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“Senior management just doesn’t get it.” That’'s a comment I've heard time and
again from call center managers who are struggling with issues such as staffing,
getting support for new technology or obtaining respect for their department. My
reply is always the same: It’s our job as call center leaders to get them to
understand, and we can’t stop until everyone appreciates the value and dynamics
of our real-time inbound environment.

Now, you might be thinking (and I've heard it time and again) that it's easy to say if
you don’t have to live it every day. Fair enough, but as a consultant involved in
transforming senior management’s opinions on the call center on several
occasions, | know it can be done. The key is making it happen in targeted,
digestible chunks. I've worked with many very smart people who, for one reason or
another, have adopted a “keeping your head above water” approach to call center
management approach.

The truth is that many senior executives with call center responsibilities have never
run a call center. In many cases, they’re focused other organizational issues that
pull them away from gaining a true understanding of our challenges. But that’s not
a bad thing — it actually makes it a lot easier to transform their opinions.

Lay the Foundation by Getting Yourself Up to Speed

OK, so where should you start and what should you be doing? First and foremost,
you need to be on top of your game. Make sure that you have a solid
understanding of how to intelligently describe the tactical stuff, and make the
connection between the call center and the value it brings to the company. Yes, to
get buy-in from others, you have to become a student of call centers and
continually look for ways to sharpen your own skills.

My advice for staying on top of your game is don't try to reinvent the wheel —
chances are, if you're reading this, you’re looking for new ideas, which is a great
first step. Make sure that your knowledge of call centers is not only accurate, but
the way things are still being done. Attend conferences, seminars and training
courses that focus on the basics of call center management or more advanced
courses on strategy and technology. (There are several organizations that offer
these types of programs. You can find more information on the Industry Links page
at the Service Level Group’s Web site. Another way to keep abreast of the latest
trends is to subscribe to — and READ — as many industry publication as you can.
There are lots of free call center-focused publications available and most provide
weekly email updates.
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While you're getting yourself up to speed, try to get a feel for what your senior
management is reading. Many times, their ideas and strategies are derived from
popular business books and non-call center periodicals. The next time you're in a
senior manager’s office, take a look around to see what newspapers, magazines
and books are laying around — and then get a copy for yourself. You'd be surprised
at how many ideas and theories from mainstream articles and books can be applied
to the call center environment. The best part is, you can use it as point of reference
the next time you have an opportunity to “talk call centers” with the boss.

Create Impassioned Call Center Supporters

Once you feel confident that you are fully up to speed, the next step is to get your
senior executives excited about call center dynamics. The key is to create a vision
— one that you can refer back to when conversations get off course (e.g., when
senior managers begin to focus on how to get more efficiency out of every agent
while providing the same level of quality).

| once faced this challenge while working with a client. We discussed the fact that

many of their internal processes were in direct conflict with call center principles. The
client asked me to brief the executive committee on why this was so. The hitch: | had to
make the case in 10 minutes using only four slides.

At first | was a little taken back by the request, but | soon realized that there’s a lot
you can do with four slides. The following is an example of how to create a vision
for executives using just four slides.
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Four Slides to Communicate Call Center Dynamics to Senior Manager in 10
minutes

Slide 1: Set the foundation

e Minute by minute, calls arrive randomly, but when broken down
to an interval (30 minutes), we can get pretty accurate with the
forecast

o First slide shows this — three internals of 150 calls offered,
arriving randomly during a 30-minute period. The message here
is we can’t control exactly when they’ll arrive, but we can
determine the overall number in a given interval:

150 Calls arriving minute by minute in an interval
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Slide 2: Relate it to Staffing

e To overcome the challenges with the minute-by-minute unpredictability, call
centers use a formula to determine the number of agents required during
each %2 hour — Erlang C (or if you have a WFM system, it may use a modified
version).

e Based on our service objective — in this case, 85 percent of the calls
answered within 30 seconds and an overall average handle time of six
minutes — the program tells us we need 35 agents staffed during the %2
period.

¢ What’s important here is to point out the fact that we need 35 people in chairs
talking on the phone, in an after-call work state or waiting for the phone to
ring.

e With any fewer than 35 agents, we will not be successful in meeting our
objective. It's not an average for the interval, it's from minute one to minute
30, we need to have 35 people.

@ a 6 minute handle time we’d staff 35 people to
meet an 85/30 SL for the three examples.

Staffing

required for the
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Calls

ZJA i AR s
i

- e

TN Y

||||||||

12 3456 7 8 910111213 14151617 1819 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

Minutes

Slide 3: Explain the Peaks and Valleys Impacts
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e Once you get an understanding of the randomness of call arrivals and
staffing requirements to overcome it, the real fun begins. I, personally,
use this slide on a regular basis. It goes a long way in explaining the
major challenges of managing an inbound call center.

e When looking at the arrival lines compared to the staffing line, you see
there are times when we have more calls then people — otherwise
known as a queue. The key here is to explain that this is part of the plan
— ACDs are designed to hold calls in queue until agents become
available, and any service level objective below 100 percent in zero
seconds is planning for some type of queue. Some amount of queuing is
planned, but the only way to keep it under control is to ensure that you
have the right number of people — in this case, 35 from interval start to
finish.

e The other take-away is the opposite of queues — when we have more
people staffed than calls, or idle time. Yes, this is also a requirement in
every call center — to overcome the minute-by-minute random arrival,
you have to build in some idle time. It's a reality and it can’t be
compromised. The only way to reduce it is to remove some of the staff,
which will create queues, negatively impacting service level.

e This is normally question-and-answer time. You need to be on your toes
and prepared to talk about idle times. Being able to effectively
communicate this will help you to gain a lot of credibility.

@ a 6 minute handle time we’d staff 35 people to
meet an 85/30 SL for the three examples.

Staffing Peaks above the line represent
required for the queues and dips below represent
12 - entire 1/2 hour agent idle time.
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Slide 4: Bring the Concepts Together to Focus on Employees and
Agents

¢ Bring all of the concepts together with real-life data from your
environment. The key here is to get the data out of the typical
report format and create a simple, clean, easy-to-read/understand

visual.

e Demonstrate how losing just a couple of agents can have a
dramatic impact on the service provided to customers. This also
shows how adding more staff doesn'’t really add to the overall
customer experience.

¢ You can also use this slide to show how not staffing the right
number of agents impacts everyone on the floor. In this example,
losing a couple of people not only reduces the service provided, but
makes the agents who are on the phones work even harder.

Percent of Calls | Percent of Calls Above — doesn’t add
Answered in 30 | that get Queued much to the
Number of Seconds (Service | for any amount )
Agents Staffed Level) oftime CUStOmer S
141 92.70% 24.40% experience
140 90.60% [ 28.30% ) :
139 88.00% 32.60% Below — negatively
138 84.60% 37.40% impacts the
136 75.10% 48.60% .
135 68.50% N 55.20% €xperience
Percent of Idle
Time per Agent | Idle Time per Above — adds
Number of (inverse is agent in minutes additional idle time to
| Agents Staffed Occupancy) per Hour
141 8% 4.80 every agent
140 7% [ 420 ) .
139 7% 420 Below — takes idle
138 6% 360 time away from every
136 5% ([ 3.00 )
135 4% N\ 240 /
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Use the Vision to Support All of Your Initiatives

So now you can see how, in just 10 minutes with only four slides, you can
quickly illustrate how call centers operate and establish a foundation for
executives to make better decisions regarding the environment. Once you’ve
created this visual for your executives, think about the other points you can
make — why fixed productivity measures (calls per hour) don’t work, why your
queue size may be causing agent burnout, why the smaller team groupings
will require more staff, why you need more staff to focus on workforce
management, etc.

The reality is, all of your call center headaches won'’t be fixed with four slides
and an executive presentation, but without an senior level understanding of
how call centers are different, you'll be stuck with implementing ideas that
don’t take into account the challenges of managing in your dynamic real-time
environment.

As a seasoned industry executive, popular speaker and highly regarded
consultant, Tim Montgomery has guided thousands of contact center
agents and leaders to improve individual and team performance, and
exceed operational objectives. Drawing from these interactions and his
extensive real-world experience, Tim founded The Service Level
Group to help contact centers leverage the competitive advantages
they have right at their finger tips. During his career, Tim has held a
variety of leadership positions — everything from Call Center Manager
to Vice President of Sales and Operations. His hands-on contact center leadership
experience was fine-tuned by working for three of the most celebrated service
companies in the world — USAA, The Coca-Cola Company and The SCOOTER
Store. Prior to founding The Service Level Group, Tim spent three years as a
Consultant, Seminar Leader, and Technology Advisor with Incoming Calls
Management Institute (ICMI). Tim’s expertise in customer service and contact center
operations allows him to lead a wide range of consulting engagements for companies
in a variety of industries. His consulting partners have included some of the most
recognized companies in America - AlG, Lifetouch Publishing, Mitsubishi Motors,
Premera Blue Cross, Deluxe Printing, Alistate, Kodak, Liberty Mutual, Cinergy,
Meguiar’s and The Gartner Group. Tim has written articles and whitepapers on a
variety of management, customer service, and call center topics and has been featured
in many global publications. Tim earned both his BBA in Accounting and MBA
degrees from the University of Texas @ San Antonio. Tim can be reached directly at
TimM@ServicelLevelGroup.Com
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