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Call Centre Setup for Small to Medium Enterprises (SME’s)

INTRODUCTION

Ok so the time has come and business is good. Your existing team is doing OK but a few customers are getting missed. Calls are abandoning, customers are beginning to mutter. Staff are getting flustered.

What’s changed? The product is still good. Sales are still high but people are beginning to ask if your customer service is all it could (or has) been.

At the risk of getting into a Grandmother and Eggs situation now is the time to look at how the existing operation works. It’s a what, why, where and when issue.

· What are the existing procedures?

· Why are we losing calls?

· Where in the process are we losing calls?

· When is the problem occurring?

It seems at first impressions these are simple questions to answer but the interaction between the various questions can lead to complex issues and problems that may not have been foreseen. Wood for the trees (I’m trying for a record number of metaphors here!) may be the main problem in this instance. Calls come in, people rush to answer, more calls come in, everyone’s exhausted and by the end of the day no one can remember why the rush happened. Customers were queuing, angry at the wait. Staff are shattered and know that tomorrow’s going to be the same. Staff absence and attrition rise. Things start to slide and before long it’s become the norm not the exception.

At this point (or preferably before). Stop, Think, Act.

The Colours of a Contact Centre

Unfortunately one of them is Rose tinted (It’ll all get better). The two you need to worry about are blue and brown. Everyone in the trade at this point will scream Consultancy at you, (So will I in a couple of years when I get around to it). There’s a BUT coming. But, who’s better to look at your processes than yourselves? Who’s in the best position to look at the situation?

In the first instance the people on the sharp end are the ones who know most about the problem, provided of course you can get them away from the problem for long enough to actually look at it!

Brown papering is one way of analysing the issues affecting service and can lead to some surprisingly easy solutions. A project tem set up with a senior manager and one or two agent level staff with a brief to look ‘bottom up’ at the way your service works. Start with the calls coming in and track their progress through your system.

Points to work on.

i) When are calls arriving? It may seem like a simple question but are you getting peaks and troughs? Is an initial surge causing a ‘knock on’ effect through the rest of the day?

ii) How does the existing process work? By empowering the agents with the ability to do ONE thing is there a way to reduce call length or reduce the number of repeat calls / callbacks required.

iii) Does the process ‘bog down’ at any point? Is something acting as a speed ramp?

iv) What are the main causes of abandonment? Long wait, Complicated call type or is there some other reason?

v) How is existing technology being used?

I don’t intend to go into the full brown paper process here as there are plenty of resources on the market and internet that provide guidelines for how to do it. I will however make one proviso. 

Let your existing staff know what’s happening and that it’s being done for their benefit I know from experience that the first thing that goes through an agents head is “What am I doing wrong”, they know that there are problems from the nature of the work discussed above and the presence of what can look like a Witch hunting team can drop morale even more. The second thing to go through an agents mind will be “My jobs on the line.” Closely followed by “They’re going to make us work harder”. Let them know that it’s for their benefit, solicit their feedback and above all else be as minimally intrusive as possible.

Just to keep you on your toes. Looking at the points above and taking them in a totally different order from the way they are presented.

How does the existing process work?

Process management and design is a fine art and if you ask anyone who has gone for ISO certification it can be one of the hardest parts in dealing with customers. You need to balance customer requirements against company procedures. At the same time keeping the process simple, understandable, useable and customer friendly. In the first instance attention needs to be paid to the customer facing side of the equation after all they are at the end of the day your revenue generators.

Whilst it is understandable that a call should be as quick as possible at the same time the KISS Keep It Simple Stupid) principle applies. Rushing through customer records causes mistakes. Implied questions lead to misunderstandings. Staff under pressure to keep calls short skip sections. All these are a direct result of your existing process and service levels (more about them later).

Once you understand your processes this leads you on to…..

Does the process ‘Bog Down’ at any point?

This is fairly simple to understand. Is there a reason a customer ALWAYS has to be transferred to another agent / department or be called back. As I’ve said above is there one change you can make that will simplify the process?

When are Calls Arriving?

Understanding your callflow is the most fundamental piece of information you can have. Whilst there are plenty of callflow and workforce management software packages available for an SME in the first instance these are probably not required. As part of the brown paper process callflow should be mapped and compared to existing staffing levels at any given time of the day.

The graph below indicates call abandonment based on an agent being able to handle 4 calls in a half hour period. It takes lunch breaks into account but not any other breaks and assumes calls arrive at a constant rate. Whilst we know this is not true for the purposes of illustration it’s a good enough model.


[image: image15.emf]AVERAGE Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri AVERAGE Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri

08:00 3 6 6 5 6 08:00 2 2 2 2 2

08:30 3 6 5 4 6 08:30 2 2 2 2 2

09:00 6 7 7 7 8 09:00 2 4 4 4 4

09:30 8 11 12 13 15 09:30 4 4 4 5 5

10:00 12 11 13 15 18 10:00 4 4 5 5 5

CALLS Agents


The graph below indicates what happens when you move the staffing levels by 1 in peaks and troughs.
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By making a minor adjustment to scheduling or calling an extra person onto the phones the Abandoned Calls has dropped from 26 to 4 at the cost of moving 1 ½ man hours from the back of the day to the front and 2 extra fill in periods equalling 2 man hours.

The 2 graphs were produced using the data table below.
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As I’ve said a simple change a massive result.

How is existing technology being used?

One of the biggest developments in technology in the last 30 years was the widespread introduction of the Telephone switch. From the first ‘call centres’ in the early 70’s mainly amongst the American Airline Industry (which is why we still have agents on the phone today), the idea of a central contact point has expanded until it has become the normal method for a large company to service it’s customer base. It’s worth noting that some large companies are going back to the local contact point method (eg: Banks) and are using it as a selling point. 

From the first simple routing to the new Hi Tech IP switches technology in the contact centre has expanded and advanced at an almost exponential rate in the last 10 years. VOIP, CTI, Natural Voice Recognition and Universal Queues have all become buzzwords of the industry. But. I hear you cry what this to do with me.

Absolutely nothing!  Is the easiest answer.  For a SME an audit of existing technology should open some avenues that have previously been ignored.

Questions to ask yourselves are:

i) Do we just answer the phone or do we manipulate the incoming call at all?

ii) Do we get any reports from the switch or is it just shoving calls through?

iii) Do we have a team design or is it just a melee on the phones?

iv) Do we manage our phone activity? Are there set times for people to be on the phone?

At this point the Brown paper is nearly finished. All that remains is to go back to the phone team and get each of them in turn to tell you where they think the problem is, and suggest one solution.

Don’t it make your Brown Eyes Blue.

Oh and the bad puns keep on coming!

From the Brown paper work you now have the basis to re-engineer the whole Customer Contact Strategy.

Blueprint for a Contact Centre.

Starting from the outside in. How does a Customer contact you?

The process is probably something along the lines of: 
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Although the system is simple the scope for customer dissatisfaction is high. As with the staff rota example above a few simple changes can lead to massive results in goodwill, customer and staff satisfaction.

Below are a couple of examples if simple call routing changes (getting progressively more complex) that can be applied to most phone Switches.
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Below is a further refinement of the system giving the option for the customer to leave a message on an IVR (interactive Voice Response) system. This is the logical next step.

That being said you need to refine the general business process to accommodate the callbacks generated by such a system.

The diagram below is the last of the general call flow ones. These models use the assumption that all teams are separate. Other callflow manipulation could include.

If the Customer Service team is busy wait 20 seconds then check if a Sales team member is free, if so route the call and vice versa.

If you have a high demand on one team and low on the other calls can route to the low demand team as an overflow.
Both these options however mean that the teams have to be cross trained on the others policies, procedures and scripting where required.
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This is about as complex as most SME’s need to get and the above facilities should be available as either part of the main package or as a bolt on to any switch made after about 1985.

Care however needs to be taken in menu design. Nested menus, menus with 4 or more options and overtly technical phrasing in the menu commands will ultimately drive abandon rates up.
Now the required setup has been decided it’s time to move onto the final section. This is where buy in from the staff is at it’s most valuable.

As soon as you get to this point you can also capture messages out of hours.

Service Levels.

The definition of service levels is a matter of great debate across the industry. Again the argument rages about what measures to use. How many to use and how they are to be set.

In moving from an initial direct calls to a distributed call basis it is probably prudent in the first instance to define a couple then play around until you have them working properly. Then as time progresses you can become more elegant both with the technological use of your Switch and with the levels and measures you are using to chart progress.

So what service levels do we define?

Normally for a start your performance overall needs to be looked at; therefore as a recommendation the place to start would be just 3 measures.

1) Average speed of answer.

2) Abandonment Rate.

3) Service Level.

The first two are fairly obvious but the third is defined as from the Number of calls we answered how many fell within our target answer time.

As a starting place for defining your levels benchmark indicators would be.

Target maximum answer time: 12 Seconds

Target maximum abandon rate 5%

Target Service Level 85% (ie: 85% of all answered calls to be answered in under 12sec.)

In the beginning these should be looked at on a daily basis then as you get more information available start to capture your data in half hour timeslots.

Audace Audace Toujours Audace.

I mentioned above that understanding call arrival to the switch is one of the key issues. By implementing the technology changes and setting service levels will do much to alleviate the problems caused by chaotic callflow. Staff level planning to meet call flow will (if implemented correctly) solve the rest. From the base measures described the next step is to capture the average handle time of each call.

This is not only the talk time (ACD Time) but also the after call work (Wrap Time) required to complete work before the agent is ready to take another call.

Forecast Models.

Once you have the average handle time and your average call arrival you can start forecasting arrival.

Take the 4 weeks figures as below and a little manipulation will give you a basic forecast model.

This will be within 5-10% of what you can expect to happen and for a small enterprise will be adequate.

Callflow Arrival.

Take for example the callflow below across a 4 week period (fig1). Although the calls vary week on week we can take an average and calculate the mean call arrival (fig2). We then round this UP to the nearest whole number (fig3).

Fig1


Fig2                                                                      Fig3


Now taking average call handle time (AHT) we can calculate the number of agents required.

In this case I’m using a nice simple 300 sec (5 Min).

Agents Required in ½ hr = ( AHT * Calls)/1800

This gives the figures below.


Unfortunately the figures above whilst displaying a theoretically perfect figure. Cannot be used as they assume a ‘perfect world’ where calls arrive one after the other and staff work every minute.

Without working your staff to death you can apply an arbitrary figure for expected productivity (anywhere between 60 and 75%) and then apply this.

So our formula changes to:


Using a figure of 65% for productivity this would give a staffing level of.


This is now reasonable to staff to these levels and expect to hit your service targets.

Tips and Tricks.

Forecasting software normally employs a formula called Erlang-C to predict call flow. Agner Erlang was a Danish Mathematician who specialised in probability and in 1908 whilst working for the Danish Telephone Company devised the Erlang-B and C formulas for predicting call arrival into switchboards.

He is though of as the father of Queuing Theory

Whilst much has changed the formulas he discovered are still relevant today and are still (with a few minor changes) widely used.

Erlang calculations can increase the accuracy but do you really want (in the first instance) to be using the formula below?
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Didn’t think so!

When assigning breaks one basic factor of Human Nature comes into play.

People call in the first or third quarter of an hour and will normally call in the first 10 min.

So when assigning breaks it is both sensible and prudent to go for either the second or fourth quarter.

Summing Up.

I hope this has given you a bit of an insight into how it is possible both practically and financially to improve your customer service side.

In fact most of the points above require very little in the way of capital outlay.

As I’ve stressed above though the most important people in this equation are your customers and staff.

All in all can you afford not to make ‘One Small Change’?

Dave Appleby

January 2003.

This is purely the design of the Existing Telephone Call.


It does not reflect any background process issues affecting the Customer.





Whilst with a simple process such as this the call routing is easiest. The customer has no idea of how they stand in relation to the rest of the calls arriving. Will they be answered in the next 10 seconds or is the wait ½ an hour? You all know as well as me in this case the call is ALWAYS answered just as you decide to hang up and you just hear the “Hello, Thank You for Calling…” Just as you’ve gone past the point of no return in hanging up.





Example 1. (Simple ACD)





In this case at least the customer knows they are calling the correct company.





The Customers call once in the ACD is then routed to the next available agent NOT the next person prepared to take a call.





The welcome message can also incorporate an out of hours message advising opening hours or an emergency contact.








Example 2. (Skills Based Routing)





By the addition of a single voice menu. Calls are now routed by team. The customer has one choice to make and can almost immediately speak to the next available agent in the section they require.





Example 3.





Hold System. Note the area in the dashed line is a loop until an agent is available. The timings are between messages and the agent availability check is continual. Music can be added between the hold messages.
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