Quality and Value with Home-Based Call Center Services
By Jim Ball

Remember when “outsourcing” just meant sending your cal center servicesto an off-gte
fadility? Then, as costs began to rise and labor markets became saturated, off-shore
outsourcing to countries like India and the Philippines became popular. While some cdls
will continue to be sent offshore for cost-cutting purposes, transactions that involve a
premium customer, asde or involved customer service issue are returning to U.S.-based
cal centersin droves.

Today, the home-based, or ‘virtua’ contact center modd is gaining in popularity through
the public adoption of the model by both public and private sector organizations, such as
Office Depot, Jet Blue, and 1-800-Flowers.

The Advent of Home-Based Call Center Services

Recent analyst reports from firms such as Gartner and IDC confirm that the virtua
contact center modd is the best choice for the long-term success of corporate call center
operations. Companiesthat are looking at the overdl vaue they receive from ther
contact centers are discovering that they can, indeed, find both qudity and value in home-
based contact center outsourcing

However, terms such as “home-shoring” continue to creep into the call center vernacular,
implying that companies should look at the use of home-based agents as away of gaining
the benefits of offshore centers (low per-unit cost) without having to ded with the
operationa and political concerns associated with sending calls out of the country. Not
only isthisinaccurate, but it isabit of ared herring and the true value of the modd is
often overlooked.

The Benefits of Home-Based Agents

With home-based contact center employees, commonly referred to as home-based agents,
costs are competitive while providing significant increases in agent qudity. While there

are many benefits to utilizing home-based agents, the overriding theme is that the right
home-based modd provides higher quality agents that ddliver better results. Whether
your needs are related to lower-than-expected conversion rates, low average sde
amounts, or a sought-for increase in customer service rates, the home-based agent model
dlows the flexibility to recruit, train and support agents that are best suited to perform
optimaly to achieve your desired results.

Agent Qudlity

By far, the most important advantage of using agents working from their homesis higher
guality agents. The reason the home-based agent model can deliver on the promise of
providing higher qudity agentsis quite straightforward: the larger the pool of candidates
fromwhich acompany hires its agents, the more sdective it can be in the qudity of those
agents.



Inaphysica cdl center, acompany is limited to hiring agents within areasongble
commute, but with a home-based agent mode that provides regiond, nationd, or even
internationa access to agents, the candidate poal is essentialy unlimited. Instead of
desperately trying to keep seets filled, companies employing home-based agents have the
luxury of hiring only the very best of those applying for positions.

Having such alarge reach does not autometicaly yied a high-qudity workforce,
however. Itisimportant that the company has solid processes, specificaly designed to
identify those characteristics of candidates that will lead to outstanding performance.
Once on board, those agents expect a professond and efficient operation, with
gppropriate training, communications and support. The company that can meet dl of
those expectations will be rewarded with an agent workforce that is extremdy difficult to
replicate in an affordable manner at scae with atraditiona call center modd.

Redundancy

In addition to providing higher-quality agents, the home-based agent model offersa
unique opportunity to create a fully-redundant service offering. Traditional cal centers
can implement awide variety of sophigticated hardware and software infrastructures
providing for very high systems availability, but being able to route cdls and datato an
dterndive location in an emergency is not very hdpful if the agentstrained to answer
those cdls dl live near the primary (now non-operationd) facility in adisaster Stuation
Trangporting trained agents to dternative locations may look good in a disaster recovery
plan, but the logigtics and redities of actudly implementing such a plan often undermine
the intended redundancy.

Building comparable multi-location redundancy in a home-based agent mode, with
agents dispersed over wide geographic areas, provides the ultimate redundant
infrastructure. Designed properly, the loss of an entire facility at one location can go
unnoticed by the end-user as cdls and data are routed to dternate facilities and agents
receive those calls and data without interruption.

Hexibility

Another dtractive characterigtic of the home-based agent modd isthat it is possible to
quickly add staff in the event of an unexpected increasein cal volume. By contacting
agents who are trained on a given cdl type, but not normaly schedued during thet time,
it is possible to increase daffing Sgnificantly in a matter of minutes.

Not only would those agents be far lesslikely to drivein to acall center in such an
emergency, but the time required to mobilize and affect any sgnificant increasein
gaffing would likely be measured in hoursingead of minutes. This can be criticd, asthe
longer it takes to react to an unforecasted increase in cal volume the more difficult it is
to dig out of the inevitable resulting queue,



In addition to responding to unforeseen surgesin cal volume, the home-based model can
easly expand its capacity to handle forecasted surgesin cdl volume, such as holidays,
new product releases, or even Mondays, which are typicaly the busiest day of the week
for cdl centers. In any of these cases, the ability to add staff without needing to worry
about having physica seets to accommodate those forecasted surges, can be a sgnificant
benefit.

With agents working from home, the only fixed infrastructure needed is the technica
system capacity to handle pesk concurrent agent load. By having more of the part-time
workforce deployed during those surges, it is much easier to provide consstently high
levels of service,

Control

One of the most common concerns about agents working from homeisthat of not being
able to control or manage behavior; however control is actualy another benfit of the
modd.

Management by wandering about is the too-often employed default intraditiond call
centers, resulting in lack of control over many of the key operationd functions. Ina
distributed- agent model, those traditional processes are inadequate, so new processes and
systems are needed in order to manage the workforce. Implemented properly, the reault is
acontrol infrastructure that actualy provides amuch higher degree of “vishility” to what
every agent is doing a every moment.

The systems provide the support that is necessary to maintain absolute control, and with
thousands of agents working from home, there is elther abbsolute control or total chaos.
Because there cannot be any middle ground (and assuming chaos is an unacceptable
option), the home-based agent modd isrequired to operate with avery high leve of
control.

Many of the traditiona control components, such as red-time or recorded call
monitoring, should be standard components of a home-based agent model. Likewise,
regular quality assurance sessions sSmilar to those that should be used in traditiona
centers are eadly accommodated.

Security

Aswith control, many are surprised to learn that security is actudly a strength of the
home-based agent model, primarily because of the people.

A secure technicd infrastructure and appropriate business processes should be similar in
both the traditional and home-based agent models, but the home- based agent model has a
digtinct advantage when it come sto the people handling the calls.



Many people think an externa hacker or malicious program that tries to access sendtive
informetion is the biggest threeat to data security when, in fact, if you were to ask most
security experts about the most vulnerable point in a given data network, they probably
would tdl you it istheinternal people who are authorized to access that data.

Whether through intentionally accessing protected data for improper purposes or through
inadvertently making system access available to outsiders, authorized users usudly area
company’s greatest security risk. With the ability to be much more sdective in hiring
people to whom system access will be granted, a company using home-based agents can
sgnificantly reduce the likelihood of a security breach.

Smilar to control, the unique business processes needed to support alarge, distributed
workforce provide the opportunity to implement amuch higher level of security than
typicaly isaccomplished in atraditiona center. Every action of every agent & al times
must be monitored and recorded by the supporting systems in order to maintain control.

In fact, smply making agents aware of the level of activity monitoring thet takes place

can be aggnificant deterrent to inappropriate behavior. Combined with the use of
agorithms designed to identify behaviord trends that could indicate potentid security
breaches, the level of data protection and breach detection can be extremely high with the
home-based agent modd.

Cost and Vdue

Given the fact that, by far, the angle largest expense in any cal-handling mode is agent
labor, and that the labor ratesin the most common offshore locations is afraction of that
in domestic labor markets, it would not be possible for a home-based agent mode to
compete with offshore modesif the measurement were smply on the basis of the cost
per agent hour (or minute, or cal). That does not mean that the home-based agent model
iswithout significant cost benefits, however.

In atraditiond modd, it generdly is necessary to schedule agents for aminimum of 3-4
hours a atime to make it worthwhile for the agent to commute to the cal center. With
this scheduling limitation, it can be very difficult for atraditiona cal center to match its
workforce with the incoming call volumesin a manner that yields high agent utilization
without compromising acceptable service leves. In order to maintain acceptable service
levels, it generally is necessary to operate a lower-than-desired agent utilizations during
certain periods of the day.

In contrast, a home-based agent model affords acompany the ahility to schedule its
agents in much smdler time increments; often with multiple schedules in agiven day.

This ability to more closdly match agent labor to forecasted incoming cal volume can

yidd avery sgnificant cogt savings. Although the unit cost per hour (or minute) may be
comparable to atraditiona center, the number of units required to get the job done can be
much lower.



One cost impact that often is overlooked is the cost per dollar of revenue generated inan
average transaction. Many businesses consder the call center function to be a pure cost
component when, in fact, it may be possible to have this function not only pay for itsdf,
but become a profit center for the company. Once again, the key to that successliesin
the quality of the agents. If the nature of the calls is customer service, then an agent’s
ability to perform a ahigher levd can trandate into higher customer retention rates,
higher return purchase levels and superior word- of- mouth support, not to mention the
posshility of red-time up-sdlls and cross-Hls.

If the nature of the cdllsis sales, the benefits are clear. Agents who have been selected
because they are friendlier, smarter and the best possible representative for the product or
service being sold will produce higher dose ratios and higher average order Szes. The
higher levels of agent satisfaction resulting from the convenience of working from home
aso result in longer average tenures which further trandate into increased levels of
product knowledge and experience.

So, Why Isn’t Everyone Doing 1t?

Although the vadue proposition is quite compelling, making the move to home-based
agents can be difficult. Making the assumptionthat it is possible to extend traditiond
operational models to the homeisabig mistake. Whileit may work for afew agents, the
chaos that would result from a more aggressive initiative without a mgor shift in
operationa philosophy would be disastrous.

On amore practical bas's, many companies have been reluctant to move to a home- based
agent modd due to the enormous amount of exigting investment in traditiond cal center
infrastructure. Certainly, the bricks and mortar aspects of that investment are completely
unusable in ahome-based agent model. Companies aso find that much of their
technology, business process and human resource investment are of little or no vauein
this modd, aswell.

To date, the combination of these factors has limited the mode’ s large-scale adoption in
exiging operations. Companies looking to launch new or expanded operations, however,
aswdl asagrowing number of those with existing traditiona centers are beginning to
reconsder their options asthey discover the red vaue proposition of the home-based
agent model.
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