
Autonomy etalk White Paper

Seven Actionable 
Tactics for Critical Contact 

Center Improvement
Tim Montgomery 

Founder, The Service Level Group



� Proprietary and Confidential to Autonomy etalk.



�Seven Actionable Tactics

Seven Actionable Tactics for 
Critical Contact Center Improvement

Index
Seven Actionable Tactics for Critical Contact Center Improvement .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  5

Opportunity #1: Embrace Queues!  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  5
Opportunity #2: Breakdown the Organizational Silos  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  6
Opportunity #3: Stop Making Your Customer do your Agent’s Work .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  6
Opportunity #4: Receive Immediate Direction from Agents and Customers.  . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  7
Opportunity #5: Move the Training Department to the Frontline.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  8
Opportunity #6: Use Existing Technology to Create and Control Capacity .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  9
Opportunity #7: Refocus Efficiencies on Reducing Volume, Not Handle Time  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  10

Getting Yourself Up to Speed .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  11
Creating Your Vision .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  11

Step 1: Set the foundation  . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  11
Step 2: Relate it to Staffing  . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  11
Step 3: Explain the Peaks and Valleys Impacts  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  11
Step 4: Bring the Concepts Together to Focus on Employees and Agents  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  11

About the Author:  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  12
Tim Montgomery is Founder of The Service Level Group – A Contact Center Focused  
Consulting and Training Organization.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  12

About Autonomy etalk .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  13
Part of the Qfiniti Enterprise Solution  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  13

Tim Montgomery, Founder, The Service Level Group

April, 2007



� Proprietary and Confidential to Autonomy etalk.

Publisher’s Note: Information contained in this document is intended for guideline purposes only. Autonomy etalk product documentation supersedes information con-
tained in this document. The situations described in this document are offered as examples; actual configurations and results will vary from system to system.



�Seven Actionable Tactics

Seven Actionable Tactics for Critical Contact Center Improvement

We’ve all been there: Struggling to find a way to get more out of our contact center agents; looking for new ways to get 

calls out of queues; begging other departments to pitch in during peak times; and finding new ways to point the finger at 

other internal departments. Bottom line is that many of us have a difficult time doing business with ourselves, and it’s no 

wonder that customers find their experience frustrating. Good news is that it doesn’t have to be that way. The bad news, 

however, is that you’ll have to move your organization to get there…and that is 99 percent of the challenge and solution. 

Every contact center is unique, but they all have a common thread: The way the work is delivered. Calls emerge in a con-

tinual, random pattern and must be answered within seconds of arrival. To address this challenge, many contact centers 

have implemented creative forecasting, planning and scheduling processes. No matter how effective these processes are, 

at some point, the incoming calls will outweigh the workforce, and calls will queue. Typically, this is when the fun begins 

and everyone’s life seems to change a little. When calls are in queue, the smiles are gone, the pizza gets cold, the bathroom 

passes disappear, and the executives start shining the bat signal from the 20th floor. 

During my career, I’ve had the opportunity to work with 

numerous contact centers and have witnessed the many 

ways companies react to queues. Unfortunately, many cen-

ters respond with what can best be described as an “attack 

the queue” approach to handling customers. When fully 

implemented, this approach has everyone in the organization 

panic-stricken when calls are in queue, and all other activi-

ties in the center are put on hold until the queue is driven 

down to zero. Typical results from this approach are higher-than-desired service levels, lower-than-expected workforce effi-

ciency, agent/manager frustration and continuous non-telephone event rescheduling. 

Opportunity #1
Embrace queues! A commonly overlooked fact is that queues are part of the plan and, thus, not necessarily a bad thing. 

Unless you have a service level objective of 100 percent in zero seconds, you’re planning to allow a certain number of calls 

to enter the queue. Managing queues is what your automatic call distributor (ACD) is designed for – it grabs those calls that 

can’t be answered immediately and holds them until an agent becomes available. And keep in mind that, depending on their 

need, most customers will give you some time to “open the door.” Of course, if the wait is too long, they may soon be look-

ing for a new door to a new company. 

Overcoming the overly aggressive and often counter-productive “attack the queue” mindset is not an easy task. It requires 

educating everyone who influences the contact center’s results – from frontline agents to senior executives. Don’t worry, 

you don’t have to train everyone to be a contact center expert – a simple presentation that outlines what it means to work 

in a contact center is a good way to get the ball rolling. Be sure to clearly communicate your center’s service level objective 

(i.e., definitions of the inputs, expected queue lengths, average speed of answer translation, the impact of each agent, etc.).

Impact: Getting everyone on-board will not only save you time in explaining results, it also creates a new “calm” in your 

daily management routine. And, doing it right, you’ll lay the foundation for making additional positive changes move much 

easier and faster. This is such a vital part of getting the support you need, there is a special section at the end of this paper 

with ideas to help get you started. 

69% of Americans say they’re 
less likely to do business with a 
company after a bad call center 
experience.

—Opinion Research Corp.
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Opportunity #2
Breakdown the organizational silos that have found their way into your call routing strategy.

Once everyone is educated on the dynamic nature and the realities of the contact center, you’ll want to revisit your 

approach to providing customer support. Companies often get stuck in silos (products, divisions, activities, reporting rela-

tionships, etc.), and this is transferred into the contact center and the way customers are handled. 

Begin by asking yourself a few questions: 

1)	Do you force customers to wait in specific silos for service when often times there are people available in other silos who can help? 

2)	Do you have an organization with multiple call centers that don’t all report to the same leader?

3)	Can your customers receive a different level of service depending on the reason (service, sales, technical, etc) or segment (business, con-
sumer, partner, etc) of the call?

4)	Does your center dedicate more time and effort to making real-time adjustments than they dedicate to their forecasting activities?

5)	Do you spend more time coordinating internal changes to shared systems than you do implementing the change?

6)	Is there one executive that truly owns the entire customer experience…both on and off the organizational chart?

Companies that begin to look at their call routing strategy 

from a customer-centric vs. company-centric perspective 

normally find several holes in the way the customer is treat-

ed, differences in the way results are interpreted and gaps 

in who is really accountable. This confusion helps adds 

fuel to the ever-present internal finger-pointing exercise 

that results in more internal initiatives to help reinforce the 

customer-centric strategy. Unfortunately, these initiatives often end up addressing internal reporting, communication and 

organization chart issues, while the customer is still receiving the same “luck of the draw” experience. Regardless of how 

your organization tackles these issues, you should start with the following approach – give every customer the same chance 

to get the same level of service, regardless of when or why they contact you. Ultimately you are one to them, and every 

contact is an opportunity to overwhelm them with delight. 

Impact: If done correctly, you’ll immediately gain capacity to handle more calls with the same number of agents and dra-

matically reduce your queue times. Don’t confuse this with moving skills or giving authority for other departments to have 

access to agents – both are signs of a flawed planning process. This is a real-time balancing of customer needs with com-

pany service capability – and if you do it right, it doesn’t require any real-time changes.

Opportunity #3
Stop trying to solve problems by making your customers do your agent’s work.

Again, look at the operation from the customer’s perspective -- not just the company’s. Much of the technologies available 

to contact centers are focused on how to become more efficient – not a bad thing, but keep in mind what “efficient” means. 

It’s a point-in-time improvement based on history (e.g., reducing handle time, thus reducing the number of agents needed). 

A common approach to creating a more efficient contact center is to focus on reducing the amount of “agent engagement” 

time by moving responsibility to the customer (e.g., hiding the agent prompt in the IVR; forcing all of the up-front informa-

tion-gathering via speech; and not providing phone numbers on a Web site). While such approaches seem to make good 

financial sense, they all make the customer work harder to do business with you. And companies that adopt this approach 

quickly find that by passing on time from agents to consumers, loyalty drops, customer attrition increases and once valu-

able business intelligence is no longer available. 

Every four years, the average 
company loses more than half of 
its customers

—Bain & Co.
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In many cases, company-level contact center “efficiency” 

initiatives are born from misguided agent level measures 

that that focus on reducing the time interacting with cus-

tomers to decrease headcount. Conventional company 

wisdom goes something like this: If the contact center can 

save headcount by reducing agent talk time, then every 

new technology needs to be an enabler. Then everyone 

outside of the contact center gets involved and handle time 

becomes the root of all evil, and reducing it is the way to save money and improve the quarterly cost numbers. Soon you 

lose site of the customer, they’re doing more of the work, and ultimately they migrate to the competition – but you’ll never 

know when or why because no one talked to them. 

In the customer service world it’s real easy to get caught up in an ongoing “penny pinching” exercise to improve the bot-

tom line. Customers quickly feel the pinch, followed by the pain—and look for ways to ease it, which typically entails defect-

ing to the competition. 

Move your center from an efficiency-focused organization to a customer-focused one. Agent performance can be mea-

sured in many ways, but be sure the inputs are within their direct control – quality, adherence to schedule and procedures, 

first-contact resolution, initiation of cross-selling and upselling opportunities, etc. No matter what performance measures 

you choose, you want agents to be empowered to focus on helping customers get the information they need, and not just 

looking to reduce the time spent to meet an efficiency goal. Strongly emphasize this with agents; help them understand the 

transition, the metrics for which they will be accountable, and what’s in it for the customers they serve. 

Impact: Removing these pressures from agents and allowing them to focus on service ensures the right thing is done the 

first time. With this you’ll see a reduction in volume, improved customer results (revenue, retention, etc.), and, most impor-

tantly, you’ll have better information to plan your day. Without an accurate view of what it takes to serve the customer, 

you’ll never get the planning part right —and if you don’t get the planning part right, you’re doomed to a life of continuous 

real-time management. 

Opportunity #4
Move from relying on system reports to receiving immediate direction from agents and customers. 

Think about how often your company repositions itself – via product enhancements, new market segments, advertising 

messages, mergers, regulatory requirements, reaction to the competition’s reposition, etc. These changes occur often 

and directly impact your customer’s expectations of service and support. Consequently, you must revisit your call-routing 

strategy to ensure that it reflects changes in your organization and in your customers’ needs and demands. If you focus 

on where the customer ends up and build from there, you’ll never be able to move your organization to the next level. Just 

about all companies that offer live agent support have a gatekeeper – an IVR, auto attendant, etc. Leveraging these tools to 

help get the customer to the right agent is a great idea, but if you’re not providing the right menu choices, then your efforts 

are wasted. 

Because your menu choices drive what is offered to your agent skills, you may end up trying to solve the wrong prob-

lem – just because a customer selects an option doesn’t mean that’s why they called, and your internal reports (from any 

system) won’t likely provide the true picture of demand. If you need more convincing, take a quick visit to gethuman.com. 

Thousands of people make this stop every day to obtain a roadmap to navigate your prompts…and, armed with this, they 

no longer have to “listen carefully to the menu options.”

Think of it this way – If companies really 
believe that every contact is an opportu-
nity to WOW the customer, improve loy-
alty and gain business intelligence, then 
why are so many initiatives focused on 
automating half or all of the interaction?



� Proprietary and Confidential to Autonomy etalk.

Overcoming this is easy: Move from basing decisions on your ACD reports to basing them on input from your agents and 

customers. Many companies ask agents to code calls by type, and this is a good start, but the codes have to be regularly 

updated and the results continually shared if this approach is to be meaningful to the business. Give agents the ability and 

encourage them to provide additional information on changing customer expectations. Agents are always the first to know 

if customers are beginning to get frustrated with doing business with the company.

Agents shouldn’t be your only source of insight into the customer experience; your quality monitoring program recordings 

have thousands of nuggets of information to help you transform your business and offerings. In addition to capturing the 

customer experience via recordings to improve the service that agents provide, many companies have established dedicat-

ed departments to extract “voice of the customer” data that can transform the business as a whole. The key is to make this 

an ongoing activity, with the results fed into a process that is flexible enough to quickly make a change to the way custom-

ers are served. 

Impact: A clear understanding of why your customers call allows you to continually reinvent your access strategy – what 

to do with them when they get to the door and how to efficiently move them around once inside. This insight can also be 

moved to other parts of the organization (Marketing, IT, HR, etc) so they can make near real-time changes to things such as 

product information, Web capabilities and hiring profiles. Not only will you reduce the volume into the center, you’ll also 

improve customer satisfaction along the way. 

Opportunity #5 
Move the training department to the frontline—and let them drive. 

Bring trainers into the loop early, and constantly communicate with the frontline. Training is often viewed as a separate 

group with a different mission, and often reports to a different part of the organization. In some cases, the contact center 

has to coordinate and schedule time with the training department several weeks or months in advance. This not only cre-

ates another silo, but in many cases, by the time training is complete, the company and customers have already reposi-

tioned themselves several times. First step is to move your trainers from the classroom to the frontline. Give them respon-

sibility for dissecting the daily feedback you get from your agents and customers. Once moved to the frontline, their job is 

to learn from it and apply their expertise in training to determine the best way to provide appropriate information to agents. 

Your goal is to stop focusing on “perfect” training classes, and to instead develop a flexible approach that is focused more 

on real-time customer service. Even without an automated e-learning solution, you can leverage your existing intranet and 

recording technologies in new ways to get this started. 

That doesn’t mean you can get away from formal classroom 

training; you’ll need such traditional training for new hires 

as well as for topics/modules that the trainers feel require 

a formal, offline approach. One approach is to focus the 

classroom training on the fundamental customer-centric 

skills agents need – things that won’t likely change with new products and changing customer expectations, like compas-

sion, listening, setting expectations, capturing business intelligence, etc. Focusing on these skill sets will ensure that your 

agents are customer-centric and have what it takes to provide excellent service. As a result, they’ll be much happier in their 

role…and this satisfaction is transferred directly to customers – they can “feel” it. 

Impact: Making training an active part of your real-time solution helps to create a culture focused on continual develop-

ment and improvement. Not only will agents see their daily struggles being addressed immediately, they’ll also be provided 

with new tools and information to provide an enhanced customer experience. And, it’s a new way to show agents you care 

about them and their quality of work life. 

Hire for attitude, train for  
everything else.

—Tom Peters
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Opportunity #6
Use existing technology to create and control capacity

As mentioned earlier, your quality monitoring system is an often-ignored yet extremely valuable source of customer busi-

ness intelligence. It also can serve as a quick early warning system -- use it to regularly update everything about the way 

you are serving customers. There are tools available that can also be used to provide real-time training or information nec-

essary for agents to handle calls based on new customer or company demands. When done correctly, you can transform 

agent training from a push strategy (you send them away, at a scheduled time) to a pull strategy where they have more con-

trol over the expansion of their job knowledge and their personal growth. 

Your daily real-time queue management program can also be improved with a foundational approach to agent training. By 

providing agents with the tools, structure and roadmap to help customers find answers, you’re no longer limited to the 

often chaotic movement of agents and skills to break down your self-created silos. Most ACDs have ways to automate the 

overflow to other queue groups or skills based on predetermined algorithms. By providing the appropriate tools to those 

with the foundation training, you’ll have a lot more flexibility in where you send calls when things don’t go as planned. And 

you’ll free up all of the time and energy your company spends monitoring and reacting to changes in volumes. 

Again, this is a focus on company productivity vs. individual 

agent efficiencies. With a foundational approach, custom-

ers’ interactions with agents may take a little longer, but 

the customer’s overall “engagement time” will likely be the 

same. Remember: Waiting on hold for three minutes and 

talking to an “efficient” agent for five minutes is the same 

as waiting on hold for 30 seconds and talking to a “founda-

tional” agent for seven and a half minutes. And the custom-

er is left with the feeling that you care about them and have 

people working for them… not them working for you. 

Impact: This addresses one of the most common frustrations voiced by agents in a contact center – not having the tools 

to help the customer efficiently and effectively. If done right, you’ll gain the capacity you need to handle the planned and 

unplanned demand spikes and spend less time trying to drive calls out of queue. Not only will you get help from a new 

group of agents, you’ll have more flexibility with your existing staff. Give every agent the ability to find the answer vs. hav-

ing to transfer the customer. 

The Opposite of “Remarkable” 
is “Very Good”. Very Good is an 
everyday occurrence and hardly 
worth mentioning.

—Purple Cow, Seth Godin

Agents Calls Service Level Talk Time  
(seconds)

ACW Time  
(seconds)

Agent Cost per 
Call@$15/hr.

Daily Agent Cost 
Total

Telecom Daily 
Cost

Daily People and 
Telecom Cost Annual Cost

74 6,400 80/20 200 100 $1.39 $ 8,880 $1,067 $ 9,947 $2,586,133

A 5% reduction in talk time through improved scheduling, coaching, metrics application and evaluation

71 6,400 80/20 190 100 $1.33 $ 8,520 $1,013 $ 9,533 $2,478,667

Annual Savings $107,467

A 5% reduction in call volume through improved real-time customer/agent feedback communication

70 6,080 80/20 200 100 $1.38 $ 8,400 $1,013 $ 9,413 $2,447,467

Annual Savings $138,667

*assumes calls arrive in the same amount over 16 intervals a dayFigure 1
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Opportunity #7
Refocus efficiencies on reducing volume, NOT handle time

As discussed earlier, many centers focus a lot of energy on reducing agent handle time. There are good things and bad 

things associated with this measure. If managed correctly, better handle times can result in improved service to all custom-

ers and happier agents. However, if poorly managed, the outcomes can have disastrous effects—higher agent turnover, loss 

of focus, management burnout, customer attrition, etc. By moving your real-time activities from attacking calls in queue 

to moving closer to the customer, you’ll soon see a reduction in overall call volume. How? When you gather, record, report 

and centralize customer feedback, you’ll quickly discover that your organization’s errors and inefficiencies are what cause 

many of the calls to the center in the first place -- things like missing information on statements, non-user friendly self-ser-

vice tools (Web-based and IVR), confusing communications/letters, etc. 

Armed with critical customer feedback in real-time, you can quickly make changes or adjustments to the things that are 

causing unnecessary calls into your center. And a reduction in call volume has an even greater impact than an overall 

reduction in call handle time for a given skill set. Figure 1 provides a comparison between a 5 percent talk time reduction (in 

a mid-sized contact center) and a 5 percent reduction in call volume.

Impact: A temporary reduction in call volume will have a positive impact on your contact center’s results, but with an ongo-

ing, companywide focus, the improvements grow exponentially. If you transformed your current real-time “queue” manage-

ment efforts into a disciplined approach to eliminating the unnecessary reasons why customers call, you’ll quickly find the 

same results without the chaos and headaches of trying to slay the queue. 

While challenging, managing a contact center isn’t rocket science. Don’t make it any harder than it needs to be. The best 

contact centers start with getting everyone on the same page and provide them with the basics of how centers are different 

but, at the same time, not too complex. (see example below for quick tips on getting the word out). Once your management 

team is on the same page, begin the process of removing the self-created silos where customers get placed (queued), then 

start to rethink the ways you deliver service. 

Many of the tips and recommendations described in this 

paper were the result of asking “why?” and “why not?” Try 

new things and challenge the way things have always been 

done. You don’t have to wait on your vendors to provide 

you with new solutions that automate everything for you. 

Expose everyone to the quick wins staring your center in 

the eye – this isn’t low hanging fruit; it’s already on the 

ground. Once you prove that thinking differently works, get-

ting buy-in for technology that allows you immediate access into the wealth of real-time information you have right at your 

fingertips becomes a “no-brainer” for everyone. And, if you do it right, the chaotic (and unnecessary) activity of continually 

“attacking” the queue will quickly become a thing of the past. 

When agents are focused on their 
individual handle time, provid-
ing great customer service quickly 
becomes their 3rd or 4th priority

—Jay Minnucci, VP Consulting, ICMI
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Getting Yourself Up to Speed
If you’re reading this, you’re looking for new ideas, which is a 
great first step. Make sure that your knowledge of contact cen-
ters is not only accurate, but the way things are still being done. 
Attend conferences, seminars and training courses that focus 
on the basics of contact center management, or more advanced 
courses on strategy and technology. (There are several organiza-
tions that offer these types of programs. You can find more infor-
mation on the “Industry Links” page at Service Level Group’s 
Web site.) Another way to keep abreast of the latest trends is to 
subscribe to – and READ – as many industry publications as you 
can. There are lots of free contact center publications available, 
and most provide weekly email updates. 

Once you feel confident that you are fully up to speed, the next 
step is to get your peers and executives excited about contact 
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).

Creating Your Vision
Step 1: Set the foundation 
Minute by minute, calls arrive randomly, but when broken down to an 
interval (30 minutes), we can get pretty accurate with the forecast

First slide shows this – three internals of 150 calls offered, arriv-
ing 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(figure 2).

Step 2: Relate it to Staffing 
To overcome the challenges with the minute-by-minute unpre-
dictability, contact centers use a formula to determine the number 
of agents required during each ½ hour – Erlang C (or if you have 
a WFM system, it may use a modified version).

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 ½ 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. 

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 (figure 3). 

Step 3: Explain the Peaks and Valleys Impacts
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 contact 
center. 

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. 

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 contact 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. 

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. 

Step 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/under-
stand visual. 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. 

Figure 2 Figure 3
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