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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)

Here’s What I Can Do Now …

A CSR’s Most Valuable Phrases and Other
Communication Strategies

By Kathleen M. Peterson

Chief Vision Officer, PowerHouse Consulting,
Inc.

Let’s get right to it … Vocabulary is a key player
when it comes to Customer Care. Choosing the
best rapport-building words and phrases
contributes to the efficiency of the contact, the
CSR’s confidence, and the customer’s
experience.

Regardless of the channel of contact, the words
CSRs use when interacting with customers are a
critical success factor to a great Customer
Experience. There is a huge risk to the Customer
Experience when CSRs are focused on CAN’Ts.
Can you think of a couple of reasons why that
is? I can … Customers want solutions to
problems! They want action, attention, caring,
empathy, confidence, etc. When met with lists of
obstacles, customers feel frustrated. Frustration
fuels escalations, delays, ugly social media
blasts, reductions in retention, and potential loss
of market share which ultimately damages
profitability. So I am asking that positive word
choice be considered a strategic communication
option - a must-have rather than a nice-to-have!

My work takes me to many Contact Center
operations in a variety of industries. I am
privileged to witness many interactions and
transactions with customers. There is one simple
phrase I believe can greatly assist customers,
trainers, and ultimately CSRs when responding
to issues, concerns, and problems … “Here’s
what I can do now.” It is simple, to the point, and
keeps the CSR thinking in terms of possibilities.
Imagine this phrase as a central component of
CSR education. What would be the yield?
Building ongoing scenario-based discussions
around the use of this phrase has tremendous
potential.

The power in this phrase is twofold. First, it cues
the CSR to think in terms of what CAN be done
as opposed to what CAN’T be done. As well, it
offers the customer a positive option to explore.
Let’s face it … Customer Care is about problem
solving and so far in my life experience CAN’Ts
don’t solve problems, CANs do.

It often seems to me, both as a consumer and as
a consultant, that CSRs (and perhaps
supervisors, managers, and beyond) have a
tendency to focus on the CAN’T rather than the
CAN. Why this is I am not certain. However, it
can be tracked to a variety of elements. Perhaps
more training time was allocated to “rules and
regulations” (aka policies and procedures)
around handling issues; perhaps the general
perception is that customers are “trying to take
advantage”, and perhaps it is just easier (i.e.,

PowerHouse Consulting, Inc.
360 Route 101, Suite 6
Bedford, NH 03110

www.powerhouse1.com
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makes calls “faster”) to just deny the request and
escalate. There may be a knowledge gap or a
fear of reprisal, or it could just be a bad habit.
The origin is unclear but the reality is undeniable.

My thinking is that if education included a distinct
leaning towards “Here’s what I can do” it would
spark and foster critical thinking. Communication
practices where conversations are guided
through the lens of delivering possibility (CAN)
provide for a more thoughtful engagement … a
“branded experience” which contributes to the
desired Customer Experience.

I am not saying that using CAN means saying
YES to every request made by a customer.
However, regardless of the absurdity of a
request, alternatives do exist. CAN behavior
expands beyond the actual phrase, “Here’s what
I CAN do.” The phrase acts as a catalyst to the
CSR in terms of their own response to a
customer who is frustrated, anxious,
disappointed, etc. What goes on behind the
scenes (that is, in your head) carries an
enormous amount of weight when it comes to
what will come out of your mouth. The CAN
phrase may act as a communication “filter” to
minimize reaction and maximize pro-action.

Consider the power of questions rather than
inflammatory CAN”T statements (e.g., “I can’t”,
“They won’t allow it”, and “No one else has had
this problem”). Asking customers additional
questions rather than leaping to telling what is

not possible (and often interrupting the customer
mid-phrase) softens the conversation. Open-
ended questions work best, for example … “May
I ask for additional details around X?”, “Would it
be alright if I …?”, “Are you familiar with our X?”,
and “What would it take to make you feel better
about the experience?” Once we enjoy genuine
clarity around the situation, the ability to identify
the true source of frustration is enhanced. This
allows for a more targeted CAN response
…“David, I CAN understand your concern around
the amount of time this has taken, here’s what I
CAN do now.” Even when the offer is totally
contrary to the request, a new discussion will
emerge. In this case, the CSR has asked
questions and discovered that the actual
situation is not causing frustration. It is the time it
has taken! What a totally different driver.

All scenarios are impossible to identify and (yes)
there are times when customer requests will be
denied. It is in the manner in which these
encounters are handled where change and
experience management reside. Change comes
in terms of internal communication filters. For
example, I have had many discussions with
CSRs in which their beliefs about customers are
contextualized in disdain … “They are a bunch of
whiners”, “Why should we give in to THEM?”,
and “They are always trying to get something for
nothing!”

Interestingly, these types of comments are
lodged in personal beliefs rather than as a
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P

representative acting on behalf of their company.
This is further demonstrated via the escalation
phenomenon. A customer encountering a forceful
CAN’T often seeks escalation to a supervisor or
manager; they may even contact headquarters. In
these situations, the complaint is aired to a new
audience. The customer may be granted an
exception, often based on the “experience” the
customer had in getting to the escalation point
rather than due to the actual event. This further
annoys the front line because there is a feeling
that they were “following” the policy (rules) and
the decision has been overridden.

An exception is often made to accommodate the
manner in which the policy was applied as
opposed to the policy itself. Of course, there are
exceptions. We have all traveled through the
inconsistent application of policies and procedures
that is an irritant to the front line. Management
must address this issue by establishing consistent
guidelines for the application of policies as well as
criteria for exceptions. Studying escalation profiles
offers tremendous insight into whether the
customer issue is one of application or of
communication.

Keep in mind that CSRs must not be “scripted”
(you can’t script intimacy) to robotically utter
positive phrases. Excellent educational activities
allow powerful words and phrases to transform
each individual’s style to produce results
consistent with the promise and goals of the
brand. The linkage of these elements is primarily

the responsibility of leadership. Avoid giving it
short shrift by demanding a scripted response;
educate for an integrated response. Only then will
each individual’s application be their own. (Trust
me … even if every CSR uses the exact same
words when delivering in a fully integrated pattern,
it will not feel robotic.)

Consider educating, discussing, and adjusting
communication skills for all involved in the
Customer Experience to focus on “Here’s what I
can do NOW. Adding “now” to the phrase adds
power and immediacy; few customers will not
want to at least listen to the options. And an
entirely new conversation begins. The Customer
Experience is a communication-based event and
the effectiveness of CAN over CAN’T is a very
powerful tool.

“A pessimist sees the difficulty in every
opportunity; an optimist sees the opportunity in
every difficulty.” Winston Churchill

Read more:
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/w/wins
ton_churchill.html#ixzz1cMfUTDJY
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Instant Address Verification

Easily integrate the Data Quality Suite into your call center 
operations to prevent incorrect, incomplete or fraudulent 
mailing addresses, email addresses, and phone numbers 
from entering your database in the first place. 

• Validate and correct addresses in real-time
• Ensure accurate delivery and billing information
• Reduce undeliverable goods and shipping costs
• Save time in data entry
• Improve customer relations

The Data Quality Suite will:

Save data entry time, improve customer service

Melissa Data Corp.
John Smith III PhD 
22382 Avenida Empresa Ste 100
Rancho Santa Margarita, CA 92688-2112
949-589-5200
John@melissadata.com
Delivery Indicator: Business
*Highlights indicate added and/or corrected data.

AFTER

NCOALink 

Web Service
available

 john smith iii phd
melissa data corp.
22382 Empresa  92688
7145895200
john@800miAL.con

BEFORE 

Get a FREE TRIAL at:
MelissaData.com/dqs or call 1-800-MELISSA

Available as 
Web service 
or APIs

http://melissadata.com/dqs
mailto:john@800miAL.con
mailto:John@melissadata.com


www.satorisoftware.com
Simply Powerful Data Quality Solutions

©2010 Satori Software, Inc. All rights reserved. Satori Software and MailRoom ToolKit are registered trademarks and Satori is a trademark of Satori Software, Inc

Brilliant! 

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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Call Center Cubicles

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

To find out more call us today on 647-729-3991  
or by email at snapshotz@thetaylorreachgroup.com

Quickly, logically and cost effectively gain mastery over all levers in the contact center and truly guide your  
centers’ destiny.  Announcing the world’s only web based call center audit and continuous improvement tool… 
Snapshotzonline® is a Cloud based customer service self assessment tool, which has multiple applications.

Easily deployed (within 5 - 10 minutes) and available on  
demand. Easy to use and delivers immediate professional 
reporting with multiple applications to power your destiny!

Assess, measure and prioritize what’s right for your customers, 
organization and center. Develop a continuous improvement 

program based on robust analysis allowing you to track 
measurable progress. Incorporate into your current objectives  
and vision, the tasks and strategies identified to bridge the gaps.  

Drive your center to heights that will delight and wow  
your customers, your organization, your center and YoU!

  SwoT analysis and planning tool 

  Audit and risk management tool 

  Team and location comparison tool 

  Training tool 

  Strategic task management tool linked to KPI’s 

  Leadership development tool 

Get the full picture and take control
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