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Adding Sales to the Call Center Agenda

Executive Overview

The global business tempo is again accelerating. After a prolonged period in which
enterprises were more concerned with cost cutting, the new direction is decidedly
toward growing revenues and market share. The new up-tempo focus finds many
organizations and their leaders wondering how they can derive revenue from their
call centers. After all, the call center represents a sizable investment for many
large organizations and there is near universal expert opinion that companies have
great opportunities to make additional sales when customers initiate a conversa-
tion by calling in. But most call centers are oriented toward service only and fre-
quently call center agents are less than enthusiastic about “selling” so the idea of
generating revenue from the call center comes with its own set of challenges.

In a survey of executives with call center oversight responsibilities conducted dur-
ing March of 2005, Beagle Research Group sought to understand the challenges
associated with instilling a sales culture in a traditional call center whose primary
responsibilities are to support customers calling in with service issues. Among the
ideas we explored were the definition of selling in the call center, organization and
management of the sales process, and developing agents sales abilities while mo-
tivating and measuring their performance. We discovered that the goal of revenue
generation is not well aligned with the reality of the call center environment where
service is “Job One” and efficiency measurements such as average call time rule.

Revenue generation in the call center is a relatively new concept. We discovered
that many of the issues one might consider well defined for outside sales organiza-
tions have not been fully addressed for the call center. Moreover, it appears in
some cases that the actual definition of the challenge has not been well defined.
Alternatively, the definition may be clear, but early attempts to find answers have
relied on solutions inherent to other sales challenges, not to those issues directly
confronting the call center. This is apparent in the relatively large number of or-
ganizations that define the challenges as almost exclusively those of sales training
for the call center agents, to the near exclusion of other factors such as sales proc-
ess, management, and incentives.

While training call center agents to sell is certainly an issue, focusing on training
as the primary issue ignores the fact that, even within the same organization, out-
side sales is usually run by a manager focused on selling, and that incentives, or-
ganization, process, and metrics all play critical roles in the success of each sales
representative.

No similar understanding was manifest in people who manage call centers. In-
stead, call centers employ a Byzantine array of technologies designed to micro-
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manage agents and most of these technologies focus on finding a problem and as-
sessing ownership, rather than interceding in an interaction to affect a positive
outcome.

Based on the data collected, we believe aligning the goal of revenue generation
with the mission of a conventional call or service center will require not only train-
ing and personnel development, but also sales management, coaching, and incen-
tives. At the end of the day, the simple quest of generating revenue from the call
center signals a new level of maturation, not only in how these centers are man-
aged, but in the role and contribution they make to the organization and in the key
position that agents fill.

Methodology

The research was conducted during March of 2005 using CustomerSat’'s ECEM sur-
vey tool. Over 4100 executives with call center oversight responsibilities for
Global 2000 companies were asked to answer a survey of issues relevant to devel-
oping a sales culture in the call center. We received 126 responses for a response
rate of three percent.

Key Findings

Executives with oversight responsibilities for the call center have identified reve-
nue generation as an important objective; however, most of the details concerning
the best ways to achieve this goal are far from settled. The definitions of what
constitutes sales activity in this environment are not well focused and, as a result,
neither are the approaches that attempt to add a selling dimension to the service
center. One thing most survey respondents seem to agree on is the central role of
the call center agents in any transition of the call center from a part of the busi-
ness that takes and makes calls — largely to service customers — to a branch of
the organization with revenue responsibilities. Our Key Findings bear this out and
they include the following:

1. Developing a revenue generating
capability in the call center is top
of mind for many organizations
but the challenge is not clearly
defined. Concepts like how and
what to sell, as well as how to
prepare agents for the shift, elicit
multiple opinions about what to

Consulting
Compensation  Hiring Technolog 3%

13% 5%

Process
8%

Organization
13%

do. For example, when offered Training and
an array of potential solutions to Development
initiate a revenue generation 41%

process in the ('?a” center, most Figure I: What do you think will have the single greatest
respondents said they regarded  jmpact on building a successful and sustainable revenue

the challenge as one of hiring culture in the call center?
and training agents (Figure 1).
Other key issues such as sales Source: Beagle Research Group, May 2005

management, incentive compensation, or implementing a consistent sales
process do not receive very much mind share.
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2. The call center lacks a clear selling mandate or a definition of the selling mis-
sion. One of the important findings revealed by the survey population is that
the definition of selling in the call center does not appreciably differ from the
definition of selling that the field sales force would use such as capturing new
accounts, increasing wallet share, and converting customers from a competitor.
It may seem intuitive that selling in the call center should be essentially the
same as selling in the field, but that intuition may be misguided. In most or-
ganizations, sales representatives have the primary responsibility for capturing
new accounts and doing the things that attract the lion’s share of revenue.
Ideally, selling in the call center should be part of a service continuum in which
only relevant additional products and services are offered when a customer
provides a demonstrated need. Selling in the call center should be organic and
integral to service and focused on meeting or exceeding customer expectations
to improve customer satisfaction, loyalty, and retention. For example, the sur-
vey population identified important sales objectives such as improving cus-
tomer retention,
but failed to cor-

) Issue Mean Score
relate such h!gh Improving client retention 4.42 (65% rated this 5)
level goals with
supporting ac- Capturing additional customer wallet share 4.08
tivities such as Converting customers who use competing 4.00
extending ser- products
vice agreements | Capturing new accounts 3.65, (40.4% rated this 5)
(Table 1). Enrolling customers in loyalty programs 3.29
Therefore, the : :
mission of selling Improving collections 3.21
in the call center [ ypgrading a customer’s service agreement 3.04
must be defined :
both in terms of Improving balance transfers 2.76
the possibilities Improving account transfers 2.56

inherent in the
job of the call
center agent, as
well as in terms Source: Beagle Research Group, May 2005
of what the or-

ganization needs.

Table 1: Disconnect between objectives and activities essential to selling

3. Without a clear definition of the selling mission, it is hard to set clear goals and
objectives or to measure against them. Incredibly, only about half the organi-
zations surveyed said they set clear revenue goals for agents, but nearly sev-
enty percent say they measure sales results, creating a mixed message for
agents.

4. The survey data showed that people in the planning phase exhibited a predis-
position to consider sales training and development solutions to the exclusion
of considering additional selling attributes. This view is in direct contradiction
to universally established sales methods where sales people are incentivized,
managed, goaled, and measured — as well as continuously trained — to un-
cover customer needs and to sell specific products and services. Nevertheless,
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in situations where a transition to a hybrid environment — in which service and
selling are equally emphasized — has already occurred, respondents expressed
deeper understanding and were more likely to confirm the need for additional
attributes of conventional selling such as process, management, and compen-
sation.

. Our data showed a
lack of understanding
of the importance of
incentive compensa-
tion for most of the R

egular cash

survey group. Only incentives for
19% (Figure 2) of the meeting sales

population said they or revenue goals
use cash incentives to 19%
motivate call center
agents to make sales
targets, though when Source: Beagle Research Group, May 2005
non-monetary awards

are factored in, the portion that use incentives nears 70 percent.

No incentives
32%

Non-monetary
rewards for
meeting sales
or revenue goals
49%

Figure 2: Types of compensation offered by survey respondents

Not surprisingly, when we cross-tabulated questions about incentives and agent
comfort level with selling there was a clear correlation between incentive com-
pensation and agent comfort with performing the task. Just under two thirds of
those who offered cash incentives for agents said their agents were somewhat
or very comfortable with selling. And the reciprocal was also true. Just over
two thirds of organizations that said they did not provide cash incentives said
their agents were somewhat or extremely uncomfortable with presenting addi-
tional products or services to customers. Although more study is required to
confirm the efficacy of this finding, it would appear that intelligent incentiviza-
tion may be at least as relevant as any other success factor.

. The amount of incentive compensation relative to overall pay that appears to
be effective to this population is not enough to incentivize an outside sales rep-
resentative, but may be in line with continuing the primary mission of service
within a hybrid environment. Nearly 50 percent of those responding said their
agents derive 30 percent or less of their income from incentive compensation.
In contrast, outside sales staff may derive half or more of their total compensa-
tion from incentive compensation or performance bonuses. Incentives in the
20 to 30 percent range may strike an appropriate balance between the mis-
sions of service and sales and could constitute a best practice.

Up to now most respondents don’t have an organized sales process though
they do recognize a need for many of the attributes of a sales process. Imple-
menting a standard sales process is a latent need that is gaining momentum.
Although few have a recognized sales process today just over 70% say they
want to implement one in the next 12 months.

. Another possible blind spot involves sales management; as with sales process,
there appears to be a latent need. Although sales management as a formal
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