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Agent occupancy is the concept for call center managers to
understand, appreciate and be able to clearly explain to everyone in their
organization. Unfortunately, it is also a concept that is and

misapplied. Even if you have a full appreciation for occupancy, it can be difficult to
pass along to the rest of the organization.

We often get requests for an "optimum" occupancy rate or for ideas on how to
"improve" agent occupancy. Although, we typically shy away from providing "one-
size-fits-all" call center goals, in this case, it's easy — there isn’t one. To better
appreciate this, it is important to understand that agent occupancy is a direct
outcome of several call center inputs. It's like using simple math (2+2=4) —if you
make even the slightest change to the inputs (the "2s"), your result will not equal
the original "4."

Before we jump into exploring the details behind the inputs, it is important to
understand the definition. Simply put, agent occupancy is the average amount of
time agents spend on calls either while "occupied" talking to customers or in an
after-call work state.

The inverse of agent occupancy is agent idle time — or the amount of time agents
spend sitting, waiting for the phone to ring. Sounds simple, and it is, but
sometimes something is lost during the translation, and goals or expectations
around occupancy are developed.

Idle time is a reality in every call center. The larger the call center, the less idle
time required to meet a given service level objective — in a larger answering group,
agents will become available to take calls more frequently, resulting in less idle
time. We developed the tables in this article to help illustrate how occupancy
varies depending on the size of the answer group. The tables show the results of
an Erlang program used to determine the number of agents required during a half-
hour period to meet the service level objective in the upper left-hand corner.
Details on the table’s categories are outlined below:

Inputs to the Erlang program are:

Call volume: The number of calls expected to be offered to the group in the half-
hour. (Volume)

Call handle time: The average of the sum of talk, hold and after-call work (AHT) for
each call.
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Outputs from the Erlang program are:

Minimum number of seated agents: The minimum number of agents needed for the
entire half-hour to meet the service objective (Staffing Req).

Average speed of answer (ASA): The expected average call answer speed if the
minimum agents required are staffed.

Agent occupancy: The average amount of time agents will be occupied in direct
support of customers shown as a percent with the inverse being idle time.
(Occupancy Rate)

o Occupancy related results from Table 1:

¢ The bottom row of the chart reveals a need to have eight agents available for
an entire half-hour to answer the 25 calls within the service level objective. The
agent occupancy result is 59 percent — in other words, the eight agents will be
talking to customers or in an after-call work state an average 59 percent of the
time.

¢ It's easier to understand when you look at the inverse — agent idle time (in this
case, it's 41 percent). At the end of the half-hour, if you were to total the idle
time, you would find that each of the eight agents were idle 41 percent of the
time, just over 12 minutes per agent.

¢ In contrast, the top row of the chart shows that 119 agents are needed to
handle 575 calls with an average occupancy of 91 percent. The inverse is 9
percent idle time or about 2.5 minutes per agent.

¢ When expanded for an entire day, the chart shows that the agents in the
smallest call center will be idle an average of two hours for every seven hours
of phone time compared to only 35 minutes of idle time in the large center.

(Table 1 — 90/30 SLO)

Service Level % 90 | | |
Answered in: 30
SecCs.
| | | | |

AHT ASA |Occupancy
Staffing Req Volume| (secs) (secs) Rate
. 119 | 575 | 340 | 7.8 | 91%
| 65 | 300 | 340 | 82 | 87%
| 45 | 200 | 340 | 86 | 84%
| 18 70 | 340 | 111 | 73%
| 8 25 | 340 | 134 | 59%
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The previous example clearly illustrates the impact size has on a call
center’s occupancy rates — the larger the center the higher the occupancy.
Holding handle time and service level constant, smaller call centers will
ALWAYS require more idle time (lower occupancy) when compared to larger
centers. This same dynamic exists in large centers with segmented teams or
skill groups — the smaller the volume the more idle time is needed (required)
to meet the same service level objective. If you manage a small call center
or team that is meeting its call-answering objectives, you’ve probably been
asked by others in the organization why agents are just "sitting around." The
answer is in the occupancy.

Another "input" that influences a call center’s occupancy result is the service
level objective chosen (answering X percent of calls in Y seconds). The next
two tables have the same inputs as Table 1, but the outputs are reflective of
the adjustments made to the service level objective:

In Table 2, the service level objective is adjusted to become more
aggressive and the resulting occupancy rates are lower. More idle time is
now required to be built into the process to accommodate for the increased
objective.

(Table 2 — 90/10 SLO)

Service Level % 90 | | |
Answered in: 10
SecCs.
| | | | |

AHT ASA |Occupancy
Staffing Req Volume| (secs) (secs) Rate
122 575 | 340 | 36 | 89%
| 67 | 300 | 340 | 41 | 85%
| 47 | 200 | 340 | 38 | 80%
| 19 70 | 340 | 57 | 70%
| 9 25 | 340 | 47 | 52%
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In Table 3, the service level objective is adjusted to become less

aggressive and the resulting occupancy rates are higher. Less idle time is
now required to be built into the process because of the lower objective.

(Table 3 — 70/30 SLO)

Service Level % 70 | | |
Answered in: 30
secs.
| | | | |

AHT ASA |Occupancy
Staffing Req Volume| (secs) (secs) Rate
. 115 | 575 | 340 | 232 | 94%
| 62 | 300 | 340 | 244 | 91%
| 42 0 200 | 340 | 321 | 90%
| 16 . 70 | 340 | 452 | 83%
| 7 25 | 340 | 391 | 67%
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In both examples, the required occupancy rate is directly influenced by the
desired service level objective. Because of this fact, it becomes
challenging for call centers with different service objectives to effectively
benchmark things like agent efficiency rates and even agent turnover
rates. When staffed properly, call centers with more aggressive service
level objectives will ALWAYS have more idle time when compared to the
same size center with a lower service objective. The chart below is a

summary of all three table’s occupancy results:

Service Level Impact on Agent Occupancy
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In summary, the agent occupancy you can expect in your call center will
be directly influenced by the call volume, the call handle time and your
desired service level objective. The only way to influence the occupancy
rate is to make a change to the inputs or put another way, if you're
managing to an occupancy objective, it's most likely at the expense of one
of the inputs (another objective). An environment that attempts to manage
to objectives that are actually in contention often finds itself unnecessarily

reacting to things that are, in fact, beyond its control.
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