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C H A PT E R  8  

Putting the Call Center at the 
Center of the Action 

Turning the Call Center into a Strategic 
Sales and Marketing Asset 

The call center is being transformed from a utility for answering phones to a strategic selling 

asset.  To take advantage of its potential to grow sales at lower costs, the best organizations 

are putting the call center at the center of the action.   

Tele-reps can do more than help keep customers happy, or smooth over the problems that 

may occur with Web site selling.  They can do a lot of the “heavy lifting” of sales so 

expensive field salespeople can go after the big clients.  In the best cases, tele-reps are used 

to initiate profitable “cross-selling” opportunities, and put promising leads  into the right 

hands that can turn this information into real sales.  

Sales and marketing executives are taking a new look at call centers for another reason as 

well.  It turns out that technology-enabled selling programs like Customer Relationship 

Management (CRM) and Electronic Commerce don’t work very well without the support of 

human call center agents.  

Unfortunately, most call centers to not report to the sales, marketing, or distribution 

management teams.  Most call centers today report to a customer service manager who is 

paid to treat it like a factory that handles customer complaints and questions at low-call 

costs; its job is to produce high customer satisfaction ratings instead of leads and selling 

opportunities.  

Organizations that can transform their call center from an “untapped asset” to a revenue 

growth machine capable of turning inbound online and offline customer questions and 

complaints into sales dollars can build an unstoppable competitive advantage.  And yet in 

many organizations, sales and service executives still view the call center only as a cost 
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center. The experience of Wally Hogan underscores these tensions and the need to evolve the 

role of the call center. 

The Challenge of Making the Call Center 
Part of the Selling Team 

Wally Hogan runs the call center organization for a consumer electronics company.  His tele-

reps answer customer service calls for catalog buyers; they also handle customer support for 

retailers and manage returns.  But Wally is not having a good day.  In particular, he is 

unhappy with Bob Eran, who runs the dot.com operation that just started selling DVD 

players and video games online.  So when he runs into Bob in the coffee room, he can't help 

but vent. 

“Bob, your Web site is killing me!  Shut it down until you can figure out how to answer 

those e-mails yourself. ”e-mail.”   

“What do you mean shut it down?” Bob sniffs.  “The Web site launch is a home run! We're 

getting 2 million unique monthly visitors and we sold $100,000 of stuff this month.” 

“Well, I got 10,000 calls complaining about how your shopping cart doesn't work so well and 

asking questions about delivery options.  And the e-mails are stacking up like cordwood.  My 

people can't type and talk at the same time…and besides, phone calls are not free.  Your 

$100,000 in sales just ate up $250,000 in staff time responding to inquiries.  Let's not even 

mention how we're pissing off a lot of customers we haven't gotten to yet.” 

Now Wally's phone is ringing.  It is Jeanne Cohen, the charismatic West Coast sales 

manager.  She can sure get her field sales reps worked up to a fever pitch and she always 

beats her quota.  Wally knows what she wants. One of Wally's “tele-coverage” agents 

actually took some initiative and generated some business in one of Jeanne's accounts that 

wasn't very active.  Both Wally's agent and Jeanne's star salesperson that “owns the account” 

want credit for the sale and both want the cash commission.  

“You're taking food out of my people's mouths!!” Jeanne screams into the phone.  “Stay in 

your lane,” she warns, “and I will stay in mine.”   Wally will have to dole out double credit 

to both people and make nice to keep everyone happy for the time being.  
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“It's expensive for me, but it beats having two salespeople pout instead of sell,” he tells 

Jeanne.  “Why can't we just work as a team?  There's plenty of business out there.” 

“The answer is pretty simple, Wally,” confided Jeanne.  “You run a good shop and I am a 

team player, but until the day we figure out how salespeople can get paid to play nice with 

your tele-reps, we are likely to have this conversation again.” 

Why the Call Center Needs to Become a 
Strategic Business Asset 

This organization – a fictional one based on many real examples – isn't going to fully 

capitalize on the potential of tele-channels until its management stops thinking about the call 

center as a cost center, and starts to view it as the engine of sales growth.  To grow sales at 

lower cost, the Wallys of the world (and their bosses) will need to start managing the call 

center as a sales channel, instead of a labor-saving utility.  

The problem is most of the world does not see things this way. The best sales and marketing 

organizations are transforming their call centers from customer service utilities into strategic 

selling channels that play traffic cop for a variety of online media and telephone 

communications.  For companies like IBM it is the glue that allows organizations to manage 

large volumes of customer interactions seamlessly across a variety of channels and media.  

Others, like Dell and Fidelity Investments, have used the call center as a low-cost/high-value 

channel that can manage sales, service, and lead generation activities at low cost and high 

levels of customer responsiveness. 

Leaders are investing in their call centers because a strategically managed call center is 

critical to effective sales growth for many reasons: 

 It is a “traffic cop” that helps manage and coordinate complicated multichannel 

sales and marketing (e.g., direct sales, partner, phone, direct response, and Web 

channels) as outlined in Chapter 5; 

 It is perhaps the best place for organizations to apply and manage advances in 

technology to enhance the efforts of hundreds of customer-facing employees and 

make thousands of customers happier; 
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 It is an asset on the corporate “balance sheet” that includes a high percentage of the 

people and technologies that touch your customer. 

 It is the cradle of sales and marketing change where the greatest amount of sales and 

marketing process investment and innovation will occur in the next several years. 

 

The Call Center as Traffic Cop 

The call center currently sits at the intersection of many trends.  Web, telephone, and 

electronic commerce technologies are merging.  New media, from Internet, e-mail, to cell 

phones and kiosk’s are in mass use.  And customers are schizophrenic and will want to use 

all of them…all of the time.  Call center managers have a choice: either become a traffic cop 

or accident victim.  

Customers increasingly prefer to use a combination of telephone and Web channels to do 

business instead of retail, catalog, or face-to-face interactions.  For example, an Arthur 

Anderson Survey shows that over the last three decades, customers have grown to prefer the 

immediate response of the phone to a face-to-face sales call.  Over 20 percent of the U.S. 

population regularly does business on the Web.  Most Web customers will want some phone 

support.  For example, IBM's electronic commerce organization discovered that even this 

tech-savvy audience of Web customers wanted access to humans over 70 percent of the time 

during e-commerce transactions (See IBM case study, this chapter).   

As of the year 2000, people sent almost three trillion e-mails.  That is five times as many e-

mails as paper letters, or, to put it another way, 54 e-mails for everyone on the planet.  

Several billion cell phones will inevitably deluge organizations with voice or Web requests, 

stock trades, or orders for spare parts.  Making the call center the hub of all this activity may 

simply be the most efficient way to manage all this traffic.  

To manage the growing volume and mix of customer contact, the emphasis of call centers 

will shift from the “telephone” to managing a variety of “points of interaction” such as e-

mail, Web, voice, and others.  These souped-up call centers are commonly called the 

“customer interaction center” or “tele-web” channels.  
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Applying Technology to the Call Center 

Advances in telecommunications, the Web, and database technology are dramatically 

changing the call center.  Call center technology is becoming more sophisticated.  The 

switches and computers that run telephone systems are becoming much better at helping 

agents be more responsive and productive, and keeping customers happier.  Unfortunately, 

like all technological advances, this does not come without buzzwords and confusion.  

Telephony, in particular, is a veritable alphabet soup of acronyms such as ACD, IVR, CTI, 

and SBR.  These are confusing but useful developments.   

On a practical level, certain of these technologies help send inbound phone calls to an 

available agent, or even better the right person to answer the question. These are called 

automated call distribution (ACD) and Skills Based Routing (SBR).  These will help manage 

and route calls to the right resources, or allow callers to help themselves. This is vital when 

call center reps are being made the “default” or “back up” resource to support customers 

struggling to complete electronic commerce transactions.   

Other technologies will allow self-service by letting callers give orders and retrieve 

information without talking to a human. These are called Interactive Voice Response (IVR), 

Computer and Telephony Integration (CTI).   

And over 80 percent of call centers will have a customer relationship management (CRM) 

application (like Siebel Systems, Clarify, or Onyx) in the next few years that helps manage, 

coordinate, and store customer interactions.  The META Group anticipates that these three 

capabilities will likely be combined into product bundles tailored to the call center in a three- 

to five-year time frame.   

Despite this consolidation, we can expect a steady stream of new capabilities that allow 

customers to interact with sellers through new types of media or across combinations of 

media.  For example, the online stock broker Ameritrade advertises on television how their 

agents use  “shared white board,” a technology that allows brokers and prospects to work 

together on building  a stock portfolio as they view a Web screen that both can see and tinker 

with at the same time. A sampling of these are profiled in the Special Section: An Inventory 

of Tele-web Tools, at the end of this chapter. 
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Putting Call Center Assets on the Balance Sheet 

What if you managed a sales operation that: 

 Represented over 20 percent of your corporate technology investment? 

 Controlled 50 percent of the conversations and interactions with your customers? 

 Managed most of the “customer-facing” employees?  

Would you think it was important?  Well, this is your call center.   

For the average company, the call center is out of sight and out of mind.  Senior sales and 

marketing executives often don't notice how many resources are tied up in call center 

operations, because all of these agents and technologies don't actually sit in one place.  

Typically, call centers are based in remote locations such as North Dakota, where there can 

be economies in square footage and salary costs.  And smaller companies may outsource 

their call centers to third parties. 

Waking senior management to this “hidden asset” is easier once someone takes the time to 

do the math – to recognize that call centers already make up a significant percentage of 

“customer-facing” employees, technology assets,  and customer contacts. 

Less affectionately, call center agents are known to management as “cheeks in seats.”  They 

represent all customer-facing employees who are not traveling – and they may not even be 

your own employees.  At the turn of the century, Global 2000 organizations will spend $25 

billion outsourcing call center services. That number could double by 2005.   

The call center is becoming the modern focus of technology investment.   Yet this makes 

perfect sense: organizations that in the past turned to automation technology to reduce costs 

of manufacturing are now, logically, applying technology innovations to reduce cost-to-sell.  
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The Call Center is the Cradle of Sales and 
Marketing Process Change 

Like a volcano ready to erupt, a number of forces are putting the call center at the center of 

sales and marketing process change.  In particular, several of those outlined in this book are 

putting the call center in the spotlight.  Sales and marketing executives can make a good 

business argument for expanding the role of the call center and making it the centerpiece of a 

technology-enabled revenue growth engine. 

In particular, a strategically managed call center is critical to: 

1. HELPING FIELD SALES ADD MORE VALUE:  A well-run call center is a great way to free up 

valuable field sales capacity and make sales force automation investments pay off in a big 

way.  The IMT Strategies survey of 50 top organizations showed that over-two thirds of 

organizations have automated both their sales force and their call centers with CRM 

software.  Smart managers will connect these dots.   

Organizations typically start by corralling poorly organized and underutilized inside sales 

employees and putting them into a well-run call center organization.  Once there, these 

call center agents actually use all that expensive sales force automation technology 

(laptops, networks, synchronization) to tether themselves to field sales reps so they can 

communicate and work as a team.  Smart organizations will use this connection to 

“offload” more and more tasks from overburdened and more expensive field sales reps.  

For example, IBM was able to “offload” 70 percent of its field sales workload onto call 

center agents.  

At first, the call center takes away the low-value sales that field staff tend to ignore. Over 

time, call center agents start taking on responsibility for covering and hand-holding 

existing or small customers and eventually selling them more things.  “Tele-coverage” 

teams, assigned to field staff, can support account penetration and handle subsequent 

business in named accounts (restocking, scheduling upgrades or maintenance visits, etc.). 

This frees up the field staff to concentrate on new business.  
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2.  MANAGING COMPLICATED MULTICHANNEL SALES AND MARKETING SYSTEMS:  The call 

center will emerge as the perfect “traffic cop”  for managing hybrid selling systems.  This 

means screening, prioritizing, and routing leads from clients.  This could include handing 

off hot prospects to the right field sales person or logging a service request with a field 

sales organization.  It also means playing backup on service calls and bailing out Web 

channels when transactions go bad.    

A well-equipped call center agent has access to a variety of technologies.  For example, 

many CRM software packages have business “rules” that automate the decision of who 

gets what lead or what phone call.  Workflow programs automatically tell all relevant 

people of an opportunity – instantly letting spare parts, billing, and a technician both 

know of a breakdown so they both arrive in the same place.   

Channel integration technologies allow different channels to share information and 

networks to keep different channels in communication.  E-mail response packages (such 

as those from Kana Communications or e.Gain) use artificial intelligence to sort inbound 

leads for you and route  them to the appropriate resource. 

 

3.  GETTING RESULTS FROM CRM PROGRAMS:  The call center is a logical home base for 

CRM technology and relationship management programs.  It is the place where most 

customer questions and service calls arrive.  It is a place where a high percentage of 

customer-facing employees work.  It is an easy place to enter data about customers and 

gain access to database.  It is the place where Web, CRM, and telecommunications 

technology can logically converge.   

Most importantly, the call center is an excellent control point for execution of one-to-one 

customer campaigns and “service-driven” sales.  Revenue growth will come from 

existing customers (upsell, resell, cross-sell).  Traditionally, all support inquiries go to 

the call center, which will have the easiest access to customer records.  As most retention 

and penetration opportunities are driven by service and support calls, it makes sense to 

create ways to enhance these selling opportunities.  

The call center should also be home base for targeted, cross-media campaigns designed 

to stimulate product demand.  Today's typical cross-media campaigns (e.g., see an ad on 

TV, check the Web site, call the toll free number) follow noticeable patterns of buyer 

behavior.  
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For example, IBM found that about 40 percent of prospects that received their direct-mail 

promotions were checking the Web site first before calling the toll-free 800 number to 

buy.  For the promotion to be successful, the direct-mail offers had to be posted on the 

Web site, and the call center agents needed to know about the offer as well.  In this and 

similar promotions, IBM has experienced a 30 percent revenue “lift” on personal 

computer Web transactions that originate on the Web and close in the call centers when 

customers use “Call Me” and “Chat Online” connections on IBM’s Web site.  Catalog 

retailers with phone order-takers have long reported similar “lift.” 

 

4.  BUILDING CUSTOMER CARE SYSTEMS THAT MANAGE MANY POINTS OF INTERACTION:  

The call center is the most logical point for administering customer care programs.  In a 

single year, for instance, IBM was able to migrate 99 million post-sales service 

transactions to self-service.  While moving such a degree of service and support 

interactions to a lower-cost channel can be a good move, this tends to drive up call center 

volumes, and nearly always requires adding new technology or additional staff.   

Short-Term Strategy: Building a Tele-web 
Command Center 

Eventually, all the human and technology capital tied up in the call center will show up as a 

major item on the balance sheet and someone will notice.  When executive management does 

the math and counts the hundreds of customer-facing employees and stacks of technology 

assets, they will ask two questions: 

1.  How do we leverage with these technology assets, infrastructure, and bodies? 

2.  How do we specialize enough to manage this complicated mix of customer 

interactions and channels?  

Managers must find ways  to leverage expensive call center assets while at the same time 

creating specialized processes for serving customers better.  They already have the job of 

managing human and technology assets that include thousands of call center reps, big 

telecommunications switches and networks, phones, computer terminals, and expensive 

CRM databases.  To make all of this work better, organizations must develop selling 
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processes, create functional specialties, and motivate high levels of teamwork to coordinate 

customer interactions across different media such as the fax, mail, e-mail, voice, and Web 

sites. 

LEVERAGING ASSETS:  Managing call centers means buying and maintaining phones, 

computers, and routers.  Building a global call center network means coordinating many 

vendors, languages, locations, and regulations.  Human resources are also difficult – finding, 

developing, and keeping agents in a business where turnover rates average 25 percent and 

training and development are on the rise.  Performance measurements in call centers are 

rigorous and transaction volumes can number in the millions.  Sophisticated measurement 

systems, strategic outsourcing, and the consolidation of operations wherever you can find the 

opportunity can help simplify things. 

SPECIALIZING PROCESSES:  Effectively mixing Web and human interaction and blending 

many selling channels will require a lot of teamwork and role-playing in order to come up 

with a more streamlined selling process.  A good Web site and fancy voice recognition 

system cannot cover for a lousy set of procedures that doesn't pass the customer to the right 

team player. 

Tasks, products, and customer segments will have to be broken down and rearranged into 

highly specialized job functions that may perhaps span more than one channel.  The call 

center needs to eventually be populated by a group of role players that can adapt to changing 

customer needs and whims.  Specialized processes will help  keep things organized; this can 

also provide a framework for tracking, managing, and measuring activities so costs and 

service levels can be controlled.  

If in the long run the more sophisticated (and educated) marketer wins the prize, then 

specialization is necessary.  The long-term benefits of an investment in specialization are 

organizational learning, better customer data, better channel integration, seamlessness, and 

the development of more sophisticated and tailored programs for upsell and resell. 

 

Facing the Hard Trade-Offs:  Five Questions to Ask 

Balancing leverage and specialization means leaders will have to make some hard decisions 

and trade-offs.  Call center managers who are willing to transform their operations will have 

to gain broad management consensus on some tough questions. 
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1.  Should our organization invest in call center technologies that optimize voice 

only, or many different media? 

2.  Should our call center emphasize transactions or relationship building? 

3.  Should we manage the call center as a cost center or a selling channel to get the 

most business impact for our money? 

4.  Are we better off measuring hard productivity measures or soft value and 

revenue measures in the call center? 

5.  Is it more strategic to measure and manage call center assets or selling 

processes?  

The guidelines to answer these questions can be found in your call center's current level of 

activity, in the kind of product you sell, and what profit margins you expect.  For instance, if 

your organization receives over 500 online inquiries a week, it probably makes sense to 

consider adding “tele-web” capabilities to the call center outlined in the special section at the 

end of this chapter.   

If your average transaction size is under several thousand dollars, it probably makes sense to 

emphasize tele-rep efficiency and migrate more transactions to the Web.  If the lifetime value 

of each customer is high (say over $20,000) or you service large accounts with hundreds of 

independent buyers inside of them, then a customer relationship management system (CRM) 

should probably be considered.  These systems will give reps the information they need to 

give personalized service to good customers and keep track of many small buyers as part of a 

“tele-service” role.   

If you sell relatively simple products to many small customers, then it may make sense to 

give your call center reps a role as a selling channel with a real sales quota (say $400,000 of 

component sales to small businesses).  If your customers are part of a selling team that 

coordinates with sales reps, resellers, and service organizations, then “softer,” team-based 

measurements make more sense.   

If your customers have low lifetime value (say under $400) and your call center gets a large 

number of low-value transactions, then it makes sense to focus on asset utilization.  If call 

center representatives are becoming a critical part of a selling team and serve many different 

roles, an investment in process integration would be justified.  
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Long-Term Imperative: Evolve the Role of 
the Call Center 

Call center managers cannot simply react to sales and marketing process changes that are 

going on in other parts of the organization.  They must take a leadership role and actively 

force answers to these questions from executive management.  By not being proactive, the 

call center managers risk becoming a garbage collectors – constantly picking up the pieces 

for direct marketing, sales, and electronic commerce organizations as they expand into 

interactive marketing, permission e-mail, and other multimedia promotions and campaigns.   

Call centers will stumble if they are the last to know when a new marketing program is 

launched that will land leads, inquiries, and complaints at their doorstep.  Over time, as 

customer support and inbound tele-reps struggle to keep up with new customer interaction 

flows, they will be paralyzed by undercapacity and will remain in constant “catch-up” mode.  

Customer satisfaction will suffer from this overload, particularly in online channels and new 

media, which have not been properly planned or resourced.   

Unfortunately, existing measurement systems will fail to sound alarm bells.  Current staffing 

and return on asset models, if unchanged, will not justify the additional investment in 

technology and resources needed to make a difference. 

Three long-term strategies emerge for managing the changes:  

1. Plan the evolution of call centers. 

2.Change how call centers are measured and managed. 

3. Invest in incremental technologies that improve selling performance.  

 

1.  Plan the Evolution of the Call Center 

Traditionally, most call centers handled customer service and support phone calls.  For 

example, electric utilities have had large customer service centers for decades to handle 

complaints, billing issues, service installations, and emergencies like power outages.  The 

exception was catalogers and publishers that had more sales-oriented call centers staffed not 

only with inbound telemarketers responding to customers but outbound tele-reps hunting for 

new business. 
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In the early 1990s, call centers started evolving from cost centers to sources of revenue 

growth.  They evolved first in industries with low “customer switching costs” and high levels 

of competition.  Credit card companies like Citicorp, long-distance telephone companies like 

MCI, and GEICO in car insurance used the call center as a weapon to acquire new customers 

and create incentives to keep  existing customers.  These organizations raced to build large 

call centers so they could bother consumers at dinner with a special offer.   

Over time, business-to-business marketers in technology, office supplies, payroll services, 

and telecommunications started using call centers to sell.  Companies like IBM, ADP, and 

Sprint used these telechannels to reach their small business clients, selling low-margin 

products that were too small for field sales.  Call centers also serviced geographically remote 

customers. These call centers were supported by investments in more sophisticated phone 

switches and equipment to help route, dial, and manage calls more effectively.  

The smartest organizations have figured out that call center agents can help grow revenues in 

retained accounts.  “Tele-coverage team members” can respond to inquiries and questions at 

much lower costs.  Customer relationship management software (CRM) systems from 

suppliers such as Siebel Systems and Clarify can be used to manage these account 

relationships and coordinate attribution with field reps and team staff more easily. 

Organizations have learned that Web channels do not work very well without human support.  

As a result, call center managers have created special job functions like e-care, and e-mail 

response specialists emerged with nontraditional skill sets such as interaction management, 

speed typing, and privacy policy management.   When the volume of Web transactions get 

too large to handle, these specialists will be supported by technologies that help connect and 

integrate Web and voice channels like “click-and-connect,”  text chat, and mail response 

capabilities. Other organizations will consolidate global call centers into “centers of 

excellence” to create leverage and share best practices.  These centers of excellence will have 

specialties in Web response and multilingual support.  Some may even be set up as labs for 

testing the effectiveness of new relationship technologies and marketing programs.  

Investments in training will increase to spread best practices across the organization.  

Over the next several years, call centers will continue to add tools and capabilities that allow 

organizations to communicate with customers though new points of interaction. It will take 

many years for measurement systems to mature to the extent that managers can track these 

transactions more easily as they flow into and out of the call center.  And the technologies of 

telephony, CRM, and electronic commerce technology will mature to the extent that these 

capabilities can be combined into useful bundles that allow agents to handle more and 

different types of customer interactions.   
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2.  Change How Call Centers Are Measured and Managed  

Of course, none of this works well unless revenue attribution for sales made by other 

channels, and revenue “lift” for incremental sales,  are figured into compensation and 

incentive plans.  As call centers will evolve from cost centers, to tele-web operations that 

grow sales and profits, new measurements must be put in place to define channel boundaries 

and motivate agents to work across selling channels. 

Traditional call centers focused on customer service are some of the most tightly measured 

organizations in the company.  This is because all of the data concerning what agents do on 

the phone sits inside the phone switch.  Benchmark data that allows one call center to 

compare itself to another is readily available and freely shared between companies.  Agent 

productivity is almost directly related to call volumes.  The typical call center has a scorecard 

that measure calls per agent, average call time, cost per call, speed of answer, the number of 

calls resolved on the first conversation, and many other hard numbers.   

When call centers start playing a role in selling, value is created in new and different ways.  

But it is much harder to measure this value.  Things get confusing.  For example, is revenue 

per call a better measure than length of call when it comes to a telemarketing rep?  Are lead 

referrals more important than first-call resolution in team selling?   

 Smart organizations will  create incentives for: 

 Channel migration by offloading work and tasks from more expensive field sales 

representatives; 

 Channel integration by coordinating sales and service efforts with other selling 

organizations and channels;  

 Upwelling and cross-selling to existing customers in response to inbound 

customer service calls or prospecting calls to existing clients. 

Measurements in a tele-web channel get “softer” because it is cumbersome and expensive to 

get the hard numbers.  Unfortunately, hard performance numbers will be needed to justify the 

strategic value of continued investment in the call center.  In the beginning it may take full-

time employees from both finance and human resources departments just to calculate these 

complicated measurements. 

Everyone laughed in the year 1900 when “productivity engineers” showed up at the factory 

with their stopwatches and cameras.  But the cost benefits of better measuring things 

eventually became apparent as production costs dropped steadily and manufacturers were 
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able to streamline their production processes.  In the short term, most organizations will feel 

the view is not worth the climb when it comes to call center metrics.  This means they will 

either settle for soft measures that do not paint the complete picture, or even abandon the 

effort to learn and measure altogether.  In giving up, organizations will sacrifice valuable 

learning and experience that will ultimately separate the winners and the losers. 

 

3.  Invest in Incremental Technologies that Improve Selling 

Performance 

There are any number of useful enhancements to basic call center functions, including 

technologies that will help make things easier by recognizing your voice and translating 

foreign languages on the fly.  As marketers add new points of interaction, call centers are 

adding new tele-web tools that allow agents to communicate through them, or add electronic 

commerce to their responsibilities. 

One example is delivering customer service online.  IBM put “call me back” buttons on 500 

Web pages.  But when marketers put up Web sites with “help” signs and invitations to chat, 

call centers have to be able to have access to existing customer information to respond 

correctly.  Having prewritten scripts and hiring agents with good typing skills is also needed.   

Another way to boost the productivity of call center selling is event-triggered marketing.  

Smart direct marketing departments are starting to automatically alert call center agents to a 

buying event based on a customer’s past history or  script a “real-time” personalized offer 

based on a customer’s interests.  For example, a company targeting direct consumer sales 

may offer a discount on a birthday, or a business-to-business vendor might offer a product 

upgrade on the expiration of a service contract.  

 

Calculating the cost of change:  the ROI of new tele-web tools 

Making rational decisions about where and when to add new technologies to the call center is 

difficult given the range of choices.  These technologies should create significant 

improvements in sales and marketing effectiveness.  Put another way, any new parts in the 

sales and marketing engine should dramatically improve gas mileage or miles per gallon.  

Making good investment decisions will require experimentation and disciplined performance 

measurement.  Some facts to consider: 
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The call center makes up over 20 percent of IT investment in most Global 2000 companies 

when you factor in the phones, switches, networks, databases, software, and electronic 

commerce capabilities needed to support a call center.  

Added up, it can cost an average of $5,000 to $6,000 to outfit a call center agent with only 

the basic equipment needed to do business (phone, switch, personal computer, workstation, 

headset, etc.).  

Add to that training and salary costs of between $5,000 to $18,000. Figures are actually 

higher when compounded by staff turnover;  turnover rates in call centers average 25 percent 

or higher, according to Purdue University.  Training costs are rising with increased 

functional specialization, the need for cross-training and typing skills, and the addition of 

new Web interaction and CRM technologies to the call center. And there will be hundreds of 

potential add-ons available to improve the productivity of call center agents. 

Adding  flashy new capabilities (such as an operational CRM package, IVR, mail response 

management, and call-me-back buttons) adds costs of $250 to $1200 per agent. Getting a 

return on investment of these incremental capabilities depends on how much productivity 

and selling leverage you get from them. The large up-front expense mandates that they 

dramatically show that they can improve the “miles per gallon” from existing sales and 

marketing dollars.     

Measuring that return is difficult because there are so many different types of software 

supporting the agent and so many different channels taking credit for having a hand in a sale.  

Creating ways  of attributing revenue to the agent and specific technologies will remain an 

ongoing battle.   

On the whole, given the breadth of investment alternatives out there, and the complexity of 

measuring returns, if an incremental technology does not deliver 100:1 productivity, it 

probably does not make sense.  A 100:1 productivity gain means that a $250 shared e-mail 

response system that costs $250 per agent should allow that agent to generate $25,000 in cost 

reduction or incremental margins (which likely means more like $200,000 in extra revenues). 

Here is an overview of just some of the agent interaction capabilities that will help connect 

the “tele-channel” to the Web channel.  All call centers will add these and others to their 

shopping list in the next few years.  As new points of interaction emerge and technology 

matures (remember when the fax was new?) you can count on many more alternatives. 
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Figure 1:  An Inventory of Tele-Web Capabilities 

CAPABILITY WHAT IT DOES TECHNOLOGIES THAT MAKE IT HAPPEN 

Click and Connect Allows an agent to offer customers 
various options for assistance. 

These are web based interaction agents that let online 
customers connect with agents.  These include web-based 
agents (or hot buttons) that offer Call me later, Call Now 
Features. They also include tools that allow agents and 
customers to collaborating real time (either using text chat 
or shared whiteboard) or actually talk over the internet 
(Voice Over IP)  

E-mail Integration Allows an agent to respond to, 
manage and track emails from 
customers. 

These are agents that respond to online inquires 
automatically (for example inbound email 
acknowledgement) or distribute messages to the right 
person (parsing, routing tools)  or use “artificial 
intelligence to auto reply (for example auto reply modules 
that are programmed using either business rules, pattern 

recognition, neural nets) 

Online Chat  Allows an agent to interact with 
customers with text chat. 

These are chat features similar to AOL instant messaging 
that let customers chat individually with a rep (using buddy 
lists or one to one chat features) or in a group ( such as 

chat room, or discussion list). 

Application 
Integration 

Passes along information about the 
customer to the agent during a call 
so they can better sell and serve 

them. 

These provide call center representatives access to 
customer profile information and the current state of the 
customer (for example where are they?, what URL they are 

looking at?) 

Agent Console A dashboard that routes calls and 
provides agents guidance and 
scripting to help them better help 
customers and responding quickly. 

This tool helps agents become more productive by 
managing their workload and routing inquiries to the right 
person.  They include skills based routing, scripting agents, 
queuing  

Application Sharing These are software interfaces that 
allow agents to share information 

with customers. 

These are tools that allow both parties to share information 
such as push pull co-browsing technologies. 

Self Service 
Knowledgebase's 

Allows customers to access 
proprietary information and 
databases available for self help 

from behind the firewall 

These self help capabilities include self help databases, 
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ), and exclusive extranet 

access to protected files. 

Web Campaign 
Management 

Manages the execution of outbound 
e-campaigns. 

These are available from software providers who make e-
mail engines, marketing automation, direct email 
campaigns such as Responsys, MarketSoft, and Kana 

Communications. 

Speech Recognition Authenticates the identify of the 
caller and responds to voice 
commands  

Emerging speech recognition technologies such voice XML 
(which lets you access web pages by speaking into the 
phone) and speaker verification are becoming viable self-

service alternatives for online customers. 

Bottom Line 

 An integrated call center can be expensive, but it also creates value by cutting costs and 

improving opportunities to sell more to existing clients and new clients.  
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Special Section: How IBM Built a $8.8 Billion 
Tele-web Channel  

International Business Machines (IBM) is a 88-billion-dollar organization that sells 

technology to large and small businesses as well as directly to consumers.  For decades, IBM 

built a stellar selling culture around highly trained “blue-suit” sales representatives selling 

multimillion-dollar mainframe computers and systems.  For such sophisticated products, it 

was not unheard of for a selling team of eight people (engineers as well as salespeople) to 

make customer calls as a group.   

Things changed.   

As the number of IBM products offered through electronic channels grew to exceed 18,000 

and the average product price tag shrank to under $20,000, these field sales representatives 

grew  less effective.  In response, IBM had to transform its sales and marketing processes.   

Call centers played a major role in this transformation.  In the last decade, IBM has expanded 

and evolved their call centers to the point where IBM now owns a very sophisticated 8.6-

billion-dollar tele-web channel.  IBM integrates the management of the telephone and 

Internet channels to provide seamless service to customers. This tele-web channel – named 

ibm.com- generates over 11 percent of sales and is an engine of revenue growth for other 

selling channels.  By the year 2000, this growth engine was generating: 

 4.5 3 million Web visitors a week 

 40,000 e-mails a week 

 95 phone call inquiries a minute 

 1 qualified lead per minute 

 $26 million in revenue opportunities a day 

 $50 million in sales transactions a day 

 Over 99 million self-service transactions a year 

The economics of this channel are compelling.  Sales through ibm.com are growing at a rate 

of over 50 percent, and tele-web channel costs are 40 percent less than traditional sales 

channels. Also, by migrating millions of customers to self-service, IBM saved over $1.86 

billion dollars in support costs in 2000. 
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This transformation did not happen overnight.  During the first 10 years, IBM added call 

centers globally to the point where they had 130 call centers serving 150 countries and had 

over 5000 agents on the phones.  While the tele-channel grew in size, IBM saw the need to 

leverage and specialize.  By the late 1990s, it had consolidated these agents into 25 

consolidated call centers.    

How did it learn where and how to specialize?  IBM assembled a team that researched and 

recorded best practices from all of their call centers and identified performance standards for 

the consolidated and specialized centers of excellence, where a particular call center had built 

a leading-edge capability.  For example, a major North American call center has built a 

specialty in Web response, while a top European call center became a center of excellence 

for multilingual support. 

At the same time, IBM was building a multibillion-dollar electronic commerce channel.  And 

ibm.com  (as well as thousands of dot.coms) started to realize the Web couldn’t stand alone 

as a selling channel for sophisticated products.  In particular, they found that 70 percent of 

Web customers wanted access to people. In addition, as IBM sold more products online, the 

number of online shoppers seeking assistance had doubled and call center volumes increased. 

IBM figured out it made sense to manage tele-channels and electronic commerce as an 

integrated channel.  By connecting Web sites to customer support call centers, it became 

easier to convert browsers to buyers.  The call centers also provided around-the-clock “live” 

support to online marketing efforts, and answered e-mails in less than four hours.    

After a series of over 10 organizational changes in six years, IBM arrived at an ibm.com 

organization that treats telephone, Web, and e-mail as an integrated channel, although this 

will continue to evolve as IBM exploits new technologies and customer demands change.  

During that period of time, the call center moved from being part of the direct marketing 

organization to becoming an independent tele-channel to an integrated tele-web channel.  

This integrated channel approach provides seamless service and dramatically improves 

selling leverage and market coverage while reducing channel costs. 

IBM attributes the success of ibm.com to their focus on sales and marketing leverage and 

speed of execution.  Internal selling and evangelism got the concept off the ground with 

executive-level management, sales channels, and customers who were used to doing things a 

certain way.  Once senior management bought into the concept of tele-web, resources were 

shifted to quickly operationalize the concept of “tele-web” channels with real measurements, 

ROI programs, and management systems.  Equally important to IBM is the effort it took to 

manage learning curves and get its 6500 agents operating at high levels. 
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IBM sees several keys to future success.   They will continue to:  

 Balance leverage and specialization 

 Change the way they run call centers as needed 

 Invest in new technologies with the potential to create selling leverage 

 Take a disciplined approach to measuring results and learning. 

 Align incentives and management systems with field sales operations. 

The considerable resources required were leveraged by consolidating call centers globally. 

This required additional investments – for example, a two-years-in-the-making CRM 

program to have all marketing resources run off the same customer database.  

IBM was not afraid to make fast changes in the way it was running its call centers.  First, the 

company marketed the channel aggressively to customers to make them aware of this 

alternative to business partners and field sales.  They also changed measurements and 

incentives to encourage channel migration from field sales and foster better integration 

between channels to deliver seamless service and lower costs.  They enhanced agents’ skills 

and training.  Perhaps most importantly, they got many channels to work together as a team 

to redefine their selling processes to satisfy customers and provide around-the-clock support 

for a variety of Web marketing programs and applications. 

IBM invested and tested new tele-web technologies and capabilities to understand where 

technology could provide the greatest performance improvements. Some of the specific 

innovations at IBM.com include the following tele-web programs: 

5000 large and medium-sized accounts have dedicated tele-coverage reps within the tele-

Web channels available for servicing and penetration.  

500 large and medium-sized accounts have their own customized Web sites, called “e-sites.” 

These provide personalized information, custom pricing, and direct access to order 

information, plus one-click access to the dedicated ibm.com tele-web support team familiar 

to the account. 

IBM supports online inquiries from all IBM marketing Web sites with 24-hour support and 

delivers four-hour response time to e-mail inquiries and two-hour response times on “call-

me-back” Web inquiries. 
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Six-hundred Web sites are experimenting with “click and connect” technologies such as 

“call-me-back” buttons, shared white boards, and online chat.  Some 73 percent of IBM 

customers have used these features. 

To determine which incremental “tele-web” capabilities offer the greatest selling leverage, 

IBM has designated several of its call centers to include as “Teleweb Business Development 

Centers” that serve as laboratories for testing the effectiveness of different types of call 

centers’ tools and solutions.  Given the large number of potential tools and capabilities that 

can enhance the performance of the tele-web channel, IBM has established a return-on-

investment hurdle to screen which new capabilities get rolled out and deployed across the 

company.  Given that almost any software package costs at least $200 per agent, each 

application needs to prove it can deliver over 100 times its cost in reduced selling expenses, 

improved productivity or increased margin contribution or new revenues.  This ensures that 

every new investment improves IBM’s selling costs. 

IBM has also been a leader simply by taking a disciplined approach to measuring results.  

What they learned is this: if you integrate tele-web channels and put more self-service on the 

front and back end of the buying process, then involve humans more in the middle – when 

they are buying – you reap dual benefits.  By migrating the front end (product consideration) 

and the back end (post-sales service) of the buying cycle to online self-service, IBM has 

freed up agent time and saved millions on its cost to sell.  Getting agents more involved in 

the middle helps with conversion rate and cross-sell and upsell opportunities.  This gets 

results.  IBM has found that when a call center agent gets involved in a Web transaction, the 

average order size is 30 percent higher than Web-only transactions.  
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