	172
	Review of Management and Economical Engineering, Vol. 6,  No. 5


[image: image1.wmf]Customer

Voice of the 

Customer

Implement & 

Monitor

Actions 

Developed

Root Cause 

Analysis

Customer

Voice of the 

Customer

Implement & 

Monitor

Actions 

Developed

Root Cause 

Analysis


	International Conference on Business Excellence 2007
	173


[image: image2.emf]32,0

50,0

55,0 55,0

13,5

17,5

19,0 19,5

23,8

17,8

19,5

19,3

29,0

0,0

10,0

20,0

30,0

40,0

50,0

60,0

70,0

80,0

90,0

Credit Europe Bank

Unicredit Tiriac Raiffeisen Bank

Alpha Bank Banc Post

Banca Comerciala Romana BRD-Groupe Societe Generale

ABN AMRO

Banca Transilvania

Seconds

Time for menu survey Time to response



SOME RESULTS RAISED FROM A RESEARCH REGARDING THE CALL CENTRES COMPETENCIES IN SOLVING CUSTOMER PROBLEMS 
Cristinel CONSTANTIN
 Transilvania University of Brasov, Romania
cristiconstantin@yahoo.com
Abstract: This paper is about the role and importance of call centers in Customer Relationships Management. Such centers have a very high impact on customer satisfaction being in the same time important tools used in promotional policy in order to create a good image for a company. The paper contains also some results of a research regarding the competencies of such services in satisfying customer needs of information made among several Romanian banks.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The companies have always tried to establish strong relations with their customers. These relations have been maintained in various ways starting from face-to-face discussions between the sale representatives and customers up to different kinds of correspondence including electronic data interchange. Customer satisfaction becomes the core value of every service company taking into account that the recommendation that comes from satisfied customers are very important for business thriving. The experience of successful companies shows that customer satisfaction is a crucial goal for business thriving for several reasons such as:

· The cost of gaining a new customer is about six times the cost required to retain an existing one.

· The unsatisfied customers will tell to 10 other people about the complaint.

· 90% of customers who have an unsolved complaint will not return.

· More than 65% of unsatisfied customers are unhappy because of the way they were treated by the contact persons.
Starting from these considerations the companies have to adopt strong procedures in their quality management systems in order to assure a high level of customer satisfaction. 

2. THE ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF CALL CENTRES IN
 CUSTOMER SATISFACTION INCREASING
The Call Center Association defines a call center as ‘‘a physical or virtual operation within an organization in which a managed group of people spend most of their time doing business by telephone, usually working in a computer-automated environment’’ (Gilmore, 2001, p.153-159).
The rapid growth of the call center industry emphasizes the importance of these services for both companies and customers. Obtaining a high level of customer satisfaction is the core value of every business which wants to thrive in the new competitive environment. In order to find the proper ways to improve customer satisfaction it is very important to receive “customer voice” through different channels (see fig. 1). 

Figure 1. Continuous improvement of customer satisfaction

The process of continuous improvements in customer satisfaction starts with receiving customer voice. The messages that come from customers are analyzed in order to identify the root causes of dissatisfaction and the values that are truly appreciated by these ones. According to the results obtained from such analyses there are designed and put in practice action plans with the goal to improve customer satisfaction. The actions are implemented and monitored until the process is resumed with another customer voice receiving. 
Call centers are important tools used in order to receive customer voice especially when the consumers or users are numerous and spread on a large territory. Call centers allow a company to build, maintain, and manage customer relationships by solving the problems and complaints quickly, having information, answering questions, and being available usually 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days of the year. Companies that have call centers as a focus of their customer satisfaction strategy may look like they really care more and thus differentiate themselves from the competition, being in a better competitive position than a business which does not use such tools. 

The efficiency of call centers is considered to be critical for the image of the organization (Black, 1998). Given that call centers are a fundamental weapon for customer relationship management, it appears necessary to identify the variables that contribute to call center excellence. Such variables are related to caller satisfaction, being measured and monitored by the majority of business that use call centers. In the literature we can found some examples of variables used to measure the quality of call center services, such as:
· ASA (average speed of answer);

· Queue time (amount of time caller is in the line for answer);

· Percentage of callers who have satisfactory resolution on the first call;

· Abandonment rate (the percentage of callers who hang up or disconnect prior to answer);

· Average talk time (total time caller was connected to telephone service representative);

· Average work time after call (time needed to finish paper work, do research after the call itself has been completed);

· Percentage of calls blocked (percentage of callers who receive a busy signal and could not even get in to the queue);

· Time before abandoning (average time held on before giving up in queue);

The most of these indicators take into account the answer speed and the amount of time necessary to solve customers’ problems. But the most important is the manner in which the customer is treated and the professionalism of the operators. The competencies and the experience of the persons that are in charge with solving customers’ problems are crucial for obtaining a high level of customer satisfaction. These persons must have also the empowerment to take decisions in order to give solutions on spot without delays necessary for approvals. 
Studies have found that call center agents are often required to answer to a great number of calls regardless of the quality of the call as they are judged on how quickly they deal with the inquiry (Denny, 1998; MacDonald, 1998). For this reason, as long as managers continue to assess performance by the quantity rather than the quality of the calls, the employees will continue to become demoralized and customers dissatisfied.
3.  QUALITATIVE RESEARCH REGARDING CALL CENTERS IN ROMANIAN BANKING SECTOR
Banking sector is one of the most dynamic fields of activity with a very hard competition among commercial banks. For this reason, a high level of services is required in order to gain new customers and to better satisfy the existing ones. In order to create a competitive advantage, the Romanian commercial banks established various call centers that have many function starting from common information up to phone sales or solving various problems faced by customers (including money transfers and other operations).

Taking into account the large amount of operations performed by the operators inside a call center and the variety of these operations, the employees have to pass through hard training programs and to gain specific expertise for all the service provided. But this process give results in time being very hard to succeed. The problems become more acute when the call centers are confronted with a high personnel fluctuation. 
Our research started from a problem discovered during several discussions with call center operators. This problem is related to the competency of the operators in satisfying customers’ needs of information. Our findings revealed that some operators are not capable to solve uncommon problems. These ones interrupt frequently the calls in order to ask for additional information from their superiors. This marketing problem leads us to the necessity to perform a research in order to define better the phenomenon described above at the level of the main Romanian banks. The main goal of the research was to discover call centers’ competencies in solving customer problems and the relation of these ones with customer satisfaction. 
The specific objectives of the research were: to identify the completeness of information regarding the benefits and costs of a common loan used for personal needs; to verify the operators’ knowledge about the particularities of such products; to compare the speed of answers performed by the analyzed banks.
The research was based on a qualitative method called “mystery customer technique”, which is the best method that can be used in order to attain the proposed objectives. The mystery customer technique is an observational methodology where the field researcher assumes the role of a customer in order to collect data about products, services or employees’ behaviors. As customer service personnel are unaware that their behavior is monitored, the data collected is freer from errors that occur in self-report or traditional surveys. The success of the mystery customer technique is based on the premise that people act differently when they know they are being watched. This method has become very common in marketing research, especially where service is a key part for business success. 
In the research have been included ten Romanian banks. Five of them are banks that have activated since the beginning of Romanian bank sector development, most of them being privatized in the last years by the government. These banks are: Banca Comerciala Romana, BRD – Groupe Societe Generale, Raiffeisen Bank, Banc Post and Banca Transilvania. They have a large amount of agencies all round the country. The other five banks are subsidiaries of foreign banks established on Romanian market that have a lower coverage of the territory than the above ones (Unicredit -Tiriac Bank, Alpha Bank, Credit Europe Bank, ABN Amro Bank, ING Bank). 
In order to gather data we asked for information from each call center of the banks included in our sample. The discussions have been focused on the costs of a loan for personal needs without guarantees (the interest rate, the level of commissions, life insurance, other costs etc.). Every bank was called five times in order to speak with different operators. Finally we obtained a sample of fifty calls. 
An objective of this research was to compare the speed of answers performed by the analyzed banks. In this respect we have measured the time taken from the connection until the answer of the operator. An average time was calculated for every bank taking into account those five calls made. We found that for a part of the analyzed banks the answer of the operator is quite rapid. The other part of banks has a system that uses a robot which guides the caller through a menu with various specific functions. This system needs a longer time until the caller can get directly in contact with the operator. Such systems could be unsatisfactory for the users that want to obtain the information quickly. In addition some systems ask for the caller to change the phone from “pulse mode” into the “tone mode”. This requirement could produce anxiety to those users that are not familiar with such kind of operations or that have no proper phone devices. For example, if somebody contacts the call center of Banca Comerciala Romana he or she cannot speak with an operator if the used phone does not work in “tone mode”.
Figure 2. The average time necessary to contact a call center operator  
From figure 2 we can see that the average time necessary to contact a call center operator is very closed for almost all the analyzed banks if we ignore the time taken by menu survey. The exception was ING Bank which does not appear in the chart presented above due to a very long time of waiting, which exceeded three minutes (180 seconds) in the periods when we made the calls. 
As regards the completeness of information regarding the benefits and costs of a common loan used for personal needs, the research revealed that in the most cases the operators do not give a complete description of the product irrespective of the bank analyzed. Information regarding the ratio of commissions perceived or the “effective interest rate (DAE)”, which is calculated taking into account the entire loan’s costs, are communicated by operators only in the cases when the customers ask for such data. These practices are strongly related with the promotional strategies used by the Romanian banks that are focused on showing a very low rate of interest. Nevertheless the banks hide the fact that such interest rates are offered promotional for few months or only for certain kind of loans that are not accessible to all the people. Also, the commissions are very carefully hidden in the communications with customers. 

Such practices could lead often to very low levels of customer satisfaction as the loan users find the real costs only after they have signed the loan contract. Also the image of the entire banking sector could be negatively affected. 
Regarding the communication with the operators we discovered that in the majority of analyzed cases there is not a standardized message, the information being often different from an operator to another. In some cases we received even mistaken information. In other cases the operators interrupt quite often the discussions in order to collect the data necessary to give an answer. These situations reveal a poor training of the operators which also could have a negative impact on customer satisfaction.
4. CONCLUSIONS
Taking into account the results of the qualitative research we can take some conclusions about the services provided by the call centers owned by Romanian banks. Even if the results cannot be generalized to all the banks that activate on domestic market and to all specific situations, at the level of the researched sample we have found some weak points that need a special attention from the management of commercial banks. In this respect there are necessary intensive training programs for the operators in order to achieve better knowledge about the banking products. Good training will reduce, and almost eliminate, the performance and productivity differences between new and experienced agents. This is very important considering the visibility these people have with customers. Also the messages should be standardized in order to communicate all the details and to avoid confusions at the customer level. Improvements should be performed in the speed of answer too, the core value of every bank having to be a high level of customer satisfaction. 
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