redun-
dant structure that enables instant back-up
in case of server failure as well as best service
routing (BSR) for a multisite contact center
and various call center applications. He con-

tinued, "Another reason behind our decision
to choose the Avaya solution was that we
can move to an IP contact center while pro-
tecting our investment in the existing facili-
ties," said Choi. "Since it has just been
built, it is hard to determine, at this point,
the exact effects of an IP contact center. We
recognize that equipping a center with the
most advanced devices or facilities alone
cannot be the answer. What is more impor-
tant is the effort to use the infrastructure
more flexibly and more efficiently." He
emphasized, "At Kyobo, we aim to continue
developing our Avaya IP Contact Center
solution to enhance our TCO and ROI,
thereby driving customer satisfaction and
generating added profits." 

Kyobo's efforts are not going unnoticed.
"People are paying keen attention to the
results of the Kyobo IP contact center proj-
ect since there have not been many cases of
IP contact center implementation in Korea,"
noted Choi. "We are expecting that this
project will be regarded as a successful intro-
duction of an IP contact center." 

One of the most important factors con-
tributing to Kyobo Life's satisfaction was
Avaya's end-to-end competency, which
enabled successful first-phase completion of
the IP contact center project without causing
any disruptions. Kyobo Life was also
impressed by the support it received from
Locus, a local Avaya BusinessPartner. 

"We are satisfied with the performance of
Avaya and Locus. They were able to success-
fully complete the first phase of the project
despite the tight schedule," said Choi. "Even
though it is never an easy task, they also suc-
cessfully integrated some unique applications
for a life insurance company as well as multi-
channel applications." He added, "And con-
sidering the solution's excellent scalability,
the Avaya IP solution will certainly help
Kyobo to accomplish its ultimate goal of
building an all IP contact center."

Seeking Flexibility And Efficiency In The
Insurance Industry

As Soon-ho Choi, System 1 Team
Manager for Kyobo Life observed,
"We are estimating that more than

$9 million of net income will be
generated over the next five years

with the new IP contact center."
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How many companies are providing
poor customer experiences? Recent
research shows that while 80 percent
of companies believe they deliver a
superior customer experience, only
eight percent of customers agree. The
research also shows that 43 percent of
customers leave due to the attitudes
and behaviors of a company's employ-
ees. In service-related situations, the
number jumps to 73 percent. Research
from Purdue University shows that 85
percent of a customer's perception
about a brand is based on their inter-
action with the call center and agent.
If the experience is poor, 63 percent
will stop shopping with the company.
Now that the SEC requires C-level
executives to correlate an executive's
performance to the achievement of the
company's goals, a company can no
longer implement projects without
linking them to bottom-line results.
At a time when research from analysts
shows the customer experience is the
only differentiator remaining since
competing brands are so similar, how
does customer experience affect the
bottom line? Executives must look at
customer relationship management
(CRM) and call centers as corner-
stones to providing great customer
experiences be it through a new finan-
cial lens. 

Calculating Revenue Loss Due To
Poor Customer Experiences 

Research shows that on average:
•    70 percent of customers will have a

positive experience; 
•    30 percent of customers will have a

poor experience; and
•    2 percent of all customers complain.

To calculate the cost of a poor customer
experience, let's use a hypothetical compa-
ny with four million customers and an
average annual revenue of $100 per cus-
tomer, which would result in a potential
annual revenue of $400 million. If 30 per-
cent of customers have a bad experience,
that amounts to 1.2 million dissatisfied
customers. (4 million x .30 = 1.2 million
dissatisfied customers. See Figure 1.) If
two percent of those complain, that leaves
98 percent who don't say anything, or
1.176 million customers (1.2 million x .98
= 1.176 million. See Figure 2.) The poten-
tial revenue lost from that 98 percent is
($64,680,000 + $52,920,000) = $117.6
million (see Figure 3) (1.176 x $100 =
$117.6 million).

The Cost Of Lost Customers Is Greater
Than Just Losing Customers

Research has shown that the costs of
handling unsatisfied customers include
those of handling contacts twice plus those

of lost business. This results in a cost per
customer that is two or more times the
cost of a satisfied customer. Depending on
the industry, between 30 to 70 percent of
dissatisfied customers leave, which means
new customers must constantly be
acquired. The additional money acquiring
new customers only pays off if the cus-
tomer remains loyal. Unfortunately, data

Raising The Bar On CRM
Standards:

YYou've been on hold for 20 minutes. It's not the first time you've called this company's contact center.
You've keyed in your account number via a maze of IVR menus, none of which sounded like what you
needed. You tried to use the speech recognition feature, but it did not recognize anything you said.
Frustrated, you hit "0" for an agent. The recording alerts you to long wait times. You finally get an
agent and they ask you for your account number. You wonder why, since you just punched it into the
key pad. You've called six times before, but previous calls aren't logged into the system. You explain
the situation AGAIN. There is a long pause. The agent says something you can't understand. When
you question it, he gets rude. You ask to speak to a supervisor and he says none are available. At a
cocktail party later that night, you tell 20 of your closest friends about your customer experience and
they all agree never to buy from that company again.

CRM By Natalie L. Petouhoff, Ph.D. and Brian R. Johnson, Hitachi Consulting

Driving Toward A Customer-Centric Call Center And CRM Financial Strategy

Figure 1

Figure 2
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from an analyst's report in 2006 stated
that 75 percent of customers who defect
to a competitor claim that they had been
satisfied with the previous organization.
Thus, more money is spent without ROI. 

Additionally, effects from negative
word-of-mouth propagate the cost of
poor customer experiences far beyond
one person. Dissatisfied customers tell
between 10 to 20 people about their
experience. YouTube and other Internet
viral methods spread bad word-of-
mouth quickly. With all the ways com-
panies are either knowingly or unknow-
ingly increasing losses, it is obvious
reducing the number of dissatisfied cus-
tomers needs to be the number one rev-
enue- and profit-generating objective.

The Gap Is The GAAP

Business has traditionally measured
the bottom line in one of two ways:
•    Quantity of gross profits and
•    Quantity of net profit.

Generally Accepted Accounting
Principles (GAAP) anchored to account-
ing principles developed centuries ago
are out of date because they leave out
"customer experience." The lack of cus-
tomer experience in the GAAP model
may be why companies are experiencing
poor returns and earning ratios. 

In addition to outdated accounting prin-
ciples, the other bind confronting decision-
makers is that of contradictory business
goals. On one hand, the edict is to create
long-term value and growth. On the other,
it's to deliver against short-term goals that
reduce costs, but in many cases, like in the
call center, destroy long-term value.
However, in light of customer-experience
data from analysts, the old paradigm of
cutting call center costs is bad business. 

Brand Equity Secret: Customer-Centric
CRM And Customer-Centric Contact
Centers

Because business is unsustainable with-
out customers, decisions that drive cus-

tomers away can't be tolerated. Analysts'
research shows as little as one-third to
one-half of most companies' stock market
value is derived from hard assets such as
property, plant and equipment. The
growing share of value lies in intellectual
property. It is a myth that the customer
experience is immeasurable and has little
or no affect on the bottom-line. With
these types of tangible calculations, call
centers and CRM, once thought of as
strictly cost centers, become financial
assets that either build or destroy brand
equity and financial corporate stability. 

The Solution: A Financial Customer-
Centric CRM And Contact Center Strategy

The five steps to creating a financial
customer-centric CRM and call center
strategy are:

1.     Making business decisions that put
customers first;

2.     Aligning corporate financial goals
with CRM and contact center goals;

3.     Designing the customer experience
from the customer's point of view;

4.     Choosing technology that ONLY
enhances the customer experience; and

5.     Dedicating resources to managing
the change and risk for ROI.

Making Business Decisions That Put
Customers First

While the data are staggeringly nega-
tive, the good news is there is great
opportunity. Because the customer expe-
rience is poor across so many industries,
companies dedicating their financial
strategies to the customer experience will
quickly increase the bottom-line by being
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the first to acquire and retain customers,
leaving other companies in the dust. That
strategy means EVERY decision in the
company, whether about people, process-
es or technology, has to pass through a
superior customer experience lens. 

Align Corporate Financial Goals With
CRM And Contact Center Goals

A second strategy is aligning company
financial goals with CRM and call cen-
ter expenditures and goals. CRM issues
aren't with technology, systems integra-
tors or the company buying products.
The problem is CRM and contact cen-
ter goals aren't directly connected to the
bottom-line. In fact, a Peppers and
Rogers study showed:

•    Three out of four executives would
give up economic value in exchange
for meeting their numbers;

•    More than half would delay starting
a project to avoid missing an earn-
ings target; and

•    Four out of five would defer mainte-
nance and research spending to meet
earnings targets.

Using customer experiences to align
company financial goals with the call
center and CRM may mean new ques-
tions arise from boardrooms and call
center mangers alike: 
•    While these decisions may result in

reduced operating costs (relieving short-
term financial corporate pressures), do
they increase revenue, customer loyalty
and repurchase probability?  

•    How will these decisions affect the
relationship and experience with a
customer or the brand's value and
thus the shareholder's value, market
share and profits?

Designing The Customer Experience
From The Customer's Point Of View

Companies new to the concept of
designing customer experiences may
think customer experience management
is too vague to be designed. We can look
to companies like Disney to know it
isn't. Consider that each time a customer
comes into contact with a business, the
customer's experience results in an opin-
ion. The customer's collective set of expe-
riences shapes their image of the brand.
The trick is to make sure at every cus-

tomer point — phone, fax, e-mail, Web,
chat, etc. — the experience exceeds the
customer's expectation. These touch
points must be assessed with respect to
customers' expectations via feedback. 

Choosing Technology That ONLY
Enhances The Customer Experience

Many companies spend millions on
large software implementations — CRM,
call center, ERP, etc., without an ROI.
There are huge debates about why this
continues to happen. CRM technology is
largely responsible for the customer expe-
rience, but it can only enable people in
the company to be more efficient and
effective. If technology is to provide an
ROI, an understanding of the connection
between people, process and technology is
required. The features and functions of
the technology must provide customer-
centric benefits. The decision criteria in
choosing technology must then weigh the
pros and cons with the weight given to
creating long-term, loyalty-inducing cus-
tomer experiences. Because most technol-
ogy solutions cannot deliver great cus-
tomer experiences without some level of
customization, resources for customizing
are more standard than not. 

Technology and Customer Experience:
Put Yourself in Your Customers' Shoes. A
great way to understand how technology
affects the customer experience is recall
the last time you called an 800 number.
Two good examples of how CRM tech-
nology affects the customer experience
are computer-telephony integration
(CTI) and knowledge management. 

The Benefit of True Computer-
Telephony Integration. Despite the fact a
customer punched in her account num-
ber on the phone keypad, why do some
agents ask for the same information?
The reason is CTI functionality — the
more functionality, the higher the cost.
Low-level CTI functionality just routes
the call to an agent. Higher-level func-
tionality means the call is routed to the
most skilled, knowledgeable agent and
the keyed information is delivered to the
agent's desktop. The agent sees the cus-
tomer's name, keyed information, the
last time they called, whether there's an

outstanding order and if it was resolved.
That's how technology creates fantastic
customer experiences. Thus, the higher
cost of the CTI technology must be
evaluated against the decision to deliver
an irritating, brand-eroding customer
experience.

The Benefit of Using a Contact
Center Knowledge Management System
With NLP Search Technology. Now
assume the call is with the right agent and
they can see the information. How can
technology help that agent answer ques-
tions? Let's say a cell phone company is
competing in a tight market. Their increase
in market share is directly related to new
products (like Internet access, e-mailing,
etc.) and new service plans (for the family,
business travelers, nationwide roaming,
etc.) so every three to four months market-
ing launches new ones.

Now picture the agent trying to keep
up with all the new products and features
in enough detail to answer any question
that gets asked.  It is nearly impossible for
an agent to memorize that information or
find it on a cheat sheet at his or her desk.

If the agent, as part of the desktop
application suite, has a robust knowledge
management (KM) system with natural
language processing (NLP) search capabil-
ity, he or she can quickly search for
answers. KM and NLP search technology
is also important for searches conducted
on the company's Web site. Research
shows that nearly half of Web-based
transactions are completed with help of
an agent because of poor search technolo-
gy choices. NLP technology, in contrast
to keyword searching, provides higher
customer satisfaction and more first-time
resolution, but is also more expensive and
takes more time to implement. Here, the
cost of a poor customer experience must
be weighed against the cost of technology
driving that poor experience as well as the
cost of driving calls to the call center.

Additionally, if agents are trained and
given time to learn how to use the features
of the new technology, the agent becomes
an effective, efficient user of the technolo-
gy, which is when the ROI kicks in. If not,

CRM
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customers get wrong and/or inconsistent
answers. Studies show agents become
stressed when they can't provide good
service and quit as a result, which increases
attrition costs. The resulting technology
expenditure is a compounded loss, includ-
ing, but not limited to, the technology
cost itself, loss of agent productivity and
agent attrition costs, not to mention the
cost of a poor customer experience. 

Dedicate Resources To Managing The
Change And Risk To ROI

Today's executives are accountable
for delivering real financial results
from their investments in corporate
initiatives by SEC regulations.
Because compensation decisions need
to be grounded by strong business
cases, rationale and accountability,
executives not only need a new
process to ensure the objectives, goals
and initiatives are reached, but they
also need a reliable method to ascer-
tain risk and mitigate it, as well as an
analytical measurement method and
tools to determine the economic value
provided to shareholders. CRM or
call center projects impact many
departments, so an integrated
approach to measuring and managing
change is required. By doing so, stud-
ies have proven companies can obtain
greater economic value faster by effec-
tively developing, deploying and
aligning a company's assets to the
CRM and call center initiative.

The Benefit? Increasing The Bottom Line
By investing in the contact center,

agents as brand ambassadors, and effec-
tive and efficient CRM systems, a com-

pany can quickly add to the bottom
line. But employees must have the right
tools to deliver the promise of a great
customer experience. What is it worth
to your company to ensure customers
are receiving the best care and experi-
encing customer service excellence?
Your bottom line? 

Natalie L. Petouhoff, Ph.D. is a director
and thought leader with Hitachi consulting.

She writes white papers, articles and
books based on her many years of practi-
cal experience in CRM, change manage-
ment, customer experience and contact
centers. Brian R. Johnson is a managing
vice president for Hitachi Consulting. He is
responsible for profitable growth and intel-
lectual property development in the areas
of sales, marketing and customer service
optimization and automation. Hitachi
Consulting provides business and IT solu-
tions to Global 2000 companies. 
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The higher cost of the CTI technolo-
gy must be evaluated against the
decision to deliver an irritating,
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Leveraging Speech Applications In The
Contact Center, Part One

SPEECH
TECH

By Patrick Barnard, Associate Editor, Customer Interaction Solutions

CBetsy, an inbound contact center agent, handles about 100 calls a day. She is always polite and courteous,
except for perhaps late in the day when she gets tired of reading the same script repeatedly. She gets two
weeks' paid vacation, 10 paid holidays, and a half hour for lunch every day. On average, she calls in sick
five days a year, is late to work 30 times, takes a 15 minute break every four hours and goes to the rest
room two times per shift. She gets paid $15 an hour and requires health insurance for herself and her
family. She asks for a raise about every six months.

Gladys, (news - alert) on the other
hand, can handle thousands of calls a
day — hundreds simultaneously. She is
polite and courteous and never gets tired
of reading the same script. She never
takes a vacation, doesn't celebrate holi-
days, never eats lunch and never calls in
sick. She works 24 hour shifts and never
takes a break. She costs about 20 cents
per transaction and requires no health
insurance.

So is Betsy jealous of Gladys? Of
course not …Gladys is a machine. She is
an automated agent — a software solu-
tion that uses speech recognition to carry
out "natural" interactions with people
over the phone. If anything, Betsy likes
Gladys because she makes her job easier.

Gladys can help customers with basic
information and transactions. She can
tell a customer when his order was
shipped, what items he ordered and
how much his credit card was charged.
She can help the customer find a partic-
ular product in the catalog or on the
Web site, tell him what sizes and colors
it comes in, arrange for shipping, take
the customer's credit card information
and complete the transaction. Betsy and
her fellow human agents are no longer
bogged down with routine transactions
and can instead concentrate on han-
dling more complex interactions which
have a higher transactional value. Thus,
a contact center can blend automated
agents with live agents to whatever
degree of efficacy it desires, automating
those interactions which are suitable for
automation, while leaving more impor-
tant transactions for the live agents.

When a customer needs something
that Gladys can't deliver, or says some-
thing that she doesn't understand, she
automatically transfers the call to Betsy.
And when Betsy gets the call, she has
all of the customer's call history right
on her desktop, including information
on their past transactions, plus every-
thing Gladys told the customer and
what offers she has already made. With
this detailed information, Betsy can
quickly pick up where Gladys left off
and help the customer get what he
needs. And if at the end of the call

there's a need to complete another
transaction, Betsy can hand the call
back to Gladys, who is happy to finish
the sale, achieving the much sought-
after first-call resolution.

Welcome to the world of contact
center automation, where human and
machine work in harmony to provide
superior customer experience. Playing

an increasingly important role in this
automated world is speech recognition
and analytics. Speech recognition is
what Gladys uses to interpret what
customers are saying so she can carry
out their commands and give them the
proper information. Meanwhile,
speech analytics is what contact centers
use to "mine" recorded calls to detect
problems with agent/customer interac-
tions and to gain insight into customer
behavior which the enterprise can then
use to drive key business decisions.
Speech recognition and speech analyt-
ics are two distinct yet similar disci-
plines, each yielding benefits for the
contact center in the form of opera-
tional efficiencies, higher customer sat-
isfaction and increased profits. Let's
take a closer look at the ways speech
technology is being leveraged in the
contact center today.

Speech recognition has advanced in
recent years to the point where today's
automated agents are able to ask callers
open-ended questions, accurately inter-
pret their responses and determine why
they're calling. This achievement
springs not only from significant
advancements in the core technology,
but also from innovations in application
design, user interface design and the
speech science capabilities used to opti-
mize the software for specific user
demographics. Speech technology ven-
dors have also made strides in recent
years in terms of technical optimiza-
tions, and through experience, speech
software vendors and their customers
have gained a better understanding of
where it makes sense to use speech
applications and where it doesn't.

Speech recognition has advanced in
recent years to the point where

today's automated agents are able to
ask callers open-ended questions,
accurately interpret their responses
and determine why they're calling.
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Natural Language Capabilities
Their ability to carry out more natu-

ral conversations with callers is perhaps
the most impressive aspect of today's
speech recognition solutions. Thanks to
the advances in large vocabulary con-
tinuous speech recognition (LVCSR)
systems, automated agents can now ask
open ended questions such as "How
may I help you today?" and either pro-
vide the appropriate response or, in the
event the system doesn't understand
the caller or can't help, steer the call
toward the appropriate agent. When
implemented properly, these speech
self-service solutions can lead to higher
customer satisfaction, as the customer
is no longer limited to a static set of
options, one of which must be selected
using the telephone keypad in order to
proceed through the call. 

In addition, because they are
becoming so proficient at interpreting
what the caller is saying, today's
speech recognition solutions are able
to serve as the ultimate automated
"switchboard operators," in that they
can intelligently route calls to any-
where in the organization, based on
the words and phrases a caller uses. As
such, organizations are increasingly
using self-service speech applications
to unify all their numbers (such as
numbers for separate departments,
divisions or subsidiaries) under a sin-
gle toll-free number which can be
used as a starting place for all incom-
ing calls. And unlike a live switch-
board operator, the system can handle
sudden spikes in call volume, poten-
tially handling hundreds or even thou-
sands of calls coming in at once.

Daniel Faulkner, senior solutions
marketing manager at Nuance
Communications, said today's automat-
ed agents deliver tremendous value to
the enterprise, just through their
advanced call routing capabilities.
"There's an awful lot of error in human-
based routing," he explained. "And for
the customer, it can result in some pretty
horrible experiences."

An example of this, Faulkner said, is
the typical scenario where a customer gets
transferred to the wrong department, but
then the agent in that department cannot
transfer the call back, so the customer
must hang up and dial back into the sys-
tem. By centralizing all of an organiza-
tion's numbers, the caller can always get
back to the main system, where the auto-
mated agent can then re-direct the call.
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Faulkner said another big advantage of
today's automated agents is that they let
the customer decide how he or she wants
the interaction to go. This is particularly
helpful in situations where customers use
a variety of terms to describe what
they're looking for. For example, some-
one calling a tech support center "might
call in and explain the problem in
extremely technical terms — whereas
someone else might use very non-techni-
cal terms." Either way, the speech engine
can accurately interpret what is being
said and route the call intelligently.

"We've sunk a considerable investment
in an area of technology called conversa-
tion management, or dialog manage-
ment," Faulkner said. "And that's a real-
ly exciting technology because it makes
our solutions much more robust to cer-
tain types of errors. When people ask
related questions that an older, more
rigid speech solution couldn't handle,
we're finding that we can now handle
those. We can cope with a lot more of
those areas where people sort of go off
topic … we're finding that we can han-
dle that non-sequitur question, and have
them continue through the system,
rather than pass them off to an agent."

Faulkner added that Nuance's solution
has evolved to the point where it can
either let the customer guide the interac-
tion, or it will "drive" the conversation
and the customer can sit back and enjoy
the ride. "What we really want to do is
enable people to carry out the transac-
tion how they want to carry it out," he
said. "Our goal is to make our solution
so robust that people can carry out the
type of interaction they want."

Rapid Configurability
On the flip side of letting the cus-

tomer drive the interaction is the new
trend of giving the enterprise greater
control over the way the speech applica-
tion works. According to Hollis Chin,
marketing director for Voxify, his compa-
ny's new release was designed to give the
contact center "full control to make real-
time changes to speech applications."

"We have a vision of what we're call-
ing 'consolization,'" Chin explained,
"which is essentially putting Web con-
soles into the hands of the contact cen-
ter managers — who want the control,
the self-sufficiency and the immediacy
of making their own changes to the
speech applications."

Roger Nunn, Voxify's (news - alert)
VP of sales, said providing this level of
flexibility not only gives the organiza-
tion the ability to adjust call routing
on-the-fly, it also enables companies to
quickly add or take away information

about their offerings, and change the
way they market their products. "Your
user interface says a lot about your
brand," Nunn said, "I've read some
articles which talk about self-service as
being a continuation of your differen-
tiator. So these things are no longer
necessarily just contact center-centric.
They can be an extension of other
types of self-service you're offering to
your clients. Most of us think of the
Web interfaces as self-service interfaces
— but you need to offer similar fea-
tures and capabilities through your
speech-based self-service as well," he
said. "Sure, it's your brand, your mes-
sage — but it's also about the ability
to change your offer. The example I
give is: nobody today will have the
same Web site six months from now.
Those are living breathing things
which respond very dynamically to the

market, to the customer, to the prod-
ucts that are being offered and so on.
And we believe that speech-based self-
service needs to do the same thing: the
old boring IVR that is the same as it
was two years ago isn't going to hack
it."

Secure Transactions 
As Nunn explained, part of the

beauty of automated agents is that they
can handle transactions in a highly
secure way — in that a live agent never
needs to be involved in the transac-
tion. "We get a lot of customers com-
ing to us today to talk about PCI (pay-
ment card industry) security stan-
dards," he said. "This is the data secu-
rity piece — this question of whether
you are securing your customers’ credit
card information. It's pretty well
known now that the biggest source of
fraud for credit cards in a phone-based
ordering system is the agent taking the
credit card number. Because what they
do is write down your information on
a piece of sticky paper, and they know
everything about you, they've got your
name, your card number, your moth-
er's maiden name, that funky three-
digit number on the back of the card,
your mailing address. And an amazing
number of them come into these cen-
ters, take down the information, walk
out the front door and commit fraud."

With today's automated agents, you
can have the system take all of the
credit card information and process the
interaction in a secure way. Nunn said
this gives customers greater peace of
mind and increases the value proposi-
tion for speech self-service systems.
"Even if you want your agents to take
the order, why not automate the back-
end piece?" he asked. "That way, as
soon as the customer says 'I'm done. I
don't want to order anything else,' you
can send them over to an automated
system that takes care of the transac-
tion in a secure way that it not record-
ed. So you get loss avoidance, as well as
cost avoidance. And customer satisfac-
tion is increased, as no human is
involved in the actual transaction."
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It's pretty well known now that the
biggest source of fraud for credit

cards in a phone-based ordering sys-
tem is the agent taking the credit

card number. Because what they do
is write down your information on a
piece of sticky paper, and they know

everything about you

Go to Table of Contents | Go to Ad Index

http://www.tmcnet.com/scripts/newsalerts/Default.aspx?k1=Voxify
http://www.tmcnet.com/query/tmcnetq.asp?SearchString=Voxify&Action=Go%21
http://www.cismag.com


Subscribe FREE online at www.cismag.com CUSTOMER INTER@@CTION Solutions® November 2007     31

Automate Outbound Campaigns
Another area where speech technology

is creating tremendous efficiencies in the
contact center is its application in out-
bound systems. Today, it is not at all
unusual for centers to conduct fully
automated outbound sales and market-
ing campaigns, using a combination of
predictive dialers, IVR systems and auto-
mated agents. This is where a customer
receives a call at home, listens to a
recorded message and then interacts with
an automated agent who first determines
the caller's interest in the product or
service being offered, handles any ques-
tions the customer might have and
processes the transaction. In the event
the system doesn't understand or cannot
help the customer, the call is typically
then transferred to a live agent.

"With these new outbound systems,
you can automate the entire call,"
Nunn said. "For example, if I was a
pharmacy company, and I knew that
your prescription had expired, or was
about to expire, I have two choices: I
can wait until you walk back into the
pharmacy and renew it, or I can out-
bound call you. Now in the old days I'd
have to manually call you and leave a
message and say 'this a courtesy call
from so-and-so and I just wanted to
remind you that your prescription
needs to be refilled, and you can call us
back at this number and re-order it.'
But why wouldn't you go one step fur-
ther and have the system ask you
whether or not you want to renew it?
And if you do, the system can ask the
customer whether they want to pick it
up in the same location or have you
mail it to them. And if it's going to be
mailed to you, 'What's the address
where I should mail it? And by the way,
I see I have a credit card on file.' So I
never needed a live person — we see
that as the next step."

Co-worker Or Replacement?
Obviously the main thrust behind

adoption and implementation of speech-
based self-service solutions is to reduce
headcount and save on salary costs. On

average, staffing represents anywhere
from 70 to 90 percent of a contact cen-
ter's operating budget, so it makes sense
that companies are looking for ways to
automate processes. 

"Yes, we do have numerous cus-
tomers who have reduced contact cen-
ter staffing through the efficiencies
gained by implementing speech solu-
tions," Faulkner said. "There is an
example of that — Lloyds PLC, a bank
in the UK, actually shut down one of
its outsourced contact centers because
they were having so much success with

their speech recognition solution in the
UK." Although reducing headcount is
one of the main selling points for
speech self-service solutions, most com-
panies aren't looking to publicize lay-
offs. Furthermore, as Faulkner
explained, reducing the headcount
"isn't always the end game for the
enterprise." Sometimes organizations
do it purely for the purpose of provid-
ing improved customer service.

"A lot of our customers today are pri-
oritizing the customer experience over
efficiencies," Faulkner said, adding that
many of Nuance's customers "have us
hold back on the efficiencies for the
purpose of pleasing the customer." He
said even though a call can be com-
pletely automated and doesn't have to
include a live agent, many companies
see a high value in putting a live agent

on the line at some point during the
interaction. So in most cases, contact
centers are using a mix of automation
and live agents for the purpose of
reducing agent call time.

"We can provide automation rates
that are down around 20 percent, all
the way up to nearly 100 percent [of
the interaction], depending on what
task is being automated," he said. "We
tend to automate tasks that a) happen a
lot — you really only want to invest
automation if you're going to automate
something that your customer frequent-
ly like to do; b) that lend themselves to
automation; and c) that deliver a strong
ROI — in other words, that it is of a
duration or complexity that makes it
easy to automate."

"If I'm going to offer a self-service
capability, the types of transactions I
want to automate are the ones where
there are enough transactions that it
is worth the trouble," added Voxify's
Nunn. "And the example I give is, I
could build a Russian self-service
application, but if I only get four
calls a year in my Alabama call cen-
ter, is it really worth the money I'm
going to spend to do it? So you want
to only automate the things that are
worth automating."

Nunn pointed out that some transac-
tional calls are very cost-effective to
automate. "If I'm going to buy a dia-
mond, I might want to talk to the per-
son live, and they're going to tell me a
lot about it," he said. "And the transac-
tional value is so high that it is worth
customer touch. But suppose my aver-
age transaction value is about a buck.
I'm going to want to automate that all
the time, because it pays me to invest in
that sort of thing."

Part Two of this article will be present-
ed in the January 2008 issue of Customer
Interaction Solutions.

The author can be reached at
pbarnard@tmcnet.com.
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I could build a Russian self-service
application, but if I only get four

calls a year in my Alabama call cen-
ter, is it really worth the money I'm

going to spend to do it?
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Those that get online marketing, and those that very
clearly don't.

In his October editorial for Customer Interaction
Solutions, Rich Tehrani wrote about companies that answer
customer e-mail promptly and that he, and millions of oth-
ers, were more likely to do business with companies that
are responsive to online inquiries. He recounted a story of
a woman who attended one of his speeches that became
very upset with this idea. She thought that it was a "bad
idea" that companies allow customers to "get used to" hav-
ing their e-mail dealt with promptly. Clearly, people like
this missed the basic lessons of business school: if you
don't give your customers what they want, your competitor
will. Wishing this away won't get you anywhere.

I'm always struck by how some companies seem to really
strive to innovate to broaden their marketing across all
channels, but in particular toward their Web channels. I'm

impressed with the companies that link their television
commercials to their online presence, like Sharp and its
"More To See" commercials (www.moretosee.com) that
begin telling a story in the commercial and ask consumers
to visit the Web site to see how the story turns out.

Granted, Sharp has an enormous marketing budget and
a lot of innovative people to come up with cross-channel
marketing ideas.

Other companies are using this same method to drive
traffic to their Web sites, and it appears to be working for
them. Large companies are using YouTube to distribute
commercials that could not be shown on television for rea-
sons of language, a harder-edged message or non-family-
appropriate humor. They are generally quite funny, and
prompt viewers to share them with one another in a true
viral marketing model.

But what impresses me even more is when smaller compa-
nies come up with fun ideas to drive traffic to their Web sites.

I get marketing e-mails from Sure Fit, a catalog company
that sells slip covers. Now, I'm not sure how big Sure Fit is,
but I suspect there are no presidential cabinet members on
its board of directors, if it even has a board of directors,
and the brand is hardly a household name. The e-mail sent
to me read, "Celebrate Sure Fit's Ugly Couch Contest
Grand Prize Drawing and Save 20 Percent On All Orders!"

An ugly couch contest? What fun! A little surfing led me
to a page with photos of previous years’ winners: www.tmc-
net.com/1269.1. I'm sure you'll agree, those are some
damn ugly sofas. 2001's winner, complete with chain
accents, is a particular favorite of mine.

You are probably tempted to visit Sure Fit's Web site
now, aren't you? Even if only to see the ugly sofas. Maybe
you have a contender for next year's contest lurking in
your family room. Would you have gone to the Web site
otherwise? Not unless you were really on an active hunt to
buy slipcovers. But now that you're there, you might find
you need a slipcover. And if you do…hey, you can get 20
percent off.

Too many companies think cross-channel marketing is
achieved by repeating the same boring marketing message
across multiple marketing vehicles. A boring radio ad plus
a boring print ad plus a boring television commercial plus
a boring Web site do NOT equal cross-channel marketing.

As far as I'm concerned, the marketing world needs more
ugly couches. And you…you really DO need a slipcover,
don't you?

The author may be contacted at tschelmetic@tmcnet.com.

Last Call
By Tracey E. Schelmetic
Editorial Director, Customer Inter@ction Solutions

There are two kinds of
businesses in the world.

A boring radio ad plus a boring print ad
plus a boring television commercial plus
a boring Web site do NOT equal cross-

channel marketing.
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Q: We've short-listed a few vendors to
talk to about a communications system
for our contact center, and integration is
definitely a concern. Any insights you can
share would be appreciated to help in our
selection process.

A: Even without knowing which vendors
you have on your list, let me offer an initial
word of caution: If they don't mention
back-office systems in their integration
pitch, give them a low score. Typical propri-
etary vendor-speak often sounds like, "We
can handle the entire project and integrate
to your existing PBX, ACD, third-party sys-
tems, etc. to reduce implementation costs
and protect your investment." The problem
is, such vendor-speak focuses only on
telephony-level integrations, and not on the
back-end systems integration many contact
centers rely on to manage information
alongside customer interactions.

In fact, proprietary "multi-point" legacy
vendors have telephony-level integrations
down, since they typically require many dif-
ferent boxes (often from different vendors)
to round out their offering. Business-level
integrations, however, just aren't their
strong suit. Consider this analogy for exam-
ple. Say you're remodeling your house.

Would you rather deal with one contractor
who can drywall, paint and re-do ceilings
and floors all extremely well for a fair price,
or a contractor who brings in a bunch of
subcontractors who raise costs, increase
timelines and point fingers at one another
when things don't go well? 

You should take the same approach when
selecting a business communications vendor.
Make sure your list of vendors includes a
couple whose solutions come from the new
breed of all-in-one application suites that
are far more centralized and adaptable.
Here's why.

Many communications suites now on the
market are supported by an underlying uni-
fied platform architecture which, unlike
multi-point legacy systems, allows an
organization to integrate an entire suite of
applications through a single integration
point. Moreover, that same central integra-
tion point is where business applications
and back-office systems fit in, usually with
little or no need for customization or
expensive programming. 

As common technical and business sense
will tell you, the single-point integration
approach of an application suite and all-in-
one communications platform makes it easi-
er to administer an overall system and
reduce costs. By "overall" system, that
means all the types of back-end systems a
modern contact center relies on from day to
day, which makes a single point of integra-
tion invaluable.

•    Reporting and analytics;

•    Workforce management;

•    Knowledge bases and knowledge man-
agement, including e-mail and Web-
based auto-response applications;

•    Customer databases;

•    CRM solutions, increasingly with
screen-pop, screen automation and
embedded call control;

•    Unified messaging;

•    Directories;

•    Accounting;

•    Web services, such as online forms and
surveys; and

•    Office services, such as those offered in
Microsoft's Office Communications Server.

Given all the
back-end apps
your contact
center might
incorporate, ask
the vendors you're considering to spell out
exactly how their solutions will integrate to
such business systems. Then ask them some
other questions, too.

Security. If VoIP (define - news - alert)
security is a concern, ask the vendor how
they plan to keep your voice traffic secure,
particularly if their solution will be routing
VoIP traffic across systems for ACD, IVR,
call recording, outbound predictive dialing
and other functions. In a multi-point sys-
tem configuration, integration complexity
and costs related to VoIP security increase
significantly. 

Standards. Find out what standards each
vendor's solutions support to see how com-
plex back-office integrations are going to be.
Any integrations requiring third-party gate-
ways or middleware (APIs) instead of stan-
dard protocols end up increasing the imple-
mentation time frame and leave you to rely
on third-parties for patches. Headaches usu-
ally increase as well.

Real-time business intelligence.
Knowledge bases, e-mail and Web auto-
response systems, post-call and online satis-
faction surveys, etc. come in to play with
this issue on the table. Again, make as sure
as possible a new system can accommodate
these and other types of intelligence-orient-
ed applications.

Whereas a communications system's
PBX, ACD, e-mail, chat and associated
components drive the interaction process
with customers, back-office applications are
required to process and manage the business
information interactions generate. A strong
argument can therefore be made that busi-
ness applications are as critical to a contact
center as interaction applications, and if you
can't integrate them to the system a vendor
is offering, mark the vendor off your list.

Tim Passios is Director of Product Marketing for
Interactive Intelligence Inc. and has more than 16
years’ experience in the contact center industry.
Interactive Intelligence is a leading provider of IP busi-
ness communications software and services for the
contact center and the enterprise, with more than
2,500 installations in nearly 70 countries. For more
information, contact Interactive Intelligence (news -
alert) at info@inin.com or (317) 872-3000.
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