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	Understanding BPO/Call Center Industry and HR Issues

Introduction

The BPO industry in India is gaining momentum and promises to add 3.3 Million jobs in India a country where productive employment is scare. BPO promises to transform India economically much in the way as oil transformed the economies of West Asian countries. To understand whether that is actually so the following projections merit a consideration:

a) Forrester research predicts 3.3Million US jobs to move Offshore by 2015
b) BPO revenue has grown by 60% in the year 2002-2003 to touch USD 2.3 billion. This is slated by grow by another 60% in the year 2003-2004 as per Nasscom
c) As per Nasscom-Mckinsey report the total opportunity is at USD 148 Billion and if India captures 1/6th of that then it will translate to about 540,000 jobs by 2010 with a revenue of USD 24.67 Billion. 

Assuming these projections were correct then in year 2010 BPO industry will directly support the livelihood of about 1.0-1.5% of India's population. Another 0.5% of the population will be supported by the ancillary effect of BPO. Thus at best 2% of India's population will be impacted by BPO. In sheer GDP terms assuming India's GDP to be about USD 600 Billion by 2010, 4% of the GDP will be contributed by BPO. Though significant these numbers do not bear comparison with the oil prosperity of West Asia. However these numbers are sufficient to spark the 'prosperity chain' wherein the capital generated through this industry is invested back in other industries not only domestically but globally to generate a virtuous cycle of investments and profits.

But, there are many doubts in the minds of people about the ITES-BPO Industry; doubts in the mind of people who are not a part of this industry; doubts in the mind of people, who want to be part of this industry and also doubts in the minds of people who are already a part of this industry. This write-up is an attempt to answer most the questions that can crop-up in anybody's mind about the industry; how it works and growth opportunity in this industry. You can also go through http://www.bpoindia.org/faq/ to know more about the industry.

Offshore BPO and Outsourcing 

1) Who are some well-known offshore vendors?

There are many choices when it comes to offshore vendors. Typically companies interested in offshoring select the best operational model for them before deciding what type of vendor they are looking for. Many firms often seek out vendors that specialize in the type of process they have decided to outsource. Some companies, however, go a different route and select the country first and then evaluate the top vendors in that location. There are so many vendor options that careful planning is one of the key factors in making your offshoring project a success.

Some of the top offshore BPO service providers follow:

In India, Nipuna, a subsidiary of Satyam Computers; Progeon, a subsidiary of Infosys; Spectramind, a subsidiary of Wipro, and WNS, owned by Warburg Pincus and British Airways, lead the way. 

In the Philippines, eTelecare and Ambergris Solutions compete for BPO business. 

In Russia, LUXOFT has surfaced as a leader. 

2) How do you develop an offshore sourcing strategy?

After you pick the type of process you plan to outsource and decide what the best operational model is for you, the next step is selecting an offshore vendor. The well-established process for sourcing is: 

Select the country first. Understand the capabilities, risks, and benefits of the country including: political stability; availability of skilled resources and infrastructure; size and quality of the labor pool; language and cultural issues; data security; IP protection and software piracy; and government support. 

Scan the vendor landscape in the country. Shortlist the vendors based on specific screening criteria, for example, experience, domain expertise, cost, quality, and financial stability. 

Determine the best-fit delivery model for your business: pure offshore, onsite/offshore, or onsite/onshore/offshore. 

Narrow down the vendors according to years in business, scale of operation, range of services, geographic span, delivery model options, industry focus, and cultural fit. For those vendors on the short list, we highly recommend that you visit each vendor to personally assess each key performance criterion that is important to your company. 

Negotiate and attempt to build a relationship with the vendor. Remember that this is a strategic relationship that might be difficult to exit later, so taking the time to find the right vendor is very important.

3) What types of operational models exist?

Three main types of operational models exist: 

· Captive processing centers, 

· Third-party providers, and 

· Joint ventures (build, operate, and transfer) 

Captive centers undertake business processing only for their own multinational businesses. Some examples include HSBC (Hyderabad), American Express (Delhi), British Airways (Mumbai), Citibank (Chennai), and Dell (Bangalore).

The second operation model is called a third-party provider. Third-party providers supply outsourcing services to other companies. They resemble Internet software service firms that complete IT systems setup projects for various companies. Some examples of these companies include Nipuna (a subsidiary of Satyam), MsourcE, 24/7, Spectramind, and Daksh.

The third operational model often used in offshoring is the joint venture (JV) model. In a JV, often called a build, operate, and transfer model, two entities own the operation. For instance, in December 1998, Satyam Computers entered into a joint venture with an affiliate of GE Industrial Systems. The joint venture company provided the GE affiliate with engineering design services, software development, and system maintenance services. In early 2003, Satyam sold its interest in this joint venture after an affiliate of GE exercised its option to purchase Satyam's interest for $4 million. 

4) What are the risks to consider when picking an offshore location?

Offshore location risk factors include: 

· Infrastructure instability 

· Management of offshore resources 

· Confidentiality of information 

· Time zone differences 

· Cultural differences 

· Language barriers 

· Unknown suppliers 

· Uncertain legal rights 

· Geopolitical instability 

5) What criteria do companies use when they select a business process to offshore?

In general, business processes should be selected for offshoring based on potential savings, labor attributes, interdependencies, and regulatory constraints. Usually the following criteria are used when evaluating business processes: 

· Size of cost base. 

· Labor necessary to complete the task, i.e., is it labor intensive? 

· Presence of interlinkages that would be violated by relocation. 

· Availability of full-time offshore employees skilled in the particular business process. 

· Difference in onshore and offshore wage levels. 

After the evaluation, most companies assign processes to one of three categories: probable, possible, and unlikely for offshoring. The most experienced companies tend to implement a phased approach: 

· First, they start small with well-documented processes that require little day-to-day interaction such as data entry or legacy application maintenance. 

· Gradually they move to more value-added processes such as customer support, accounts payable, or software development. 

· Eventually they try new operational models such as a dedicated center, joint venture (JV), or build-operate-transfer (BOT) model. 

For HR Professionals…employee related queries

Strategies For Combating Staff Turnover 

Across the call center industry, there have been 12 typical causes of call center turnover, including (in no specific order): 

· Pace of effort required 

· Sense of powerlessness or lack of control 

· Frustration of not being allowed to do a good job 

· Repetition 

· Daily physical confinement (tied to their desk) 

· Over-regimentation 

· The feeling of being spied on 

· The feeling of not being appreciated by others in the organization 

· Handling complaints and problems all day 

· Odd work hours 

· Pay 

· Better opportunities elsewhere 

Of course, not all will apply in each case, but one or two are likely to be the biggest culprits. In this case, I'd start by asking what changed in the internal and external environments from the period of no turnover to the current situation of 30-percent turnover? Which of these 12 factors stand out? 

Pay could be a problem if you're not keeping pace with the market. As the call center environment becomes more complex, I think a lot of organizations are going to have to do some soul-searching on the importance and commensurate remuneration associated with these jobs. Many managers are quick to point out that pay is just one factor, and often not the most important; true, but there's a point at which this argument gets carried too far. Reality is, there are lots of opportunity out there for competent, personable people who have both technical and communication skills. 

That said, if you truly are paying market rates, there should be relatively small, incremental differences between what you and others are offering. The following have been proven time and again to have a direct, positive bearing on turnover and morale: 

· Broaden and extend the training your agents receive and the responsibilities they have (which is fundamental to addressing your second question; hierarchy must not by synonymous with career path). 

· Involve them in managing the call center -- quality improvement, forecasting, and collaboration with other teams and departments, establishing schedules, etc. 

· Ensure they have an understanding of (and involvement in) the direction and values of the organization. 

· Ensure that your call center is accessible (maintain good service levels) so that you're not burying agents in customers frustrated from the start. 

Creating Career Paths

You may need to get creative with job titles and compensation practices within the call center. If you only have 10 agents in the call center and little or no room for advancement out of the call center within your company, develop different "micro" job tiers for which agents can strive. Use such titles as "contact specialist," "advanced contact specialist," "expert contact specialist," and "lead contact specialist/supervisor. But don't insult agents' intelligence by creating only new job titles - be sure to tie in formal skill sets and knowledge requirements needed to achieve each "contact specialist" level, and, most importantly, implement a skills-based pay program that rewards agents financially for continual development. To help fend-off/reduce agent burnout in a small environment, tap the talent and creativity of each agent when working on off-phone projects. Empowering agents and creating job diversity is essential to retaining staff in a small call center for as long as possible.

Personality Traits Often Found In Good Customer Service Representatives

Here are the primary attributes of successful agents listed by call center professionals who participated in the study: 

· Customer service skills and experience, including an ability to work well with the public and an ability to adopt a customer perspective 

· Technical skills, including proficiency with computers, support systems and keyboarding skills 

· Strong verbal communication skills, including good voice quality, diction, and articulation. 

Additional hiring criteria identified include: 

· Applicant is positive, enthusiastic, non-confrontational and professional 

· Demonstrates willingness to learn 

· Has ability to work under pressure and handle multiple tasks. 

Improving the accuracy of Workforce forecast

Matching up call center resources with the demands of the workload is a critical part of call center planning. This responsibility goes to the heart of Incoming Calls Management Institute's definition of call center management: Incoming call center management is the art of having the right number of people and supporting resources in place at the right times to handle an accurately forecasted workload at service level, and with quality. 

Accurately predicting the workload presents one of the most important, and often most challenging steps in this effort. Without a good workload forecast, the rest of call center planning is an "uphill battle" at best. And, when predictions are off the mark, there is a tendency to look to those who do the forecasts for explanations. However, the person (or group) who does the forecasting may be highly trained, equipped with the latest in forecasting software, and armed with every conceivable ACD and database report and still be unable to produce good forecasts if they aren't made aware of what marketing is up to or if reps are handling calls inconsistently. 

Twelve ways to improve the predictability of the workload are summarized below. Each is outside the realm of what is usually thought to be the forecasting process. Yet, each is essential to an accurate forecast. 

1. Use ACD modes consistently. Each rep has an impact on the components of handling time (talk time and after call work) and, therefore, on the data that will be used in forecasting and planning for future call loads. When the queue is building, it can be tempting to postpone some after call work (wrap-up) that should be done at the time of the call. This skews reports, causes planning problems and may lead to increased errors. An important and ongoing training issue is to define ahead of time which types of work should follow calls and which types of work can wait. 

2. Emphasize quality. Supervisors and reps can feel that the pressure of a backed-up queue forces them to make tough tradeoffs between seemingly competing objectives, such as service level and quality. However, although service level and quality seem to be at odds in the short term, poor quality will negatively impact service level over time by contributing to repeat calls and other forms of waste and rework. This will contribute to workload volatility and inconsistencies. The emphasis should be on handling each call correctly, regardless of how backed up the queue is. 

3. Avoid callbacks. Many call centers have discovered the hard way that giving callers the option to leave a message when the queue gets backed up often backfires. For example, you may call back only to get perpetual busies, ring-no-answers, voice mail or somebody else in the person's work area ("sorry, she stepped away for a moment"). And in the meantime, the caller may call the call center again. 

A minority of call centers do have success with a callback strategy, particularly when reps have to do some amount of preparation in order to handle the calls, or when the center is flooded with calls because of a once-in-awhile occurrence. Still, most call centers find that, in the end, it makes more sense to handle the inbound calls when they arrive. 

4. Anticipate and manage growth. Do an analysis of the likely impact of growth on your call center. This often takes the form of a chart or document that illustrates the projected costs and time-frames of growing the call center in increments, such as ten percent growth in call load, twenty percent growth, thirty percent growth, and so on. The document should illustrate required lead-times and key decision points associated with things like additional workstations, new or upgraded equipment, or a new facility (see Notes, January 1996). 

5. Develop better ties with other departments. This should be an ongoing effort in any call center. Most of what happens in a call center is caused by something going on outside the center. The forecast is doomed if strong ties with other departments don't exist. There's no substitute for knowing well in advance when marketing is running the next campaign, when manufacturing is releasing the new products and when finance is redesigning the terms and conditions. 

6. Make forecasting a collaborative process. Involve supervisors and lead reps in the forecasting process, on a rotating basis. This yield two positive results: 1) they will better understand the pulse of the call-load and what's behind the schedules (and will often adhere to them better as a result), and 2) because they are continually dealing with callers, they have their "ear to the ground" and can help anticipate caller reactions to changes and developments in the marketplace and the organization's services. 

7. Track absenteeism. If you are part of a network of call centers or if you have overflow routines established between call center groups, absenteeism in one area has a direct impact on the workload in another. It is important to anticipate absenteeism in advance and, contrary to conventional wisdom, it is reasonably predictable. For example, in work groups with typical Monday through Friday schedules, unscheduled absenteeism tends to be higher on Monday and Friday than the other days of the week. Have someone track absenteeism, and look for patterns. 

8. Anticipate the factors affecting caller tolerance. The seven factors of caller tolerance include motivation, availability of substitutes, competition's service level, level of expectations, time available, who's paying for the call and human behavior. Putting some thought into these factors goes a long ways towards anticipating caller behavior. 

9. Track and manage non-phone activities. Forecasting non-phone activities such as research and correspondence is a challenge. Many call center managers, used to having detailed information on the call-load, long for similar reports on non-phone activities. Fortunately, as with inbound calls, these activities often occur in predictable patterns, and usually have a strong correlation to other forecasts, such as the inbound call-load, units of sales or number of customers (and they are usually a lot less time-sensitive than incoming calls). Investigate the tracking capabilities in your ACD, forecasting/staffing software and computer database. As a last resort, track these activities manually, as they occur. 

10. Better educate callers. The inbound call-load tends to be less erratic when callers are aware of other service alternatives (e.g. services via fax back, voice response units or the World Wide Web). Billing inserts, focused advertisements, newsletter articles, and customer support sections in user manuals are all examples of ways to better educate callers on the service alternatives available. 

11. Minimize transferred and escalated calls. An excessive number of transferred and escalated calls will wreck havoc on the workload forecast. Utilize quality improvement tools, such as flow charts and cause and effect diagrams (see Service Level Newsletter, Notes column, May 1995) to address root causes. Common problems include insufficient training, insufficient authority, incomplete or missing database information and poor call routing design (e.g. calls often end up in the wrong place to begin with). 

12. Accomplish as much as possible during talk time. When tasks related to inbound calls can be completed with the caller still on the line, errors are usually reduced. Further, the time reps would otherwise spend in more discretionary (and less predictable) work modes, such as after call work or auxiliary modes, is minimized. 

The key performance measurements for individuals

Want to start a lively discussion among call center managers? Float the issue of performance measurements for reps. Since performance measurements are usually tied to expectations and standards, that will raise issues about fairness, what reps can and can't control, why people have different capabilities and drives, and the processes they are working within. Few subjects elicit such strong and varied opinion. 

Consequently, there are about as many different sets of performance measurements and standards as there are call centers. Here, we will look three types of performance measurements -- calls per hour, adherence and qualitative measurements -- commonly used in assessing individual performance. We'll also discuss why calls per hour are fading, while the other two types of measurements continue to gain acceptance. 

Calls Per Hour Is Fading 

Traditionally, calls per hour have been an almost universal productivity measurement. In fact, many call center managers have viewed calls per hour as virtually synonymous with "productivity." Sure, there have always been concerns about sacrificing quality for quantity. But, in practice, calls per hour has been the preferred benchmark for establishing productivity standards, comparing performance among reps and groups, and assessing the impact of changes and improvements to the call center. 

However, as a measure of performance, calls per hour is (and always has been) problematic. Many of the variables that impact calls per hour are out of the rep's control: call arrival rate, type of calls, knowledge of callers, communication ability of callers, accuracy of the forecast and schedule, adherence to schedule (of others in the group) and absenteeism, to name a few. 

There are also mathematical realities at work that are not within the control of an individual. For example, smaller groups are less efficient (have lower occupancy) than larger groups, at a given service level. Since the number of calls is changing throughout the day, so does average calls per hour for a group or an individual in the group. 

And, as is often pointed out, if calls per hour are over-emphasized, quality can suffer. Reps may even "trick" the system to increase their call count and achieve a standard. (Many call center managers get a sheepish smile when this point comes up in discussion. One could surmise that more than a few, once upon a time, have "accidentally" clicked off or erroneously transferred a call or two). 

Some call center managers convert raw calls per hour into an adjusted measurement that is more fair and meaningful. For example, occupancy, which is not within the control of an individual, can be "neutralized" by dividing call handled by percent occupancy. Others go a step further, and develop statistical control charts to determine whether the process is in control, what it's producing, and which reps, if any, are outside of "statistical control." 

But even with further analysis, calls per hour begins to lose meaning as technologies such as CTI, skills based routing, and web integration, which enable increasingly sophisticated and varied call handling routines, proliferate. For many who have depended on calls per hour, this has left a vacuum: How can we measure productivity in an increasingly varied and complex environment? Enter adherence and qualitative measurements, which continue to gain acceptance. 

Adherence Measurements 

Adherence factor, or signed-on time, is a measurement of how much time an individual is available to handle calls versus the time he or she was scheduled to handle calls. If adherence factor is 85%, a rep would be expected to be in adherence .85 x 60 minutes, or 51 minutes on average per hour. Adherence consists of all plugged-in time, including talk time, after call work (wrap-up) time, waiting for the next call, and necessary outgoing calls. Lunch, breaks, training, etc., are not counted as time assigned to handle calls. Adherence factor should be established at a level that is reasonable and that reflects the many things that legitimately keep reps from the phones. It should also flexible (adjustable downward) when call volumes are low. 

Some have developed adherence factor into a more refined measurement that also incorporates timing -- when was a person available to take calls, in addition to how much time they were available. The idea is to ensure that people are plugged in mid-morning when calls are barreling in, and saving special projects for Thursday and Friday afternoon when calls slow down. ACD and forecasting/staffing software has improved adherence reporting significantly in recent years. 

The advantage of adherence factor is that it is reasonably objective. Reps cannot control variables such as the number of staff scheduled to answer calls, the number of calls coming in, the distribution of long and short calls or the distribution of easy and difficult calls. But they can generally control how available they are to take calls. 

Qualitative Measurements 

In most call centers, qualitative criteria, which focus on knowledge of products and services, customer service and call handling skills, and the policies of the organization, continue to become more refined and specific. Most use some form of monitoring (silent, with a beep tone, side by side, or record and review) to evaluate individual performance and identify training and coaching needs. 

An important and developing aspect of quality is that reps take the necessary time to do the job right -- no more, no less. This means not rushing calls, but also not spending excess time on calls over and above what is necessary to satisfy callers and handle them completely and correctly. If qualitative measurements are refined enough to insure that reps are spending the appropriate amount of time handling calls, then adherence and qualitative measurements make a powerful pair. In fact, measuring calls per hour is unnecessary. 

This is easier said than done in environments where qualitative measurements are vague and indeterminate. And, many managers still believe that tracking production outputs, such as calls per hour or average handling time, is necessary. But the trend is clear: well-defined qualitative measurements are beginning to erode reliance on measurements that are after-the-fact outputs. 

The factors that affect caller tolerance

There are seven factors that affect caller tolerance. They influence everything from how long callers will wait in queue to how many will abandon, how many will retry when they get busy signals, and how they will react to automation, such as a VRU. They also affect how callers perceive the service the call center is providing. They are as follows: 

· Degrees of motivation - How motivated are your callers? Callers experiencing a power outage will usually wait longer to reach their utility than those with billing questions. 

· Availability of substitutes - Are there substitutes the caller can use if they can't get through to the initial number they are trying? If they are highly motivated and have no substitutes, they will retry many times if they get busies and will generally wait a long time in queue if necessary. But if they know of an alternative number to try, or if there are other selections in your automated attendant, they may try those alternatives. Or they may try fax, Web or VRU-based services. 

· Competition's service level - If it's easier for callers to use competitive services or if they have a tough time reaching you, they may go elsewhere. 

· Level of expectations - An organization or industry's reputation for service - or the level of service being promoted - has a bearing on caller tolerance. 

· Time available - For example, a caller's occupation can affect caller tolerance. Doctors who call insurance providers are infamous for being intolerant of even modest queues. Retirees, on the other hand, may have more time to wait. 

· Who's paying for the call? - In general, callers are more tolerant of a queue when toll-free service is available. They are intolerant of even short waits when they are paying for premium priced numbers (e.g., 900 service). 

· Human behavior - The weather, the caller's mood and the time of day all have a bearing on caller tolerance.

Keep in mind that these factors are not static. They are constantly changing. Even so, it is important to have a general understanding of the factors affecting your callers' tolerance.

Glossary of Industry Terminology
Sl. No.
Terminology
Explanation
1

Abandoned Call
A call terminated by the caller prior to being answered

2

Abandoned Call Rate
A measurement of abandoned calls usually expressed as a percentage of total calls received.

3

ACD - Automatic Call Distributor
A telephone system that distributes calls to agents according to predefined business rules.

4

ACW - After Call Work
The time taken by an agent to complete the transaction after the caller hangs up, is also referred to Wrap up time

5

Adherence to Schedule
Refers to the adherence of staff to their rosters or hours of work.

6

Agent
The person who handles the call

7

AHT - Average Handling Time
The average time taken to handle a call, can include actual talk time and after call work.

8

ASA - Average Speed of Answer
A measurement expressing the time taken for a call to be answered either by an agent or Auto Attendant.

9

Auto Attendant
A telephony facility that routes calls according to the selections made by the caller pressing the keys on the telephone.

10

Availability
A measurement covering an agent who is available to handle the next call.

11

Blending
A process where individual agents are able to operate across multiple function calls at the one time i.e. an agent that processes inbound service calls and outbound sales during their shift.

12

Call Demand
Estimated number of calls that are expected to be received by the centre.

13

CLI- Call Line Identification
An ISDN facility that displays the callers number.

14

Cold Calling
Telemarketing to prospects with whom there is no established relationship.

15

Cost per Call
A measurement of the financial cost of each call, usually calculated by the centre costs being divided by the number of calls received.

16

CRM - Customer Relationship Management
A process that records customer contacts and information to allow for an enhanced relation with the customer.

17

CSR - Customer Service Representative
An alternative name for an agent

18

CTI - Computer Telephony Integration
A function that provides for the telephony and customer information to be aligned. This allows for such functions as screen popping.

19

Erlang C
A formula used in centres to calculate staff needs based upon historical call trend data.

20

FCR - First Call Resolution
A measurement of the number of calls that are resolved during the first contact with the caller.

21

FTE - Full Time Equivalent
An expression of staff numbers calculated on the number of hours a full time staff member would work.

22

Intelligent Routing
The routing of calls through predefined business rules that are based upon the expected characteristics of the caller.

23

IVR - Interactive Voice Response
A system that interacts with callers using predetermined menus and telephone key input, or speech recognition software.

24

Logged On
Where an agent is logged into the phone system

25

Mystery Shopping
Where performance is measured through the use of dummy calls, usually conducted by a third party.

26

Occupancy
A measurement of the time actually spent by an agent handling calls against the total time available

27

PABX - Private Automatic Branch Exchange
the switch which manages calls with an organization.

28

Predictive Dialler
A system that automatically initiates outbound calls and presents the call to an agent on connection to a called party.

29

Queue
A bank of calls waiting for an agent to become available.

30

Roster
A schedule of time to be worked.

31

Scorecard
A group of performance indicators that reflect the operations of the centre.

32

Shrinkage
An allocation of time from rosters that accounts for unscheduled breaks, i.e. unplanned leave

33

Talk Time
Measurement of time that an agent spends talking to callers.

34

Thru Call Per Hour
The actual number of calls handled by an agent in an hour

35

UPS - Uninterrupted Power Supply
Systems in place that cover normal power supplies i.e. battery, generators.

36

Voice Response
Use of a pre-recorded message to answer incoming calls

37

VOIP - Voice Over Internet Protocol
System that enables voice calls to be carried over a data network.







