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Call Distribution

In the midst of all the hype, it is easy to forget that the purpose of a call center is to allow
your customers to talk to your employees in the most efficient and pleasant manner for
both. Ideally, every customer would speak to the appropriate employee immediately.
However, it is unrealistic to staff for the highest demand period: you would be paying for
idle employees during the low-demand periods.

Two central ideas deal with this problem: the queue and the distribution algorithm. The
gueue is the virtual line in which your customers wait for an available agent during busy
periods. The distribution algorithm is the method by which the call is delivered to your
employees. While both are important, there is a tendency to invest more energy in the
distribution algorithm because it affects the internal workings of the call center, the
efficient distribution of the load, workplace management, etcetera. However, the queue
is what your customer experiences first and it can define the entire call and, perhaps, the
relationship.

Queuing

The faintly British sound of “queuing” cannot disguise the fact that you are asking your
customers to wait in line and very few people enjoy waiting in line. The curious
exceptions are those lunatics who bring food, entertainment and arctic weather gear to
camp out for event tickets, a stuffed toy or the latest game controller. If these are not
your customers, you will need to manage the waiting experience. There is very little you
can do with a customer who is already irate at the service before reaching your
employees.

Reality

The first and most obvious consideration is wait-time: the shorter the better. Increased
staffing is the simplest answer but that may not be economically feasible. This is further
complicated by the irregularity in traffic patterns. For decades, telephone traffic graphs
showed a classic “camel” pattern with peaks at mid-morning and mid-afternoon. In a
national or global business, that pattern may be smoothed out by time zones. Consumer
products may generate more calls out of business hours.

One of the first things you should learn when building a new call center is the expected
calling pattern. Your current telephone system may be able to give you traffic reports or
inbound call accounting records that you can analyze. Lacking this, you may have to
rely on general patterns for your industry or on guesswork. If you are estimating, make
sure that you choose a call center product that is easily and quickly scalable.

Be creative with staffing. The number of agents required at busy hour does not
necessarily equal the number of full-time, dedicated staff. Part-time employees, regular
employees who receive overflow calls, and telecommuters can all help absorb the
surges in activity. These solutions are discussed further in the Reporting and The
Dispersed Call Center sections below.
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Perception

“Boredom results from being attentive to the passage of time itself.”
William James

Having reduced the wait-time to an acceptable level, you now need to consider the
customer’s waiting experience. We have all heard the familiar “...your call is

important...” message followed by music or promotional announcements. These
techniques are designed to minimize the irritation that can build up in a waiting customer.
The psychology of waiting in line has identified some key areas you will need to address.

People want action. They need to know that their presence has been acknowledged by
the provider and they want to be engaged. This is why restaurants may give
waiting customers menus; it reduces the sense of wasted time. This is the
purpose of the initial greeting. It may give the caller the opportunity to further
identify himself and the purpose of the call. This is very effective but it can be
irritating to be asked for all the same information once the caller is connected to
an agent. The input can be captured and presented to the agent on his
workstation screen and with some custom development can be integrated with
your customer database to provide an even more personal level of service.

People need attention while waiting. You can observe this in a doctor’s waiting room
where people will repeatedly go to the receptionist desk to make sure they have
not been forgotten. This is the purpose of recurring announcements. Recurring
announcements that announce changing wait conditions are even better; these
are known as Intelligent Announcements. Repeating the same announcement
periodically may increase rather than decrease anxiety.

People prefer a known wait-time to an indefinite wait time. If you can tell your customer
that you will serve him within 5 minutes, you can reset his anxiety timer. He may
hang up if he thinks the time is excessive, but, more likely, he will note the time
and not worry about it again until that threshold has been reached. Be cautious,
he will be doubly irritated by any time that exceeds the promise.

People like options. Modern call centers allow the customer a measure of control over
his experience. The most common mechanism is to announce the expected wait
time and give the caller the option to leave a message and expect a call back.
Traditionally, the call back would occur when the agent had an opportunity to
check messages which would be after the queue was emptied, perhaps hours
later. Newer call centers can offer the caller the option to be called back when
his place in queue occurs. If the caller chooses the call back option, he is
prompted for his call back number and asked to describe the reason for his call.
The ACD holds his place in queue and, when it is ready to be answered by an
agent, the ACD places the call. If the caller does not choose the call back option,
he remains on the telephone waiting for the next available agent.

Distribution Algorithms

The distribution algorithm is the logic by which calls are distributed to call center agents.
The first goal is to make the best use of the agents’ time. After all, they are on the clock
and it would be wasteful to have them sit around idle. It would be unwise to have them
sitting around idle while customers are waiting to talk to them. Four of the most popular
algorithms are: Linear, Round Robin, Most Idle, and Balanced Call Count.
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Linear: Agents are always presented calls in the same order starting with Agent A.
If Agent A is busy, then Agent B gets the next call. If both Agents A and B are
busy or unavailable then Agent C gets the call. If all agents are busy, the call will
be held in a queue and delivered to the first available agent, using the same
algorithm.

This is the simplest but, potentially, the least equitable. This method makes it
likely that Agent A will take a disproportionate share of the calls and that calls will
rarely reach the last person in the list. This may be your preferred method if your
latter agents have another job responsibility and should be infrequently reached
with call center business.

Round Robin: Agents are presented calls in a circular order starting with Agent A.
Agent B gets the second call, Agent C the third call, and Agent A gets the forth call
starting the cycle over. This provides a more equitable distribution than the linear

algorithm.

Longest Idle: The agent who has been idle the longest gets the next call. This is
the most equitable and efficient means of distributing the calls. This may be
important if you are compensating your employees based on the number of calls
taken or on sales commission where the agent is motivated to take more rather
than fewer calls.

Balanced Call Count: The idle agent who has answered the fewest gets the next
call. Balanced Call Count compensates for variations in the length of a call. If an
agent finishes up a lengthy call with a difficult customer, the Balanced Call Count
can compensate for lost opportunities. This may be preferred by commissioned
agents who want to make sure that they get their fair share of the sales.

Prioritization

Not all agents or customers are created equal. Agents may possess specialized
knowledge, language skills or inter-personal skills that make them better able to handle
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certain calls. Repeat customers may have earned the right to preferential treatment by a
special group or even a preferred agent. You want the best agents to answer the most
important callers as quickly as possible. Individual agents or groups of agents may be
prioritized.

Multiple Group Membership. An agent may wear more than one hat. He may be
knowledgeable on a specific product, adept at handling irate customers, and fluent
in a second language. You do not want to have that employee log on and off all
the various groups in which those skills are important. You want him to simply
announce his presence by logging on once and have the call center assign him to
all the places in which he is most useful. That agent can also be assigned
priorities in the groups to which he is assigned.

Skills-based Routing. This takes advantage of Multiple Group Membership to
create the greatest likelihood that the most appropriate agent will answer your
customer and provide the highest level of service. If the best agent is unavailable,
the remaining agents can field the call. This also eliminates the need to staff
exclusively for these special treatments.

Preferred Agent. You can capture customer information and use it to make the
best effort to deliver the call to a specific agent. This agent can develop a rapport
with your customer over time and eliminate the need for the customer to explain
himself to a new agent every time. This personal touch can put you ahead of your
competition.

Call Priority. If you are operating a single queue, you can ask the customer the
nature of the call: 1 for Normal, 2 for Urgent, etcetera. You can then put that call
to the head of the queue for special treatment. You will need to phrase things in
such a way that not everybody puts themselves to the head of the line.
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Beyond the Call Center — the Contact Center

So far we have been talking about a call center that manages voice calls between
customers and agents. As new technologies crop up daily, the call center is evolving
into the contact center in which voice, email, text messaging, web clicks and other
streams all converge in a single response center. Your current call center should be
poised to take you into this new world.

Telephone
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Solutions Available from Toshiba

All of the solutions discussed in this white paper are available from a Toshiba Authorized
Dealer in your area. To find a Authorized Toshiba Dealer in your area visit:
http://www.toshiba.com/taistsd/locator/index.jsp

Business Telephone Systems Toshiba CIX670, CIX200, CIX100 and CIX40
Call Distribution OAISYS Automatic Call Distributor

Screen Pops NetPhone TAPI Integration
Intercommunication NetPhone Chat, ACD Silent Monitor

Call Recording OAISYS Tracer

Management Reporting OAISYS TASKE Contact and Reporter
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GET MORE FROM TOSHIBA

A world-renowned leader in technology for more than 130 years, Toshiba delivers the
one of the most reliable IP business communication solutions available today. Toshiba
America Information Systems (TAIS) brings together the expertise and know-how of the
company'’s Telecommunication Systems, Digital Products, and Storage Device Divisions
to deliver technologically advanced, integrated solutions that empower people to be
more productive at work and at home. Toshiba is responsible for some of the world’s
most innovative business communication solutions, from leading-edge VolP, converged
and digital telecommunications products to mobile computing, storage, and network
security cameras.

Trust the innovation leader—Toshiba’s Telecommunication Systems Division (TSD) has
more than 40 years of experience in delivering the industry’s one of the most reliable,
durable and dependable business communication solutions. Toshiba designs systems
with backward and forward migration, allowing enterprises to retain their initial
investment, while they move to new technologies. Toshiba’s VolP, converged and digital
telephone solutions enable today’s enterprises to take full advantage of the tools,
devices, and voice and data communications technologies available now and in the
future—Empowering enterprises to stay more connected to their customers, vendors
and each other.

Toshiba America Information Systems, Inc.,
Telecommunication Systems Division

9740 Irvine Blvd., Irvine, CA 92618-1697

(949) 583-3700 www.telecom.toshiba.com
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