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Call Centres

When answering the query is
no longer the point
Call centres are at a tipping point and changing fast, from a room
full of agents who answer clients’ queries, to knowledge gathering
operations which analyse and collate customer information, to be
used in all aspects of the business from sales to technical support.
Peter Massey looks at the frontrunners in this revolution.
Living in a Google world
In a Google world, the challenge for companies in
delivering service or selling to their customers is that
the educated customer expects to know as much as
the company – probably more about the alternatives
– and expects only to need help with complex things.
They want to be able to do things themselves and
get easy help when they need it with the unusual or
the abnormal.

OK, so many customers are far from this.  Calls can
be about mundane things like has that cheque cleared,
has that payment been agreed?  But how long will it be
before consumers expect to be able to interact to the
same level as the best business to business online
systems provide to financial intermediaries?  Is your bet
that this is far away – or here already?
Have you tipped?
Take general insurance.  Our furthest advanced clients
are closing up to 90% of business online, the least
advanced are in single figures.  Is that the customer
base acting differently, or the company’s capability
being different? 

Out of industry, notably in tech support, consumers
and B2B customers expect to be able to do a huge
amount themselves – online e-learning, peer to peer
blogging and wikis, sophisticated search and FAQs.
These same people bank and insure.  For some
industries the tipping point from being a call centre
supported by the web, to being a web based business
supported by the telephone channel, has occurred.

How many times do you personally give up on a
web site that’s too clunky, that’s off the point, that sells
stuff at you rather than helping you research, decide

and buy? Have you reached the tipping point where
you just want to get the job done, quickly,
anonymously, simply online?

The test as to whether you reached the tipping point
is, if you personally ask for help, do you expect the
contact centre to help you complete what you are doing
online, or do you expect them to take the whole
process off you and do it for you by phone? Are you a
‘do it with me’ person or a ‘do it for me’ person? For
some people the tipping point from using a call centre
supported by the web, to using the web only helped by
telephone in exceptional circumstances, has occurred.

Why is this tipping point important?
The requirements and expectations of what contact
centre staff do has to change fundamentally when this

change occurs.  Most financial services companies are
still thinking of ways to make call centres better, rather
than make contact better for the customer, or make
knowledge sharing better for agents and business
better for the company.

Moving to a knowledge-based operation where both
agent and consumer see the same information requires
the building of a different organisational capability that
enables management to listen in real time and take
systematic action on what their customers and frontline

Have you reached the tipping point where
you just want to get the job done, quickly,
anonymously, simply online?
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agents are telling them.  The problem with this tipping
point will not be lack of effort but lack of vision.  So what
can we learn from the leaders?

What can we learn from the IT industry?
Budd looked at Cisco as a case study because it
illustrates how ‘Fast+Simple’ experiences can be
created and sustained by recognizing the role of the
web and how it should change the role and value to the
company of the contact centre agent.  

This development changes the contact centre agent
from someone who answers queries, to someone who
resolves the ‘not yet published’ and publishes it, from
someone who puts up with customers moaning, to
someone who collects valuable data by which to
remove the customers’ headaches.

We, at Budd, are seeing the tipping point in many
industries – from the call centre being the prime
channel, to becoming the support channel for the web.
The IT industry leads in this respect.  The more
advanced insurers, banks and telcos/ISPs are getting
there.  Many retailers are already there. 

Yet the vision for the contact centre hasn’t changed in
most companies.  The more advanced are talking about
measuring quality rather than productivity.  The more
advanced are removing the causes of contact at root
cause.  For the rest, it’s ‘business as usual’.  One of the
limitations is that most businesses are still thinking of ways
to make call centres better, rather than make contact
better for the customer.  They are thinking of managing
resolution, rather than making knowledge sharing better
for agents, and business better for the company.

With complex clients such as the BBC and Microsoft,
and especially in local government where the breadth of
information is vast, we have seen this trend evolving.
Cisco is a case in point where contact demand, voice of
customer and knowledge publishing, has redefined the
business model.  The role of the agent has been
redefined, from answering queries and resolving issues,
to collecting what the customer is saying and to re-
publishing the answers to complex queries, so that
other customers can help themselves in future.

Budd recently met with LaVeta Gibbs, Director of Cisco’s
worldwide Customer Interaction Network who has
strategic responsibility for Cisco’s global contact centres,
to learn how Cisco are innovating and ‘closing the
feedback loop’ between customers and the business.  

So what can you learn and apply from what Cisco is
doing? Lets look at 6 key points.

1.  Making it easy for customers to do business
with you
Cisco began by evaluating a new type of contact centre
model, one which combined outsourcing with internal
management.  This led to the creation of Cisco’s own

Customer Interaction Network (CIN), enabling the
company to consolidate its multiple and disparate
outsourced contact centres – now reduced to 35 – into
one virtual call centre worldwide.  Where possible,
customers now have a single number per country to call.  

Cisco’s objective with CIN is to make it easy for
customers to find the right person to speak or interact with,
anywhere in the company, whatever the issue or request –
job applications, an order, sales enquiry, or simply wanting
to find the right technical support supplier.  The aim is to
get customers closer to fast, and first, contact resolution. 

“Over time it has become very complicated for
customers to find the right person in the company.  With
hundreds of different phone numbers to use and the IVR

process taking too long to get through, it has become a
‘journey to get there’ for too many of our customers.
The changes taking place focus on improving the
customers’ ease of access into our company,” says
LaVeta Gibbs.

2.  Call centre agents are teaching customers
‘how to’
Every agent in Cisco’s call centres has a four step, web-
based process to follow when the customer calls:

• Customer asks a question
• Agent gives short answer
• Agent takes the customer to the right URL for their

question and teaches them how to use it
• Agent can escalate the contact – to an expert, or

next step if the customer needs more.

The agents use this web tool to capture consistent
answers in one place.  For example, a product enquiry
can take the customer to a page for sales lead
generation for orders.  The web tool can take the
customer to an enquiry page or to order configuration. 

Using this web tool, CIN agents help customers find
the specifics they need, and bookmark them.  For
Cisco, this process of teaching customers how to
navigate the web, and developing web collaboration
with customers, is seen as vital activity as selling to
customers becomes increasingly technology-based.  

3.  Creating an agent feedback loop to improve the
customer’s experience and use of the web tool
Part of the new approach to customers, is that Cisco is
asking for, and listening to, CIN agents’ feedback about
their own agent/customer interaction.  The primary aim
is to learn from experience what is not working well and
tell the developers about it, so the company can
improve the usability of web tools for both customers
and agents.  This feedback is currently analysed
manually by a small team within CIN for management
reporting.  As the process develops, the ‘first time’
reports will be sent to appropriate levels across the
company.
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4.   Changing behaviour - using the web tool is
now part of the job description and rewards
system
Cisco wants their agents to ‘capture the opportunity’ for
improving the web tool and the customer experience.
As a result of this process, Cisco’s connection with the
frontline agents is also being strengthened.  Agents are
encouraged to provide qualitative feedback about
anything that’s relevant – including their own feelings
about the interaction.  

As LaVeta Gibbs points out, “One of the key things
for us was making this feedback loop a ‘safe
environment’ for the agents to use, one where agents
can say what they really want to say – even when
things go badly.  We’re not going after the agent, we’re
going after the tool.  We want to make the tool easier
for customers to follow.”  

Using the web in this way is not only a new type of
behaviour for Cisco’s call centre agents, but also now a
part of their job description.  Cisco is measuring and
rewarding agents in relation to their capture of the
agent/customer experience.  

5.  Reporting on value not volume out of Cisco call
centres
Cisco recognises that what their customers are saying
is high value information.  As a result, the focus of what
they measure is moving from volume to value.  “For the
last 20 years, call centres have been about workforce
management and measures for call handling. Our
objective now is to start reporting out of call centres on
value not volume,” says LaVeta Gibbs.

6.  The call centre of the future will be a
‘networked community of experts’
Cisco plans to implement the ISAAC tool with its four
step process on Cisco.com, and to combine this with a
capability of learning more information from their
customer as they log on. 

The company plans to offer mixed media responses
to customers, giving customers a greater choice of
contact options such as a web ‘chat’ but no phone
contact with a very qualified person, or a telephone call
with language translation.  As a result of the
developments now in progress, they foresee that the
traditional call centre model will be replaced by
‘customer access to a networked community of
experts’ (see Figure 1).

Summary
The nature of call centres will change and the agent’s
role will becomes more value-based.  Call centre agents
will require new skills -  for ‘listening and publishing,’
‘seeing through the customer’s eyes’ – teaching
customers, not just answering questions.

This is the single biggest business transformation in the
call centre space in the last 20 years.  The emphasis will
change from agents answering customer questions –
questions will become a ‘by-product’ – to agents spotting
systemic opportunities and bringing opportunities for
improvement of the customer experience. 

“In the past, everyone used technology to do the
same thing better and faster.  Now we’re changing the
role of the call centre, from being a marginal activity to
being core, and to being the eyes and ears of
customers”, concludes LaVeta Gibbs.  

Peter Massey is Founder and Managing Director Budd UK.

Figure 1: Transforming the Contact Centre’s Role in the Business
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It’s good to listen 
You can’t be a serious business these days if you don’t use
call-centres, but – according to Ian Hughes – you can’t be
a successful business unless you use them in the right way.


