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Call centres are one of the big growth areas of recent years. Virtually every organisation of any size has batteries of people manning telephones dealing with customer inquiries and complaints. This has evolved into a specialised function, with its own software and its own terminology.

Nowadays you can do just about anything by phone. Most of us do. We can also do most of these things via the Internet. And, of course, there are those horrible menu-driven systems that present us with a whole range of choices and guide (if that is the right word) us to the desired function.

All of this has now come together. Human- and machine-operated telephony and Internet customer interaction have merged into one discipline. There is no single word to refer to this discipline, but like any other field of human activity it has its practitioners and specialists. It even has a guru or two.

One is Roger Huffadine, the founder and technical director of a British company called Callscan. I caught up with him during his recent visit to Australia. I've had a bit to do with the call-centre industry over the years, and I've heard some people talking absolute rubbish, so it was a pleasure listening to Huffadine's commonsense approach to the issues.

The first question I asked him is why call centres are suddenly so big. Why were they not a big deal 10 years ago, or may not be 10 years hence? Fashion, he says. ``The nature of business hasn't changed. We were doing the same thing with electro-mechanical things 25 years ago. People have always needed to talk to people, and they always will. It's just that nowadays we call the function call centres.''

Huffadine is very critical of a lot of the hypesurrounding call centres. “The market is expanding very fast, and there is a lot of money to be made out of unsuspecting people who are caught up in the hype. The biggest problem is that too many people are concentrating on the technology, and makingoutrageous claims about how the technology will save you money. Better technology might save you a few per cent of your total call-centre costs. Call centres are all about people, not technology, and there are no silver bullets that will change that basic fact.'”

Huffadine gives many examples of technologies that many suppliers are pushing that promise massive savings in call centres. “There are systems that use a technology called skills-based routing. The idea is that different people in an organisation have different skills, and that the right software will direct calls to the right people.

“It sounds like a good idea, but it doesn't work in practice. It leads to skill stealing, where the appropriate person is unavailable and the call goes to someone else who then becomes unavailable, and you get this descent into mediocrity. Best to train everybody to handle all calls, because the real issue is how those people handle calls, not their more specialised skills.”

The most valuable part of a call centre is the people, Huffadine says. They comprise most of the costs, and trying to cut the number of people in a call centre by the use of technology is rarely effective. And the most critical element of the people mix is the first line of supervisors. “If they are good, then the call centre is good, no matter how many sophisticated tools are employed. No matter how good the agents are they must be well supervised, and no matter how good the technology, you must have good agents.”

Thus Huffadine's approach is to ensure the agents  the people actually on the phones talking to thecustomers  are properly trained. “People like tointeract with people. Some of the best call-centre operators today come from the old days of home shopping and the direct mail-order business. They are used to talking with their customers.”

The paramount importance of customer contact has been highlighted by a lot of problemsorganisations are now having with Internet-based call centres, where communication is by email, and “Web chat” technology, a form of interactive email.

“People are not as skilled in writtencommunications as they are in spokencommunication,” Huffadine says. “We are starting to see flame wars, where big problems occur over small misunderstandings because someone has said something or interpreted something wrongly in an email. Misunderstood emails fly all over the place escalating perceived insults.

“Emails miss the intonations of speech, and most people are not good enough at writtencommunication to get across the subtleties theyintend and which they can do easily in speech. In the United Kingdom now some companies are hiring A-level English teachers to teach employees how to communicate properly, so their emails convey the right meaning.”

Huffadine is almost contemptuous of the current fad for customer relationship management (CRM), which he sees as just another way of doing what companies should always have been doing  keeping in touch with their customers. And I was pleased to see that he is also no friend of automated phone systems that substitute rigid menus for real people.

That's a whole subject in itself, which we must revisit one day. In the meantime, there's a simple trick. With most of those menu systems, just hit “0” at the earliest opportunity. In most cases it will take you straight to an operator, and you get a real person before you rip the phone from the wall in anger and frustration.
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