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It was July 2005 and I was in trouble. My broadcasting career had suffered a terminal setback the previous year, my benefits had run out, and there was no work in sight. To further complicate matters, my wife was pregnant with our son. This meant that if I didn’t find employment sharpish, I’d be shunted off to the home for wayward fathers. So, despite our reservations, my supervisor wife suggested that I apply as an agent at her call centre. Neither of us thought I had the temperament for such a job, but it would only be a short-term fix. A quick in and out, a few weeks training and pay, just enough time for me to find something else.
And so began my three-and-a-quarter year stint on the phones.
Being a call centre agent was one of the most emotionally erratic jobs I’ve ever had. My co-workers were great and we all became friends quickly (probably because adversity breeds togetherness). Day 1 of transition (that post-training period of taking your first calls) I should have known I was in trouble; we had been trained to deal with billing, instead we were taking mostly technical calls. Luckily, my communications tech training helped me handle these cable TV calls and, within a week, I had been elevated to floor-support - providing help to my colleagues. I did say erratic. I felt great for helping people, was told off by unreasonable people. At least once per shift I was verbally abused and cursed on. Supervisors and Managers made offers which never materialized. I worked hard to help out our project; hell, mostly just to make things easier for all of us. My reward was to be classified as mediocre.
And that was the first year.
Working in a call centre (or contact centre as they are now called, to include e-mail and chat) is both rewarding and frustrating. After the first few months, customers are the easiest part of the job. If, by month six, you cannot calm the irate, smooth the ruffled, and assist the incompetent, then you have probably quit. No, after that point, the worst part of the job is usually the organization. Managers who have never worked the phones. Leaders who see only numbers not people. Supervisors who, like agents, are always the last to know anything. Policies which change every day; usually the day before.
It wasn’t all a horror show. Some days we had a lot of fun. On a very low volume day, our entire project drove a supervisor to distraction with party-favour noise makers. Despite rules against having food on the production floor, one agent was caught eating a complete turkey dinner, much to the laughter of everyone. I was part of a row-long boy band singing a popular hit even though none of us could carry a tune in a bucket. Cross-cubicle volleyball games broke out. Hands raised for help sported sock puppets. A plastic plant was passed from agent to agent, work station to work station, until it had circulated the entire floor. Floor support agents made decisions using rock-paper-scissors.
But emotional? I’ve seen agents in tears, people punching walls and signs, others screaming into phones or at other people, and countless hoards storm off the production floor with murder in their eyes. Luckily, we live in a city of low crime and gun control. Otherwise, there would have been blood spilled with such regularity that the company would have had to hire a medical staff. And probably insisted, more than ever, that agents had to work regardless of trauma. “It’s only a flesh wound, what’s the problem? OK, you do what you’ve got to do, but if you leave it will affect your attendance score and you’ll lose a day’s pay.”
Only a small exaggeration.
And then there’s the pressure. Anyone who has worked in a high-stress job will tell you about the rewards, the satisfied feeling you get for having survived. Theatre techs, radio hosts, fast-food workers, all endure and enjoy the satisfaction of a job done and done on time. But none of those previous jobs would come close to the pressure to perform placed on me as an agent. With a hundred little bits of analytical data and the over-riding sense of serving the customer, agents are pressured from both sides. And squeezed. And squeezed. And squeezed. One becomes an adrenalin junkie, vowing that, not matter what the company does, they will not make you quit.
That was my mantra for most of my final 2 years. Then, when the time came... well, you’ll find out.
I organized this book into 4 sections. The first consists of selected articles I wrote for the project ‘zine. The 6 to 12 page monthly newsletter focused on call quality and how to follow the rules. I brought in a fresh look and tailored my stories to fit a single goal: helping agents to survive the calls. If you are currently an agent or thinking of becoming one, I hope you can benefit from these.
The next division consists of industry-based articles; things I wrote in the hope of improving centre operations. Unfortunately, I was never able to find a publisher for these things (it seems the trade publications are just as bogged down by numbers as management). If you are a manager or director, these articles should give you some fresh ideas and new perspectives on governing your staff. Also in this section are bits of unfinished work, concepts I failed to fully develop. They are provided in the hope that they may make an impact on you anyway.
Section three is the complaints. During my entire stint, I laboured under the misconception that I could right wrongs or improve situations by sending memos to the right people. I couldn’t. But, as depressing as these missals may seem at times, they outline problems endemic throughout the industry. Perhaps these suggestions and gripes can help you improve your centre.
Finally, there is the text of my webinar. Within 24 hours of announcing I had parted ways with my employer, I was contacted by then chair of the UK Call Centre Association, Ann Marie Stagg. Ann recruited me to contribute to a lecture series she was organizing for Henry Stewart Talks. She felt I could offer some interesting insight. I have also been told that some former managers have claimed “Jeff just wasn’t cut out for this job.”
One of those is probably correct.
Jeff Rose-Martland
10 May 2010
NOTE: Throughout the book, names have been removed to protect me from legal action. Likewise, all company identification has been removed. Since I worked for an outsourcer, you will find my employer referenced as ‘Company’ and our contracting organization is referred to as ‘Client’. Again, this is to keep me out of court. Any identity which you may discern is neither implied nor intended; it is a figment of your imagination and has nothing to do with me.
These articles were written for the project newsletter, which was devoted to improving call quality. I found that most of the quality improvement suggestions also made call easier to handle, which is why I focused on “how to make your job easier” rather than “score better or get fired.”
This has been a remarkable year for Client and Company. As Client business grew through development and acquisition of new regions, so too has Company expanded to help meet the increased demand. Naturally, this lead to the recruiting of new agents, and this article is for you!
This month we are examining the best of what we have accomplished this year and we would be very delinquent if we did not acknowledge you. Whether you are a new agent or just new to the Client project, your contributions are essential. Without your help, we would not be able to deliver the quality service our customers expect. While it is fantastic that awards are given for top performers and grand achievements, it is also important to recognize the contributions of everyone.
As new members of the team, I am sure you had some difficult times; we all face challenges when learning new things. The biggest challenge that new agents face is the learning: learning new software, learning how systems operate, learning how to interact with customer, and simultaneously trying to absorb all this information while striving for excellence. This is not an easy task. Many people fail and quit. You did not. Take a moment to consider what you knew before you hit the floor and how much you know now. Is your progress not something to be proud of?
This year, you started with Client. You made it through training. You survived transition. You have endured the stress of simultaneous learning and you have achieved joining a team of excellence. As time moves forward, the learning and adapting will continue, but for you, the worst is over. You made it! Your greatest hit is becoming one of our major assets. Welcome to Team Client!
Recently, a customer said to me, “You must get awfully tired of the same type of people with the same problems. I’d imagine your job is boring and horrible. How do you stand it?”
What was I going to say? “Yeah, you’re right, it’s horrible working here, I hate it, everyday is torture and I wish I could leave, but I am a slave to my pay check! WAAAAAAA!” Of course I couldn’t say that. I responded that I like my job, because I like solving problems.
What struck me profoundly was the simple truth in that response: I do like my job and I don’t find it boring. In fact, I find it quite rewarding. My work provides me with the opportunity to unleash parts of my personality which would otherwise stagnate.
Communicating is a major interest of mine: writing, talking, reading and conversing. I love trying to figure out how to overcome communication problems such as language barriers or differing comprehensions of English vocabulary. Each call presents a new opportunity for language exploration. I have particular definitions for words; the customer, alternate meanings. Merging these differing concepts brings about understanding, the whole purpose of language. Finding new ways to relate to each other enhances our lives in general. Once communication has been established, one can move on to content.
We are frequently confronted with customer for whom the modem, DVR, EMTA, or DCT is little more than a magic box. These are some of my favourite calls. I get to teach, to un-mask the mystery, to make the technology a little less arcane. People are often frustrated by things they don’t comprehend. When I can provide some understanding, the customer is less irritated. If the issue is simple and I give enough information, this person may never call back about this situation. I have reduced stress and frustration just by taking the time to explain.
Often, callers feel misinformed about a product, when all that is needed is a recap using different language. So, while sales does not hold any particular fascination for me, I like ensuring that the customer understands each product. This lets them make educated decisions about their purchase and the company gains a reputation for being direct and honest.
For overall job satisfaction, tied with exploring language, is my enjoyment of solving problems. Not for me the simple jigsaw-puzzle. Give me a snarl of wiring and failed technology and I’m a happy guy! Every problem has at least one solution and I will find it. I am not afraid to initially tell a caller that I don’t know what is wrong; often I don’t. I know what might be wrong, but I haven’t eliminated anything yet. Maybe the modem is possessed. Maybe I need to refer to clergy. Until preliminary troubleshooting is complete, you never know. What I do know is that I will find the problem, as long as the caller is willing to help. They usually are.
But the bit that I absolutely love about my job is being an ambassador. I like to be the go-to guy, the fixer, the one who is going to resolve the issue despite complications. Others may have said “it can’t be done,” but I haven’t tried yet. Being an ambassador is both simple and demanding. I know the company’s perspective. I learn the customer’s viewpoint. Now, I get to take responsibility for the situation and find the solution. This is problem solving at a much more demanding level: many situations fall outside of our guidelines or sometimes `The Process’ fails. This is when I get to start from the first principles and do whatever it takes to find resolution. Acting in the best interest of both company and customer can be difficult, but it makes the job worth doing.
Is my job boring and horrible? Only if I let it be that. As long as I remember what I like about it, my work is a lot of fun.
1.3 - Every Escalation is a Failure.
One of the agent roles which people find hardest to grasp is that of ambassador. Perhaps we don't understand what an ambassador does. We see them often on the news and in movies. On the news they are attending the opening of this event or declaring their government is opposed to that action. In movies, ambassadors are usually eating big meals at fine restaurants, or attending the ballet, or the theatre, and generally living the good life. But surely ambassadors do more than eat and give the occasional speech.
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