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INTRODUCTION
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, in April 2018 there
were 6.1 million unfilled job openings in the United States. The
unemployment rate in the US is just over 4%. It is below 4% in Germany.
Wages have been inching up and are expected to climb more rapidly as
North American and European economies continue to exhibit robust
growth. Employees have many options. The departure of a highperforming agent impacts the contact center and enterprise in both
economic and non-economic ways. A recent study by the University of
New Brunswick found that for the call center they examined, for every
one percent reduction in turnover, it could have saved $63,672 a year. A
figure that will only increase the larger a contact center is.
With brand loyalty on the wane and the convenience of the Internet
for price shopping, service businesses and organizations are challenged
to reduce churn rates while at the same time maintain price
stability. Delivering superior service is a major point of competitive
differentiation. You must be proactive if you want to keep agents on
your team and not your competitor’s. Monetary compensation is
always important but surprisingly it is not always the most important
consideration for contact center employees. In this eBook we explore
eight ways to retain top employees by humanizing the workplace.
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SELF-DRIVEN CAREER DEVELOPMENT

83% of employees surveyed “look for opportunities to develop new
knowledge or skills.” (The Global Workforce Study, Towers Perrin)
“Career development opportunities are a recurring theme among
the top drivers of agent attrition.”
(Driving Agent Attrition - The Effect of Salary, Attrition Goals and Satisfaction on Turnover, ICMI)

According to Hire IQ, a leading talent acquisition company serving the contact center
industry, about 60% of attrition occurs within the first 90 days of employment. By some
estimates the average cost to recruit and onboard an agent is approximately $6000.
Employees have different skills and interests. Career development should parallel the
interests of the employee. Fortunately, the contact center of today offers many options.
Agents can train for specialist roles as skilled agents, prepare themselves to become
quality evaluators or workforce management analysts, or pursue supervisory and
management roles. Not everyone learns in the same way or at the same pace. Selfdriven employees will find ways to learn on their own, such as consultation with peers
on how to handle challenging calls and independently researching information about
their company’s products and the industry in which they participate.

What can contact centers do?
• Take care to hire the right people in the first place. Useful tactics include simulated
role-playing and peer interviews.
• Conduct frequent quality management of new hires to help define strengths and
weaknesses.
• Based on these assessments and supervisor feedback, introduce new employees
to the tools and resources available. These resources should be available remotely
for self-driven employees.
• Provide employees with e-learning resources that employees can access on their
own time if they wish
• Schedule classroom training during off-peak timeslots, or even busier times - accept
that while service level is a priority, long term agent unhappiness is more costly
• Work closely with human resources to help structure a job rotation plan that could
help employees develop new skills and determine where they would best fit within
the organization.

“

40% of agents say inability to work up to greater
challenge is reason for quitting.
(ICMI)
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CULTURE

In a recent study by the Hay Group, 39% of respondents indicated they
did not have a good balance between their work and personal lives.
We can think of culture in two ways; the external culture and the internal culture. The
external culture reflects the values and norms of the environment in which we live. It is
influenced by demographics, education, economics, religion, language, governments,
technology and a myriad of other forces. Since employers cannot control the external
culture they must adopt by providing a workplace that is respectful of different
ethnicities, values, and norms.
However, employers do have the power to create an internal culture that strives for
excellence in performance while also recognizing the need for work-life balance.
Recent research by the Hay Group, a global management consulting firm, found
that organizations that make employees feel like work-life balance is valued are also
employers that enable workers to do their jobs as efficiently and effectively as possible.
To the extent practicable, this means structuring work schedules around employee
needs for daycare, availability of public transportation, local holidays, and religious
practices such as daily prayers for Muslim contact center workers. It means establishing
a culture that values customer satisfaction as an important corporate priority.

What can contact centers do?
• Deploy workforce scheduling and forecasting software that factors in cultural and
personal needs in its algorithms.
• Provide for a streamlined method for unplanned time off requests, such as family
emergencies.
• Use e-messaging features, self-service app notifications and text messaging to
smart phones offered by WFM software to maintain continuous open communication
between management and employees.
• Develop and sustain a “customer first” philosophy. Back up this commitment by
including customer satisfaction scores as an evaluation metric both for the company
and employees and promptly following up on customer complaints.

“

The top predictor of workplace satisfaction
is not pay: it is the culture and values of the
organization followed closely by the quality of
senior leadership in the career opportunities
at the company.
(Harvard Business Review)
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EMPOWERMENT

Employees who feel their ideas and suggestions matter are more than
twice as likely to report a positive employee experience than those
who don’t. (The Employee Experience Index, IBM and Globoforce)
A review of the contributions by industry experts and academics produces the following
common threads that define empowerment;
• Seeking and acting upon the input of employees when making decisions that directly
affect their performance and workplace environment.
• Providing employees with the opportunity to directly influence scheduling decisions
that impact their work-life balance
• Providing employees with the authority to make decisions that solve customer
problems and contribute to a heightened sense of customer engagement.
• Encouraging and enabling employees to manage their self-development
The ability to act on their own, within closely defined parameters, and the sense of
self-worth that comes with being a valued part of the decision-making process fosters
pride among employees and boosts morale. From a cost-benefit standpoint, companies
will realize significant labor savings from higher levels of first contact resolution when
employees that are preauthorized to make certain decisions. Other advantages include
shorter handle time as more issues are resolved on the spot and improved morale and
satisfaction which can translate into higher retention rates.

What can contact centers do?
• Establish clear guidelines that define agent decision-making authority.
• Engage agents when making decisions about technology or internal processes.
• Give agents ability to influence schedule decisions – such as request for shift trades,
overtime, and personal time off
• Conduct periodic agent satisfaction surveys and act on the results.

“

Agent effectiveness and empowerment are
the two most important drivers of customer
satisfaction.
(CFI Group)
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PERSONALIZATION

“The gig economy is now estimated to be about 34% of the workforce and
expected to be 43% by the year 2020” (Intuit CEO, Brad Smith)
“When employees agree their work schedule is sufficiently flexible to
accommodate family and personal responsibilities, 79% report a more
positive work experience” (The Employee Experience Index, IBM and Globoforce)
Today it is all about the individual. The preference for individuality over conformity
can be seen in the form of “body art,” fashions, entertainment choices, and social
media channels. Personalization as it pertains to agent retention can be defined as
employment practices that accommodate, within the confines of business rules; the
individual skills, interests, and work-life preferences of the individual. Two trends
that will impact the contact center are the emergence of the “gig” economy and the
popularity of telecommuting. In the gig economy individuals choose to freelance
their skills rather than accept conventional employment. It’s the ultimate choice in
achieving work-life balance. The other significant trend is the continuing growth of
telecommuting. Whether employed or working as a free agent, work from home
provides flexibility for employees, is environment friendly, and saves employers money.
Contact center work can provide the opportunity to leverage individual skills and the
flexibility to balance employment with family responsibilities. A positive result for
contact centers looking for new agents is a larger labor pool to draw from.

What can contact centers do?
• Integrate smart phones into their scheduling and planning software.
• Allow employees to personalize their workspaces.
• Promote flexibility when recruiting new employees by offering flexible,
preference-based schedules and promptly responding to agent time off and
shift-trade requests.
• Maintain a database of flex workers and use smart phones to notify them of 		
immediate needs or overtime opportunities.
• Introduce dashboards where agents can see their own performance metrics, and
schedule - it’s all about being treated as an individual.

“

If they were able to make their
current job more flexible, 64% of
Millennials want to occasionally
work from home and 66% would
like to shift their hours.
(Pew Research Center)
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STRESS REDUCTION

87% of contact center leaders acknowledge that agents experience a
moderate to elevated stress levels during the workday and this is the top
cause of 8% of resignations. (ICMI)
The annual costs associated with work-related stress are $10,000 for
each individual employee. (US Bureau of Labor Statistics)
In customer service interactions, most callers are calm and polite but not all. In
addition, agents are frequently evaluated against KPIs and their contacts with callers
are constantly monitored. Moreover, technological advances in self-service, including
“bots,” are handling more of the basic and even moderately complex transactions
leaving agents to handle the most stressful interactions. On the technology front,
agents are stressed by the need to toggle through typically five different applications
and sometimes twice that many during a single interaction. These applications may
each operate a little differently and may not even share the same databases. Finally,
there is the issue of perceived supervisor bias. It is often said that agents do not leave
companies they leave supervisors. Since periodic evaluations often consider subjective
qualities such as courtesy and empathy the absence of standards in which to make
these judgments often leads to perceptions of supervisor favoritism. While contact
center work (along with most other occupations) will never be completely stress-free
there are things management can do to temper stress levels.

What can contact centers do?
• Evaluate employees only on the “metrics that matter“
(and can be controlled by the agent)
• Provide a work environment conducive to contact center work - comfortable chairs,
large monitors, easy to use software, good lighting, and a relatively quiet work area.
• Deploy technology that makes it easier for agents to quickly resolve problems and
feel in control, such as knowledge management and intelligent, integrated desktops.
• Within the confines of business rules, accommodate reasonable requests for 		
personal time off.
• Some stress is ok, but control how much agents are exposed to. If one skill is known
to be stressful ensure it is scheduled out fairly.

“

Stress levels are higher among contact
center employees and the perception of
empowerment is lower than the general
working population
(International Journal of Human Resources Management)
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TEAM BUILDING

When asked what their biggest challenges were today, 18.4% of contact
center leaders polled by Strategic Contact cited poor cross-departmental
collaboration. (Contact Center Pipeline)
“About 36 percent of workers say they look forward to going to work
when they work with a friend, and 31 percent feel stronger and more
valued. The researchers found that people with a best friend at work are 7
times more likely to be fully engaged and productive.” (Good & Co.)
Working in a contact center is not always a walk in the park. There will be times of
stress and the inevitable interpersonal conflicts. On the bright side, the contact
center environment presents a unique opportunity to build a spirit of teamwork
and camaraderie. Where else do you have a large group of people with similar
demographics and similar interests sharing a common workspace? Management
can harness the natural spirit of friendly competition to boost morale and improve
performance. It involves recognizing both teams and that individuals for superior
performance and weeding out people that spread disharmony among the organization.
According to researchers at IBM, businesses that have a team with high morale
typically boast higher productivity ratings, better staff engagement, a more pleasant
atmosphere, and less employee turnover or absentee rates. A happier workforce means
a more productive business. It also means a happier home life, as employees return
from their jobs with a positive mindset.

What can contact centers do?
• Establish teams to work on special projects, such as improving scripts or
identifying causes of customer defections.
• Frequently monitor job satisfaction levels and act if negative deviations
exceed targets
• Rotate supervisors among teams to minimize concerns about favoritism
• Invest in gamification software to let agents show their achievements and compete
as individuals and part of the team.
• Support fun events that help build camaraderie such as bring your child to
work days, happy hours or sports days.

“

Supportive coworker relationships are
an important driver of a positive work
experience. When those relationships are
present, employees report a much more
positive employee experience than when that
support is absent (77 % compared to 35%)
(IBM and Globoforce)
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AUTOMATION

Approximately 31% of calls to the contact center are for the purposes
of checking on the status of an order, to place an order, or to file a
complaint. (CFI Institute)
64% of college grads and 34% of workers with a high school diploma or
less think automation makes their job more interesting. (Pew Research Center)
Contact centers have been successful incubators of automation starting with invention
of the automatic call distributor in 1973. The 80s produced the first digital recorders,
automated workforce scheduling systems, and predictive dialers. The subsequent
years brought quality management, performance management, speech recognition,
e-learning systems, and other tools that automated previously manual operations.
Now the emphasis is on automating the work of the contact center agent. Legacy
IVR’s are being replaced by self-service solutions along with chatbots that function
in multiple channels and have at least some limited ability to “think” for themselves.
These virtual agents use advanced speech recognition and artificial intelligence to
respond to unstructured queries in a limited conversational and personalized manner.
Diverting routine tasks to self-service or bots relieves agents from repetitive mundane
activities. According to the International Journal of Human Resources Management,
making the agent’s job more challenging improves job quality and consequently
reduces employee turnover.

What can contact centers do?
• Analyze the reasons people call and determine how more can self-serve or
be diverted to bots.
• Assure that self-service functionality is equally adept at voice and data 		
communications and on both stationary and mobile devices.
• Invest in modern workforce management software that relieves individuals of less
flexible and error-prone Excel planning and allows agents to better plan their 		
personal lives around well-communicated, advanced schedules.
• Be mindful that employees may be reluctant to accept automation. Listen to their
concerns and explain how benefits such as improved scheduling and automated shift
swaps will improve work-life balance

“

Six out of ten occupations have
more than 30% of activities that
can technically be automated
(McKinsey Global Institute)
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TECHNOLOGY

“51% of millennial consumers agree they run their lives from their mobile
device(s) and 84% of millennial business buyers agree their mobile device
is essential to the work they do.” (State of the Connected Customer, Salesforce)
“Deciding when, where, and how to be accessible for work is an ongoing
challenge, particularly for executives with families, “When I’m at home,
I really am at home.” (Manage Your Work, Manage Your Life, Harvard Business Review)
The most important driver of job satisfaction is the quality of the work. With today’s
technology well-trained customer service representatives can tackle the tough problems
and make decisions that produce satisfied customers. Vendors have produced software
that is largely intuitive and engaging. A brief list of tools that help make this possible
include; CRM, knowledge management, decision guidance systems, chatbots, unified
desktops, collaboration software, and agent portals. With today’s integrated mobile
technology employees can perform many work functions from their smart phones and
other mobile devices.
Technology has also been instrumental in helping employees enjoy a more favorable worklife balance. One of the big advantages of contact center work is that both work hours and
location can, to some degree, be adjusted to meet the needs of the individual. Workforce
management software creates schedules that consider agent skills, proficiencies, and
preferences as well as the service level objectives of the organization. Another great
advantage is the ability to work from home, an option made possible by modern IP
telephony networks and reliable cloud infrastructure.

What can contact centers do?
• Engage agents and supervisors in the selection of new application software. Technology
solutions must be easy to learn and easy to use. And the people who will be using the 		
software are the best to judge.
• Leverage smart phone technology. According to the Pew Research Center, approximately
80% of the adult population has a smart phone. Leading vendors have developed 		
scheduling and messaging applications for IOS/Android.
• Work with IT to make the most of the intranet to create a knowledge reservoir and 		
discussion forum for agents.
• Invest in cloud-based workforce management performance management applications to
help assure that software updates are quickly and uniformly provided and work-at-home
preferences can be seamlessly accommodated.

“

The top contributor to agents’
workday stress (71%) is system
and tool inefficiencies.
(ICMI)

ABOUT TELEOPTI
Teleopti, a top, global provider of workforce management software,
offers a world-class WFM solution that is sophisticated, localized
and easy to use. As the largest “best-of-breed” vendor, Teleopti
focuses on helping contact centers, back offices and retail stores
improve customer service, employee satisfaction and profitability
– through optimized, automated forecasting and scheduling with
cutting-edge features to empower and engage employees.
Founded in 1992, Swedish-established Teleopti has customers
in over 85 countries, numerous offices around the world – from
Beijing to São Paulo – and a comprehensive global network of
partners. With a record of continuous net profitability for 25 years
and with high customer satisfaction ratings, Teleopti serves as a
reliable partner. Find out more: www.teleopti.com
Teleopti AB (head office)
Box 24169
SE-104 51 Stockholm

Phone: +46 8 568 950 00
Fax: +46 8 568 95 009
Service Desk: +46 8 568 950 10
info@teleopti.com

