Who is Answering the Customer Service Number?

Offering toll-free access to customer service is a key marketing and operations strategy for thousands of companies. Most consumers have had experience with calling for service, usually to check a balance, conduct a transaction, or solve a problem. In today's society, it's a common part of doing business with utility, credit card, travel, banking, or catalog companies. More customer contacts are being conducted over the Internet, but consumer companies doing business with the public have a huge need for effective and efficient ways of delivering customer service over the phone.

There are different ways of solving this challenge. For example, most people probably expect that when they call a company's toll-free number for help, they speak to a company employee. Paul's article points out how this assumption is not always valid. Increasingly, outside "call centers" provide an outsourcing solution to many companies' customer service needs. One such center in Waldboro, Maine, called Taction
, simultaneously services the call center needs of close to 50 brands, Chanel
 and Samsonite among them. Any Taction operator could be at any time expected to take calls for any of the brands and companies that Taction is servicing.

A decision to outsource customer service is complex, with many variables. Companies generally outsource if it is less costly to complete a task with outside suppliers than with in-house staff and resources. A company that outsourced its customer service function would probably expect to save money by doing so, compared with the costs of staff. According to Paul, however, using outside call centers is more expensive. If true, then companies that outsource call centers to solve customer service needs would have higher expenses. They may perceive a higher quality result, or see other potential gains. On the other hand, it seems strange to have a company's customer service -- a critical point for customer contact -- be staffed by some other company's employees.

In capacity planning, companies that manage large volumes of incoming or outgoing customer calls will estimate the total load they will face to determine what resources they will need. For toll-free customer services, there are technology and human resource issues. In the following questions, you can explore these and other aspects of the decision to outsource this work.



TALKING IT OVER AND THINKING IT THROUGH!
1. What are some key human resources issues that would come into play in managing a call center that delivered customer service on behalf of 10 companies?

2. What are some key success factors for individual agents working in call centers delivering customer service to multiple companies?

3. How would you measure the success of outsourcing customer service?

4. What technologies are used to make this work?

5. There are ways of measuring success (see number 3 above), but what are the corresponding risks of letting outsiders service your customers? 
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