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RANTS & RAVES!
Randomly Timed Musings

Arson Investigation in the Contact Center

By Kathleen M. Peterson
Chief Vision Officer, PowerHouse Consulting, Inc.

Contact Centers have long been plagued by the practice of fire fighting. This is the reason given for not

attending to planning, analysis, or other quality initiatives. “We don’t have time for that - we are too busy

putting out fires.” If you are fighting fires all day, everyday, they will never go out. Embers of the flames
remain only to reignite. If this is what your Contact Center is doing, you don’t need to fight fires any

longer. You need an arson investigation! Arson investigations search for two things: origin and cause.

When origin and cause are identified, the investigation proceeds to find the culprit and eliminate the

threat.

It is time that Contact Center fire fighters become arson investigators. Management must commit to 

discovering what is causing conditions to be out of control, whether it be service level, abandons,

productivity, quality, handle time, or something else. Take some fire fighting time and convert it to 
investigation time. Close yourself off and evaluate the situation. Create a list of fires and identify the 

situations, similarities, and drivers. Ask for input, and then just think. Focus on origin and cause - this is

the hardest part - and not on trying to solve the problem. Before you can really solve a problem, you

must first define it.

Will this take time? Yes, but guess what? It is unlikely that the entire operation will go up in smoke while 

you step back and evaluate. You may also be quite surprised at how much clarity emerges in just a 

couple of focused hours.

Categorize your findings around the fundamentals: hiring, training, resource management, and 

leadership. (You may even find that you have a couple of arsonists in your midst.) THEN search for 

solutions. Too often we attempt to first identify the solution (fire fighting) before we have clearly
identified the problem (arson investigation). Take the time to organize your approach to solutions and 

embers will die out, yielding fertile ground for genuine long-term improvement.

Give it a try. And be sure to let us know when you hang up your fire fighting gear.

PowerHouse Consulting, Inc.
360 Route 101, Suite 6

Bedford, NH 03110
www.powerhouse1.com

1-800-449-9904

(#5, Arson Investigation in the Contact Center, May 2007)

Predictions … Ten Years Later

By Kathleen M. Peterson

Chief Vision Officer, PowerHouse Consulting, Inc.

In 1999 I wrote a list of predictions for the “Millennium Call
Center.” I thought it might be interesting to review this list
to see how many of the predictions have been realized ten
years later. I chose seven to review here. First and
foremost, I believe we have definitely moved from the
moniker Call Center to Contact Center. This is the term
more commonly used to describe the more robust
operations we see today handling a multitude of channels.
Beyond that, the evolution of these ten year old predictions
is a bit startling.

PREDICTIONS FOR THE MILLENNIUM CALL CENTER
1999. We will see Call Centers receiving much more
executive attention. The “Customer Relationship
management” movement will prove to “executize” the
Call Center.
2011. I believe executives today are recognizing the true
value of the Contact Center. There remains a long way to
go, however, before we see the associated budget and a
genuinely clear understanding of what it takes to support
the Contact Center as a strategic asset. The term
“Customer Relationship Management” (CRM) has been
replaced with “Customer Experience.” CRM today is
considered as a system that supports the Customer
Experience. My view is that CRM was originally about what

the customer could do for the business. In contrast, the
Customer Experience is a set of practices based on what
the company MUST DO for the customer. The Customer
Experience represents a mindset rather than a system.

1999. E-commerce and multimedia Call Centers will be
the norm not the exception. New challenges will
emerge in key areas, people, process and technology.
2011. This definitely has occurred. E-commerce and multi-
media, multi-channel environments are now the standard.
The challenges for managing these operations exist across
key areas: people, process, and technology. The skills
required of the front line now must include writing an
intelligent email, the ability to learn, critical thinking
capabilities, efficiency, multi-tasking, etc. Contact Centers
handle increasingly complex interactions and deal with well
informed consumers demanding recognition, speed,
accuracy, respect for their time, value for their dollar, etc.
Process issues continue to dominate Contact Center
efficiencies - for the good and the bad. Improving process
remains the number one area to drive efficiency, quality,
and the Customer Experience. 
The challenges of cross functional alignment often get in
the way of process improvement. The mixed messages
managers often hear from their managers, who hear it from
the executive level, leave little room for TAKING THE TIME
to conduct a process analysis of enough depth to address
the complex challenges of cross functional dysfunction.
When short term results of the metric sort (e.g., service
level) are provided as “objectives” (they are really outputs)
rather than paying attention to the performance of the
inputs, the fix may require changes that some in the chain
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resist! (For example, the pace of processing claims
impacts “demand” in the Contact Center. Fixing claim-
related issues will yield a significantly better outcome than
adding staff to the Contact Center to achieve a service
level.) This area needs top level attention. 
As well, technology advances are outpacing many humans’
ability to keep up. But this doesn’t keep us from the
seduction of a “quick fix” … VoIP, “the cloud,” intelligent
distribution, work-at-home, complex skill and staff
assignments of agents to various skills and channels,
speech/text analytics, social networking … the list goes on
and on. Today the strategic role of the Contact Center is
clear. Now it is critical that all the supporting people,
processes, and technologies align to deliver on the21st
century promise!

1999. Reporting structures in the enterprise will
change to bring the customer access channels
together.
2011. Sadly there remains an enormous amount of work in
many operations regarding the handling of channels. Many
continue to have disparate groups vying for control of
channels such as WEB presence and social media. Phone
calls, emails, and live chat … nobody else wants … so the
Contact Center remains responsible. The disconnect
occurs when customers utilizing all channels discover the
inconsistencies; this often damages the experience. At
some point, all customer interfacing departments need to
report up to a single chain rather than have multiple VPs
fighting over budget dollars (etc.) and perpetuating
dysfunction through “old fashioned” operational models.

1999. Executives must be wiser regarding Call Center
management. Executives must strive to understand
what it really takes to run an effective operation to be
able to better judge the performance of that operation. 
2011. Perhaps it is due to Contact Centers’ “moving
walkway” of executive leadership that keeps this level (and
others) from possessing a true working knowledge of this
complex environment. Over the past ten years there has
been some change in the form of attention paid, but not so
much in what it really takes. Executives continue to
demand quick fixes to service level, abandon, sales, and
quality while simultaneously adding demand to the Contact
Center via significantly shorter product cycles and
increasingly complex offerings that cause more customer
demands. When I see executives evaluating budget
allocations to training, including Contact Center leaders in
technology decision-making, demanding cross functional
collaboration, and really understanding statistical data …
then perhaps I will believe that they are finally “getting it.”
While this has happened in some organizations, it needs to
happen in MORE.

1999. A well-run Call Center will be positioned to
provide a quick response to marketplace changes. It
takes strong leadership and an enterprise view, not
mechanical robot reporting metrics.
2011. Contact Center leaders need to step up. I have
privately held a theory for years that Contact Center
managers are sometimes hired for their complacency (this
of course is a subliminal hiring driver). This positions
managers who won’t “cause problems” in areas where lots
of problems could exist. Complacent managers tend to
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“over identify” with the staff and under identify with the
business. They possess limited ability to make compelling
cases for the value and requirements of the Contact
Center. These managers often turn to creative math to
provide the executive level with whatever metric objective
is believed to represent excellence when the reality may be
anything but. Contact Center leaders are sitting on a
powder keg of opportunity which they themselves must
ignite. No one is looking to make you better. That is your
responsibility. I never cease to be amazed by the lack of
reading and lack of intellectual curiosity around how to
become a better Contact Center LEADER! Many claim that
this is a budget issue: “THEY won’t pay for any
conferences or seminars.” So what! There are enormous
amounts of FREE articles, forums, etc., on the internet for
those inclined toward self-help!! 

1999. Call Center managers will be required to know
more about technology.
1999. Technology acquisitions will include
representatives from the Call Center - if you want them
to be right.
2011. I combined these two predictions because one has
everything to do with the other. The days of Contact Center
managers not understanding the technology that supports
their operation ARE OVER. Once again, I have not seen
enough movement in this area over the last ten years. I still
run into Contact Center managers that have NO IDEA who
provides their telecommunication systems (no, not IT …
the vendor!), the capabilities of their ACD (Automatic Call
Distribution) system, or how to automate reporting. The list
goes on. This is NOT OK! No one is hanging around

waiting to educate you. You must SEEK this knowledge.
This is not to say there is a need to know HOW it all works
or HOW it is implemented; but the need to KNOW
capabilities, flexibilities, and efficiencies is critical. If you
are tired of being informed by IT (or others) of new
technology acquisitions which impact your Contact Center,
yet you had no invitation to take a seat at the decision
making table, your frustration MUST lead you to seek
knowledge and understand how to add value to the
process. Then and only then will your participation not only
be considered, but required! 

……………..

So what does all this tell us? I feel as if there has been a
bit of a stall in the Contact Center’s positioning within the
enterprise as a strategic asset. I am encouraged, however,
by many of the activities I am witnessing among our
clients. I see the Contact Center being viewed as the
central nervous system and the heart of the Customer
Experience. Contact Center managers and those up and
coming managers and supervisors have tremendous
opportunities as the marketplace and economy rebound.
Take advantage of them! Learn, read, act! The future
awaits!

(#44, Predictions … Ten Years Later, January 2011)
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Quick Addressing 
Improved.

Empower your contact center staff. With Capture  

they can quickly and accurately enter full addresses  

into all types of forms with the fewest possible  

keystrokes. Provide better customer service and  

improve the overall quality of your contact database  

— no more misspelled or invalid addresses.

Introducing MailRoom ToolKit Capture. 

   Innovative search finds the right address quickly

   Automatically switches between multiple  
address forms 

   Easy-to-use interface improves efficiency

   Out-of-the-box installation and intuitive  
field mapping reduce IT burden

Get ready to put the ‘quick’ into Quick Addressing.

Call 800-553-6477  
today for a free trial  

Ask about our competitive pricing.

http://www.satorisoftware.com/Products/MailRoomToolKit/capture.aspx?source=newsletter&tag=Call%20Center%20Times
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Most companies agree that offereing live chat services on their web site increased 
conversion rates by as much as 25%. If you aren’t seeing this return on invest-
ment with your current chat solution or haven’t implemented chat yet, it’s not too 
late to impact your revenue this holiday season!

Right now, Etech is offering a Free Web Chat Analysis including a forensic review 
of 100 of your chat transcripts. You will receive a comprehensive report of Etech’s 
findings. This analysis assesses your current chat performance and ecommerce 
results and how Etech could improve on missed revenue opportunities, service, 
and quality. 

Etech clients have achieved the following with our Click-to Chat-solution:

• 20% in increased sales
• 25% reduction in inbound call costs
• 32% reduction in chat costs
• 95%+ CSAT on customer service chats
• 97%+ CSAT on sales chats

Contact Etech today to explore how  
we can help you achieve results like these.

As a quick introduction, Etech is a leading provider of intelligent sales and service 
solutions utilizing inbound and outbound voice and web chat.  We understand the 
importance of customer relationships. That’s why all of our solution strategies are 
driven by the ‘voice of the customer’.  Our stringent QA process ensures an ev-
er-improving customer experience.  We also gather critical business intelligence 
data from each customer interaction. And we do everything with the highest integ-
rity and quality possible.  These differences allow us to provide industry-leading 
service, stellar CSAT scores, and high performing sales and service solutions that 
enable our clients to increase revenue and delight their customers.

for More InforMatIon

call us at

936-371-2640 
visit our website
www.etechinc.com

email us at
info@etechinc.com
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We absolutely recommend Interior Concepts. Interior Concepts impressed us in every way. We found their 
customer service, quality and pricing to be the best, and our employees are so happy with their new cubicles! 

- Hinda Khoury, Works & Lentz Inc.

Complimentary Space Plan:  www.interiorconcepts.com/complimentary-space-plan/

•  MAS Certi!ed Green •  Competitively Priced  •  Made in the USA  •  Lifetime Warranty  •  Designed to Maximize Space
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For more information contact the American Teleservices Association, 
317-816-9336 or ata2011convention.org

Learn practical steps and proven techniques that will catapult your 
contact center from good to great and from great to excellent.

We’re sharing proven solutions with everyone—executives and top-level stakeholders,  
campaign managers, HR executives, compliance officers and marketing operations managers.  
Register your team today!

http://ata2011convention.org
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