
Call Centers
What are they?   
A call center is an office where a company's inbound calls are received, or outbound calls are made. Call centers are increasingly popular in today's society, where many companies have centralized customer service and support functions. Call centers employ many staff in customer service, sales and support functions. Depending on the size of the call center, a single office could have anywhere from a few dozen to hundreds of telephone staff.

Call centers provide a number of advantages to companies. By centralizing telephone-based service and support in one location, companies can easily adjust staffing to match call volume. Call centers can be located almost anywhere, allowing companies to take advantage of time zones and cheaper labor rates in different states and countries. Call centers also centralize the technology needs of companies, allowing major telecommunications setups to be installed in a small handful of call centers instead of a number of smaller offices, making upgrades and training easier to complete.  

Call centers have been increasingly popular as outsourcing increases. With outsourcing, companies contract out some functions to other companies. As it can be expensive to maintain call center equipment and staff, some companies choose to outsource their telephone functions to an external call center. In this case, external call center staff can be trained to answer phone calls from a number of different companies.

What type of activities do they participate in?

Call centers can be "in-house" or "outsourcing".  In-house call centers function as a part of a business and provide service to that business.  An outsourcing call center is a business that provides call center services to other companies.

Another important distinction is that call centers can handle inbound calls, outbound calls, or both.  Inbound call centers are reactive in nature and must staff accordingly; they react to calls when they occur.  Outgoing call centers, sometimes called telemarketing centers, are proactive in nature, hiring and scheduling staff to make calls to specific individuals at certain times.  Though seemingly similar in nature, inbound and outbound centers have very distinct and dynamic differences. 


What is happening in the call center industry?  
Not long ago, it wasn’t uncommon for organizations to view their call center as a necessary nuisance, a required cost of doing business, and thus, many didn’t think twice about handing the entire operation over to a service bureau with the primary intention being to merely cut costs.

Today, however, the contact center is widely recognized as a critical business unit without which most enterprises cannot thrive. The contact center represents the ears of the organization, collecting invaluable customer data that can lead to overall business improvement and increased revenue. Consequently, companies don’t want to hand over their contact center operations to just any agency. Nor do many want to hand over the entire operation. Today, most contact centers that opt to outsource do so on a smaller scale, using the outsourcer as a strategic extension of their own center to help fill in gaps, handle overflow, and expand services, hours of operation and/or channel options. And because today’s contact centers are more selective of whom they let handle their customers, the outsourcers themselves have had to step things up several notches. Gone are the days of the service bureau sweatshop; today, outsourcing specialists must embrace the latest tools, trends and best practices if they are to survive.

To get a better glimpse of what’s happening today in contact center outsourcing – including what percentage of organizations currently outsource customer contacts, what types of contacts they are outsourcing, and the biggest outsourcing benefits and challenges they’ve experienced – ICMI surveyed 279 call center professionals (mostly from North America, but managers around the globe also responded). Following are some of the key findings of the survey: 

· Nearly one in three respondents (29.4%) in the survey indicated that their call centers currently outsource customer contacts to an outside agency/service bureau. 

· Very few centers rely on their outsourcer to handle most or all of the contact volume: 42.9% of responding centers outsource only 1%-20% of customer contacts the company receives; only 7.9% of respondents reported using an outsourcer to handle most or all (81%-100%) of the customer contacts received by the company. 

· The most common types of customer contacts outsourced by respondents include: 

1. Basic request contacts (30.2%) 

2. Overflow contacts (25.4%) 

3. After-hours/weekend contacts (25.4%) 

4. Foreign language contacts (14.3%) 

5. Contacts resulting from special promotions (12.7%) 

· Cost reduction remains the most common driver of outsourcing decisions; 65.1% of respondents cited this as a “key reason for outsourcing.” Other key reasons cited include: 

1. To handle overflow (41.3%) 

2. To provide extended hours of operation (27%) 

3. To tap into the outsourcer’s overall experience and expertise (27%) 

· Only 4.8% of respondents cited improved e-support as a primary reason for outsourcing. 

· Most respondents indicated that their outsourcing ventures were managed either by a team comprised of both managers from the client contact center and the outsourcing agency (46%), or by a dedicated manager/management team at the outsourcing agency (39.7%). 

· Respondents reported using a variety of methods for keeping tabs on how the outsourcer’s agents are handling customers. The most common include: 

1. Receive daily reports on key performance attributes (79.4%) 

2. Have access to call recordings (65.1%) 

3. Directly monitor outsourcer’s agents remotely on occasion (58.7%) 

4. Survey customers handled by outsourcer and evaluate feedback (49.2%) 

5. Have access to real-time performance data via the Web (42.9%) 

· The top five outsourcing benefits cited by respondents include: 

1. Lower operating costs (33% said they have experienced this “in moderation”; 21% have experienced it “in abundance.”) 

2. Expanded hours (29% in moderation; 21% in abundance) 

3. Better handling of peak traffic (27% in moderation; 22% in abundance) 

4. Improved staffing flexibility (24% in moderation; 19% in abundance 

5. Higher productivity (30% in moderation; 10% in abundance) 

· The three most pressing outsourcing challenges/problems reported by respondents were: 

1. Keeping tabs on outsourcer’s performance in real time 

2. Building a sense of team and commitment to our organization’s mission/values 

3. Outsourcer not meeting our performance objectives 

· Satisfaction levels with the outsourcing partner's performance are mixed: 

1. Very satisfied, 39.7% 

2. Somewhat satisfied, 49.2% 

· One in four (26.1%) respondents has outsourced in the past, then brought operations back in-house due to dissatisfaction. 

This description is for informational purposes whose gist is to provide the reader with a gist of the call center industry.  Information and the current state and challenges of call centers as they relate to the CNMI may differ.  The current economic conditions will undoubtedly alter the market for call centers in a manner that MAI has not yet analyzed. 

