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FOR CUSTOMER SERVICE

AS THEY INTEGRATE
NEW TECHNOLOGIES
AND OVERSEE A |
CHANGING WORK- [
FORCE, CALL CENTER '
MANAGERS STAY B
FOCUSED ON THEIR A
CUSTOMERS.

BY JOANNE SAMMER
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ccording to industry

estimates, a midsize

utility call center

potentially handles

more than 3.5 million

calls a year. If you
break it down further, that comes to
almost 10,000 calls per day or about
400 calls an hour. That’s a lot of phone
calls by anyone’s measure. And since
call centers are staffed 24/7, there is
always a way to take that call.

As the unseen face and voice of a
utility, customer service represen-
tatives (CSRs) answer those calls—
whether those customers are panicked,
angry, or just seeking an answer to a
simple question. Customers may want
to know when their power will be re-
stored if there is an outage, why their
bill is higher than usual, or how they
can avoid a service interruption for an
unpaid bill. And for most people, their
first instinct is to pick up the phone
and call customer service.

With many Baby Boomers readying
for retirement and with an increasingly
mobile workforce, call center manag-
ers face big challenges to keep their
phones fully staffed. They have been
helped by better and more customer-
friendly technologies such as inter-
active voice response (IVR) systems
that allow them to answer the same
number of calls with fewer employees.
Managers also are training and devel-
oping CSRs who are more efficient and
knowledgeable, improving the agents’
ability to resolve customer problems
on the first call, and finding new ways
to keep costs in check.

But even as they strive to meet cus-
tomer needs, call center managers
also face internal pressures. “We are
focusing on doing more with less,” says
Alena Holcomb, manager of the cus-
tomer communications center at WPS
Resources. “We need to make sure we
are doing everything we can to save
money because every call adds to our
costs, and we want to be more com-
petitive.” For Holcomb, this means
making sure the customer self-service
options, including IVR systems, web-

Joanne Sammer is a business writer in
Brielle, NJ.
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site, and self-service paying stations
are meeting customer expectations.
“We have to make sure we are provid-
ing the services that [customers] want
through those channels,” she says. And
as rates increase, customers expect
more detailed account information
and easier account management from
their electric company.

Interactive Voice Response

Call centers leverage technology for
two reasons: to manage customer re-
quirements and to keep costs low. “We
either have to manage the calls our-
selves or use technology to reduce the
number of calls that come in to the call
center,” says Dale Bielefeld, manager
of residential services for E.ON US. As
in many companies, the utility’s IVR
system takes on the easily answerable
questions. Customers have the op-

tion to use the IVR’s self-help functions
early in the call, and the company has
enhanced its IVR system by putting in
various exit points where customers
can choose to end their call or speak to
a CSR. (See the sidebar, “What’s an IVR
System?”) In addition, the company
has automated pay stations where
customers can go to pay their bills. If
a customer is in danger of having his
service disconnected, he can obtain a
receipt number and enter that infor-
mation through the IVR to make sure
his service is not interrupted.

But how much self help is too much?
“Companies could find that having too
much technology gets in the way of
customer service rather than facili-
tating it,” says Jeff Elliott, a director
with Mercer Management Consulting.
Simply offering self-service options
may not be enough. By evaluating the
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technology and the way it is used by
customers, utilities may find that cus-
tomers are more advanced than previ-
ously assumed.

The utility can have technology play
an important part in call center opera-
tions, but ultimately customer needs
are what drive the use of technology
and not the other way around. “The
ever-present issue for call centers,
particularly for utilities, is operational
efficiency and cost management,”
says Mark Camack, vice president of
consulting firm Market Strategies and
author of its 2006 Energy Utilities In-
teractive Voice Response Benchmark-
ing Study. Although technology can
help achieve both goals in the call cen-
ter environment, it will only do so if
customers are willing to use the tech-
nology.

To create this balance between user

alike. Since this is
crucial in an industry with such an im-
portant role in public safety and ser-
vice, it is also a good idea to conduct
regular benchmarking to see where the

company stands compared with oth-
ers in the utility industry, as well as
companies in other industries, such as
telecommunications, cable television,
and financial services. “Customers
will make the decision about whether
to use technology based on whether
doing so is to their advantage,” says
Camack. For example, customers may
balk at using an IVR that asks for an ac-
count number when the system leads
them to a CSR who asks for the same
information. “It must seem logical to
the caller,” he says.

Tools like customer interviews and
focus groups, as well as market re-
search, can also help utilities to under-
stand what customers expect and what
they can handle from a technology and
self-service standpoint. After Portland
General Electric (PGE) polled its resi-
dential and small business customers
about how they wanted to do business
with the company, PGE decided to make
some extensive changes. For example,
the company has maintained separate
web sites for the two customer groups,

What’s an IVR System?
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Twenty First
Century
Communi-
cations, Inc.

760 Northlawn Drive
Columbus, OH 43214
www.tfcci.com

Contact:

Janet Mushrush
janet.mushrush@tfcci.com
800/382-8356, ext. 244

In an environment of increasingly longer
and more devastating storm seasons,
customer service demands placed on utility
companies have grown exponentially.

Utility professionals agree, one of their
greatest challenges is retrieving critical in-
formation from the field in a timely manner
in order to provide progress reports during
a storm, update their customers, validate
today’s work, and plan tomorrow’s work.

Field Connect, by Twenty First Century
Communications, provides a simple, easy-
to-use method to address this situation.
Field Connect is a fully-hosted, automated
job tracking system that uses the latest in
advanced speech technology to allow field
personnel to report job status quickly, easily
and in real-time by simply speaking into
their phones.

Field Connect closes the loop for real-time
restoration information to customers.

Advantages of Field Connect

e Virtually no training required

* Mutual aid crews can use the system
immediately

e Accurate information provided to the
customers in real-time

¢ Increases effectiveness of the utility’s IVR
and customer self-service systems

 Improves the visibility of overall event
status

* Reduces the noise and confusion in the

“storm room”

Twenty First Century

communications
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In some cases, IVR has actually increased
call center volume since customers tend to
call more frequently to do routine tasks.

but based on customer feedback it will
be merging the two sites into one, a
change that will be especially impor-
tant as customers conduct more trans-
actions online.

Camack suggests that utilities work
hard to avoid introducing unneces-
sary technological complexity in a
customer service environment. For ex-
ample, the IVR system should include
words and phrases that are readily un-
derstandable to the average customer
rather than using industry or internal
jargon. (See the sidebar, “Avoiding IVR

Mistakes.”) “Technology needs to be
less internally focused,” he says. “You
have to respect the customer by taking
a complex business and reducing it to
simple terms for customers.”

Simplicity is important for most
utility IVR systems, which are touch-
tone only. This thinking applies to the
emerging utility use of speech recogni-
tion, as well. Even though the technol-
ogy is not new, it is still in its infancy
due to the human factors involved and
customers’ willingness to use it. “You
have to balance the financial promise
of this technology with the user experi-
ence,” says Camack.

But if utilities can migrate custom-
ers to speech recognition, the benefits

Courtesy: Jackie McDonald / Dugquesne Light
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You've relied on TFCC
outage management for
almost 2 decades. But we're
not just for outages anymore.

Twenty First Century now offers Field Connect, an
easy-to-use, low-risk field reporting solution.
Using just their phones, your crews can provide all
of the critical job status information needed to
feed your internal systems - in realtime -
without sacrificing efficiency or safety on the job.
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Twenty First Century  Better information for your customers.
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ProCore
Solutions

1260 Cobb Parkway North
Marietta, GA 30062
www.procoresolutions.com

Contact

Drew Brown, Director of Marketing and
Communications

678/355-3550
drew.brown@procoresolutions.com

ProCore Solutions is a full service call
center outsourcing firm, specializing in the
utility industry. We offer a full range of cus-
tomer care services 24/7/365. Services
including after hours call handling, overflow
call handling, surveys, product sales, and
outage notification. As many companies are
forced to reduce costs, customer value has
never been higher. Companies are choosing
to outsource parts or all of their call center
operations, allowing them the flexibility to
redirect their internal resources and the
ability to reduce their operating costs. Our
proven track record in reducing operating
expenses while simultaneously increasing
customer satisfaction provides our clients
with competitive advantages within their
marketplace. ProCore Solutions embraces
the mission to increase customer satisfac-
tion. ProCore Solutions offers a variety of
choices in the types of service, training,
and pricing companies can choose from.
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will be significant. The primary ben-
efit would be call compression, since
rather than going through several lev-
els of IVR, a customer who wants to
sign up for budget billing, for example,
would be able to say “budget billing”
to reach the proper application. The
result would be shorter and more ef-
ficient calls and, presumably, more sat-
isfied customers. But even with these
innovations, technology does have its
limits when it comes to reducing call
center volume. Duquesne Light, for ex-
ample, has seen the percentage of calls
handled by its IVR system grow from
about 2 percent to 30 percent over the
past five or six years. Surprisingly, call
center volume has actually increased
slightly during that same period. Bar-
bara Friend, the company’s director of
customer service, attributes the overall
increase in calls, in part, to the ease of
using IVR. “We’'ve made it so easy for
customers to do routine tasks, such as
checking account balances by using
the VR, that they tend to do so more
frequently,” says Friend.

Working with a utility’s multiple
lines of business is an increasingly im-
portant part of this technology-plan-
ning process. “We need to make sure
our long-term plan for the customer
service infrastructure is meeting busi-
ness needs and flexible enough to ac-
commodate future trends,” says Cody
Fadness, supervisor for contact center
technology with PGE. “We don’t want to
use bells and whistles unless they pro-
vide a clear benefit to our customers.”

Greater Efficiency

Technology is a powerful tool but not
a cure-all; call centers also need to im-
prove their own efficiency. To help off-
load call volume, E.ON has equipped
its 26 business offices with voice over
internet protocol (VOIP) telephones
so that employees in those offices can
handle a certain number of customer
service calls during downtime. VOIP is
a category of hardware and software
that enables people to use the inter-
net as the transmission medium for
telephone calls. “That has drastically
reduced queuing time during peak pe-
riods,” says Bielefeld. Moreover, the

lectric companies are making
E strides when it comes to moving

customers toward self-service
options like interactive voice response
(IVR) systems. However, some companies
can do a better job of making IVR systems
more helpful and user friendly, according
to the “2006 Energy Utility Interactive
Voice Response/Automated Speech
Recognition Benchmarking Report,”
conducted by Market Strategies (www.
marketstrategies.com). Following are
some of the benchmarking report's most
common problems with IVR.

Menu options are either too
short or too long.

There is an imbalance between
functionality and usability.

Customers can't find @ menu
option that meets their needs.

Menu options are focused on
company needs rather than cus-
tomer needs.

The IVR menu options use jargon
that is not readily understood by
customers.

There is no way for customers to
start over if they make a mistake.

Error messages blame
the caller.

Multiple language options may
not be justified by the customer
demographic profile.

More than five
9 seconds of dead
air can cause
users to
hang up
and call back.

1 Incon-
sistent
quality in the
IVR's sound
and efficiency
reflect badly
on the com-

pany.
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Some utilities improve
efficiencies by equipping
multiple business offices
with voip telephones.

employees in the busi-
ness offices tend to be
long-term employ-
ees with an average of
19 years experience.
“Those employees tend
to have a good grasp of
the bigger picture and have become
more connected to the customer base,”
he says. “It’s a cost-effective solution
that helps us to better use internal re-
sources.”

In some cases, utilities may find that
internal operational issues, such as
problems with the billing system, are
driving call volume. In these cases, it
is a good idea for call center managers
to discuss those issues with the appro-
priate operating managers and work
to resolve them. These situations may
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| ProCere
Solutions

ProCore Solutions can resolve this issue with a proven solution! Our
“Suite of Services” strategically aligns 24/7/365 call center support

services to supplement existing call
after—hours services; set terms for payment arrangements with

occur because of problems with billing
complexity or errors, lack of commu-
nication with field technicians, or any
other type of problem that affects cus-
tomers. Even things that frustrate call
center agents can become ideas for
process improvement. “If something
doesn’'t make sense, we want to know
about it,” says Robin Souder, director
of the customer service center for Aq-
uila. “We encourage people to come
forward with their ideas and we are
open to listening to them.”

P .

Don’t Let Outages)
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As new communica-
tion channels appear,
PGE found that the skill-
sets for handling email
contacts with custom-
ers are slightly different
than those for telephone
contacts, and a CSR who
excels at telephone con-
tact may not have the
written communication
skills necessary to han-
dle email contact. “We need to better
manage these different contacts,” says
Fadness. To that end, the call center
has developed a resource pool iden-
tifying the skills of each CSR and the
tasks each can perform. This allows
call center management to queue all
customer contacts, in addition to tele-
phone calls, and funnel them to spe-
cific CSRs for proper handling. “We are
working on quantifying the time spent
on various processes because one of
the keys to our success is finding bet-

Courtesy: Genesys Telecom Labs

nter service departments with

inbound collections services; identify customer satisfaction levels
through our outbound survey program; provide notification and/or

- emergency dispatch for electric outage services.

- Our services are scalable and we offer variable pricing to fit any

utility’s strategy.

-

i 1260 North Cobb Parkway, Marietta, GA 30062; (pj 1-877-626-7356; (f) 678.355.3720

- soliltions@procoresolutions.com; www.procoresolutions.com |
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Contract
Callers, Inc.

1058 Claussen Road
Suite 110

Augusta, GA 30907
www.contractcallers.com

Contact
Michael K. Maguire, 215/628-3353
mmaguire@contractcallers.com

Contract Callers, Inc. (CCl) is a nationwide
provider of solutions to the regulated,
deregulated, and municipal utility markets.
We provide value-add services throughout
the entire meter to cash process. CCI offers
customized solutions based on the clients
critical quality requirements, and we offer
the following services:

e First party call center solutions
Credit-focused inbound call handling
Outbound collection calls
Compliance calls
Appointments

e Field outsourcing services.
AMR installs
Field collections
Disconnect/reconnects
Meter reading
Line locating

* Third party collections.
Outbound campaigns
Skip-tracing
Credit reporting
Letter series

Focused on reducing high-risk receivables,
ccl will have an immediate and significant
impact. Our total field recovery solution
allows utilities to focus a dedicated field
force and contact center on their highest
risk customers—reducing fraud, increasing
recoveries, and eliminating the impact to
the call center.

For more information, please visit www.
contractcallers.com.

Contract Callers, Inc.
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ter ways to manage the different types
of contacts,” says Fadness. “Our goal is
to meet customer expectations better
and faster.”

Other utilities are attempting to
increase efficiency by capturing the
institutional knowledge within their
call centers for future workers. Facing a
wave of retirements among call center
employees, Duquesne Light is focusing
on transferring the knowledge of those
Baby-Boomer employees before they
leave the company. This is particularly
important for Duquesne Light because
the company has traditionally staffed
its call center with older employees
with decades of experience working

for the company. “These employees
have 25 years or more experience and
understand both our customers and
our business,” explains Friend.

The call center has developed an in-
ternal customer service website that
will be enhanced with information on
policies and procedures vital to call
center operations that can be accessed
using a keyword search. The call center
also has a “consistency team” designed
to help call center agents to understand
the business and deal with customers

Utilities are developing new methods for
capturing institutional knowledge and en-
suring the consistency of responses.
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First Party
Call Center Services

Inbound Call Handling

Outbound Campaigns
(automated and/or attended)

Compliance Calls
Pay by Phones
Appointments

Field Outsourcing
AMR Installs
Meter Reading
Disconnect/Reconnect
Meter/Premise Surveys
Field Collections

Utility Line Locating

Full Service Third Party
Collection Agency

Skip-Tracing
Outbound Campaigns
Letter Series

Credit Reporting

Contract Callers, Inc.

215.628.3353 mmaguire@contractcallers.com

Contact us for more information:

Michael K. Maguire

www.contractcallers.com www.arconsult.com



Phone Pro

2301 East 45th Street
Indianapolis, IN 46205
www.phonepro.com

Contact

Monica Werner
800/888-4893
monica@phonepro.com

Phone Pro® has been helping call centers
and companies make every call count with
training programs since 1985. We have
the most knowledgeable, energetic, and
inspiring trainers in the business, along
with proven techniques that will help your
employees enjoy their jobs and relate more
effectively to customers on their very next
call.

Put all of this together, and we'll put an end
to the notion that learning has to be dull.
We'll show you in a fun, exciting and easy
way how to put every call on the right track.

Onsite Training:

Customized for Your Needs

Delivered at your location, our highly inter-
active programs are custom designed for
your needs. The result is fun and effective
training that will educate and invigorate
your staff.

Web Seminars:

Affordable and Available 24/7

Online seminars for customer service,
receptionists, and coaches! When finances
or scheduling are a concern, these conve-
nient and budget-friendly seminars are the
perfect solution.

Phone Pro
It's the End of the Boring Training
Program!

PHONE PRO

Leadery fu Telephone Skl Treining
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The IVR effect. Calls that reach call cen-
ters now tend to be more complex and re-
quire more time and skills to resolve.

in a consistent way. This consistency
discourages customers from con-
tacting the call center multiple times
hoping to get a more favorable reso-
lution to their problem. At the same
time, CSRs must understand that not
all customers are the same and some
may require different solutions due to
extenuating circumstances. For exam-
ple, a customer with a disabled family
member at home might require faster
service hook-ups than the company
would normally provide. The key is to
help CSRs recognize and evaluate valid
requests for special treatment and to
know how to deal with them.

First-Call Resolution

The main goal of call center efficiency
is improving first-call resolution. With
more customers using self-service
channels, many customers only con-
tact the call center when they have a
complex problem that cannot be solved
using IVR or another self-service chan-
nel. Therefore, the calls that end up in

the call center tend to be more com-
plex and require more time and skills
to resolve, making first-call resolution
that much harder to achieve. For ex-
ample, if a customer calls after receiv-
ing a bill that is more costly than usual,
the CSR must explain that rates have
changed or walk the customer through
other reasons why the bill might be
higher while also being alert for signs
that there could be errors in the bill.
Indeed, this focus on first-call reso-
lution has changed the way call centers
handle calls. In the past, the goal was
to get customers on and off the phone
quickly. “When customers have a de-
tailed problem, they want to talk about
it,” says Joe Van den Berg, a partner
with Booz Allen Hamilton. This makes
the role of the call center agent more
complex. “In some cases, call center
agents have to deal with seven differ-
ent screens to get an answer to the
customer,” says Van den Berg. “And
customers expect the same level of ser-
vice from utilities that they would get
from a customer service center in any
other industry.” In this environment,
time-based benchmarks of CSR perfor-
mance may no longer be relevant.



Although itis difficult to create a cor-
relation between call complexity and
agent turnover, call center managers
understand that more complex calls
can take a toll on CSRs. To help prevent
burnout, more call centers emphasize
task rotation, such as working on train-
ing aids or handling written customer
communications, to give agents peri-
odic breaks from taking calls.

One way to improve performance
and reduce agent stress is to identify
good problem-resolution strategies
and use them to create a script for
handling certain types of calls. “The
focus of this type of script is to help
the agent better understand and iso-
late the cause of the problem,” says
Mercer’s Elliott. “This, in turn, leads to
improved relationships with custom-
ers and less stress for the agent.”

When it comes to increasing first-
call resolution, Don Conoly, director of
the customer care center for Georgia
Power Company, considers whether
it is training or operational issues that
are preventing customers from com-
pleting their transactions on the first
try. “Our focus this year is to analyze
information down to the individu-
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al level and look for ways to change
in order to ensure that those transac-
tions are completed on the first call,”
he says. For example, if an agent fails
to tell a customer about a new billing
or payment program, the customer
is likely to call back with more ques-
tions once he receives his bill. “When
we identify situations like this, we can

coach the agent on how to handle it in
the future,” he says.

Staffing Conundrum

Although greater efficiency and better
first-call resolution are worthy goals,
call center managers continue to wres-
tle with the problem of finding, train-
ing, and retaining the right people for

Think Customer Service Skills

are important?
YOUR CUSTOMERS DO.

We'll teach your staff the skills to make every
customer interaction Positive and Profitable...
and they’ll actually have fun in the process!

Customer Service + Sales
Team Building + Stress Busters
Coaching + Licensing

FUN and EFFECTIVE training since 1985
wmmﬁm
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the call center. Souder has been bench-
marking turnover in the utility indus-
try to see how Aquila compares to its
industry peers. Also, the company has
begun redesigning call center jobs to
introduce more variety and challenge
into the tasks involved. “We want to
make sure job responsibilities are not
solely focused on taking phone calls,”
says Souder. “We're looking for ways to
introduce other productive work.”

Souder plans to begin assigning CSRs
to jobs and tasks based on the employ-
ee’s areas of interest, even if the work is
not call-center related. The challenge,
of course, is to do so without sacrificing
necessary staffing and service levels in
the call center. For example, the call
center has developed an automated
online reference tool that CSRs can use
if they have questions or need more
information about specific processes.

The responsibility for updating the tool
will be shared among a few call center
agents with the necessary technical
skills to contribute additional content
and complete that work. The company
also is considering moving CSRs out
into the field with service technicians

To combat burnout, call centers use task
rotation, such as working on training aids
or writing emails and letters.
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so they can see people doing the work
and understand how customer situ-
ations are resolved. This should help
agents to ask the right questions of
customers in order to provide enough

Courtesy: Jackie McDonald / Duguesne Light

information so that service technicians
can deal with the problem quickly.
Souder also is creating development
plans for each CSR that focus on what
that agent wants to do career-wise and
how he can achieve those goals. Su-
pervisors encourage employees to take
on different tasks and responsibilities
based on their interests and skill-sets.
To reduce its call center turnover,
WPS Resources has developed a lengthy
selection process, increased its ongo-
ing training, and developed a coaching
and mentoring program for individ-
ual agents. The selection process in-
cludes behavioral-based interviewing
designed to highlight how candidates
dealt with specific situations in other
jobs in order to see how they might
handle specific call scenarios and per-
form in a call center environment.

To reduce turnover and enhance the skill-
sets of CSRs, many utilities offer signifi-
cant cross-training opportunities in other
departments. Conversely, people from
other parts of the company may move to
the call center for similar training.

To enhance the skills and opportuni-
ties available to CSRs, PGE offers signifi-
cant cross-training opportunities. “We
allow seasoned reps to do cross train-
ing lasting from 6 to 12 months—they
essentially do someone else’s job for
that period of time,” says Fadness. He
estimates that the company has 20 to
40 call center employees (or approxi-
mately 15 to 30 percent of available
agents) cross training at any given
time.

Of course, if CSRs are cross training,
they are unavailable to work in the call
center. And that is a major issue that
the company has to balance against
the enhanced retention and skill build-
ing it gets from the cross-training pro-
gram. “There is a definite quantifiable
cost to the call center,” says Fadness.
“The big challenge is finding the bal-
ance between our desire to promote
employees and help them develop
their skills, and meeting the needs of
the call center.”

So far, the balance is clearly in fa-
vor of continued cross training since a
high percentage of former call center
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employees succeed in their new posi-
tions and remain with the company.
Moreover, cross training also works the
other way, with individuals from other
parts of the company, such as meter
readers, moving into the call center
for cross-training purposes. In fact,
the program is so successful that the
call center has a greater problem with
internal turnover (people leaving the
call center to work in another part of
the company) than external turnover,
where people leave the company com-
pletely.

An aging workforce also can have
major implications for call center oper-
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ations and turnover. “Things are going
to change significantly in the coming
years, so we are working on a five-year
plan to develop an optimal organiza-
tional structure and knowledge-trans-
fer effort to reshape our workforce with
minimal impact to the company, other
call center employees, or our custom-
ers,” says Duquesne Light’s Friend.

Outsourcing

Many companies, particularly those
in financial services, have made the
decision to outsource their call centers
to a third party. While utilities have not
been immune to this trend, many elec-
tric companies are saying
no. They consider cus-
tomer service to be a core
part of the business that
should remain in-house,
particularly if outsourcing
vendors are not located in
the same geographic area.
“Companies see this as a
dramatic step because
they are taking away their
personal interface with
the customer and giving
it to someone else. And
utilities tend to be risk
averse,” says Mercer’s El-
liott.

Instead, Elliott sees
more selective outsourc-
ing taking hold in which
utilities contract noncore
functions. For example,
some utilities rely on ven-
dors to provide back-up
IVR and other technology
during periods of unusual
call volume, such as fol-
lowing a power outage.

The one exception to
the outsourcing rule oc-
curs in the wake of an
acquisition. In those
situations, it may make
more sense to outsource
as much of the newly ac-
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Outsourcing agreements
cover a variety of different
tasks, including billing and
processing payments.

quired company as possible rather
than try to integrate it into the par-
ent company’s operations, particu-
larly when doing so involves merging
two different technology platforms.
“The outsourcing approach can allow
companies to ramp up their newly ac-
quired resources quickly,” says Booz
Allen’s Van den Berg. “If companies are
planning on several acquisitions, hav-
ing an existing relationship with an
outsourcing provider makes it easier
to move acquired companies straight
to the outsourcing platform.”

WPS Resources saw outsourcing as
the easiest solution after acquiring
two companies in recent years. The
outsourcing agreement covers all me-
ter reading, billing, remittance, pro-
cessing, IVR, and customer calls about
bills. “We looked for a vendor that
was experienced in and had knowl-
edge of the utilities industry because
the industry is unique in many ways,”
says Holcomb. “We found a company
that could do the whole thing better,
cheaper, and faster than we could in-
house following the acquisitions.”

Although Holcomb is noncommit-
tal when asked whether outsourcing is
the wave of the future, she does note
that the existence of successful out-
sourcing arrangements challenges call
centers to improve, especially as in-
dustry consolidation continues.

Indeed, Georgia Power’s Conoly has
turned the outsourcing question to his
advantage. Although the company is
adamantly opposed to outsourcing
its customer service function, Conoly
benchmarks the call center’s costs
against what the expense would be
to outsource the function. “This way,
we know what is available, and we can
make sure the call center’s cost struc-
ture remains competitive,” he says.

Most call center managers are un-
der similar pressures to keep costs
down. By using critical tools such as
IVR systems, they are able to reduce
the overall cost per call by a significant
amount and invest those savings in
better training and retention programs
for their CSRs. Only time will tell, but
their dedicated efforts seem to be pay-
ing off. &
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