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By any measure, call centres are a growing
business, with many large organisations
looking to them as the primary way of inter-
acting with their customers.

Call centres provide many business advan-
tages, including: improved efficiency, in-
creased hours of operation, reduced costs
and greater flexibility.

Perhaps the greatest challenge of running a
call centre, however, is ensuring that cus-
tomers are provided with the right informa-
tion in a timely fashion.

Knowledge management (KM) has a number
of practical tools and strategies for meeting
this challenge, and call centre managers
have much to gain by exploring KM princi-
ples.

Call centre challenges

A call centre is confronted with a number of
considerable challenges:

* Potentially wide range of customer en-
quiries.

* Legal accountability for information pro-
vided to customers.

* (Customers expect ‘instant’ answers to
questions.

* High stress work environment for call
centre operators.

* High staff turnover.

» Large and complex body of knowledge to
be learned by new staff.

* Constant pressure to reduce call han-
dling times.

* Continuous tracking and assessment of
efficiency measures.
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Benefits of KM to call centres

In meeting these challenges, knowledge
management has the potential to deliver
some (or all) of these benefits:

* Reduced training time and costs for new
staff.

* Improved call handing and response
times.

e Increased staff satisfaction and morale.

* Greater consistency and accuracy of in-
formation provided to customers.

* Greater flexibility in handling changing
business processes, products, and infor-
mation.

* Fewer calls to second-level support or the
help desk.

Applying KM to call centres

There are two aspects to knowledge manage-
ment that must be covered in a call centre:

» Efficient processes must be put in place
to ensure that the right knowledge is cap-
tured, managed, and kept up-to-date.

* Knowledge management systems must
be established to support these processes.
These IT systems are the core of a KM-
based call centre.

Meeting both these areas will ensure that
you have the resources in place to support
frontline staff, and the processes to maxim-
ise their value.
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Managing your knowledge

More important than any IT systems you
may implement is the knowledge itself.
Identify the information your frontline staff
and customers require, and gather this to-
gether.

Once you have the raw information, shape
this into a structured and usable knowledge
repository. Only then will you be in a posi-
tion to deliver a complete KM solution.

You are legally accountable for
every piece of information
provided to customers

Identify required information

Spend time to identify the actual informa-
tion requirements of your customers and
staff. This will ensure that you get the maxi-
mum benefit out of building your centre’s
knowledge resources.

There are a number of practical ways of
identifying information needs:

* Talk to both experienced and novice
staff, to find out their requirements first-
hand.

* Conduct an information review of the re-
sources currently available (both online
and on paper).

* Survey both call centre staff and custom-
ers.

» Talk to business and product representa-
tives, to identify the areas they would
like highlighted to customers.

* Examine the daily activities of frontline
staff to identify key information needs.

* Analyse call logs and other statistics to
find out areas of customer interest or con-
fusion.

* Identify the typical questions and prob-
lems addressed by the help desk or sec-
ond-level support.

e Evaluate whether sufficient documenta-
tion exists for frontline IT systems.

The end product of these efforts should be a
long list of desirable information. Prioritise
this to produce a ‘hit list’ of the key informa-
tion to be stored in your KM systems.

The lower priority items then become a
‘wish list’, to be tackled once the initial ben-

efits of your KM activities have been real-
ised.

Structure your knowledge

It is surprising how often businesses spend
considerable time and money building on-
line knowledgebases, only to discover that
staff can’t work out how to use them.

Effective structure and navigation is critical
to the success of a knowledgebase. Without
this, staff will not be able to find required in-
formation during the limited duration of a
customer’s call.

Take these practical steps:

* Involve staff throughout the design proc-
ess, to ensure that their needs are identi-
fied.

* Develop prototypes for new KM systems,
and test these with real users.

* Apply information architecture princi-
ples and methods to all information re-
positories. This will determine
appropriate groupings, menu items and
navigation.

* Use card sorting to determine structure,
and to identify any missed categories.
(This process is described in an earlier
whitepaper.)

Up to a third of any KM project should be
spend designing and testing. Without this,
the risks of developing a solution that does
not meet your centre’s needs are much high-
er.

Operators may have as little as
30 seconds to find answers

Ensure information is accurate & up-to-date

Customer queries often relate to recent
changes or product releases. The call centre
must therefore be supported by up-to-date
information on these areas.

Call centre operators must also be able to ac-
cess the knowledge repositories confident
that the information provided is both accu-
rate and current. With a customer on the
line, there is no time for double-checking
against other information sources.

If staff do not trust the KM systems, they will
rapidly find other sources, such as hand-
written notes, or photocopied ‘cheat sheets’.
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There are a number of practical steps you
can take to ensure information accuracy:

* Put in place a permanent team to create
and update content.

* Establish communication channels with
the sources of new information (policy
groups, business units, etc).

* Ensure that updating the call centre
knowledgebase is part of the ‘sign off’ re-
quirements for business development.

* Provide a simple mechanism for frontline
staff to report errors and omissions.

Staff training

Ensure your staff are fully trained in the use
of KM systems and processes. Make sure
they are aware of the full range of informa-
tion that is available to them.

Experience has shown that the use of a KM
system is maximised by incorporating it into
the initial training provided to new staff. In
this way, it becomes the ‘default’ way of re-
solving problems, and finding answers.

Use web technology to build an

integrated online KM solution

Develop KM systems

To support the knowledge management
processes outlined above, you must put in
place a range of KM systems.

Every call centre will have varying needs,
depending on size, activities, and level of
knowledge. This section should therefore be
seen as a starting point for your own re-
search and planning.

Build a call centre intranet

Every call centre should be supported by a
comprehensive online resource. This could
consist of a corner of the corporate intranet,
or a completely separate intranet developed
specifically for the call centre.

There is much information to put on this in-
tranet, including:

* Latest product or business updates.

» Sales support information, including cur-
rent company brochures, FAQs and pric-
ing details.

* Corporate directions, and messages from
management.

Develop a knowledge repository
to capture your business
information

* Current bugs and workarounds for front-
line IT systems.

* Planned call centre changes, such as soft-
ware upgrades or other infrastructure
projects.

* Training materials.

* Policies and procedures.

* Help desk resources.

* Rosters and staffing details.

e Recreational activities and other commu-
nity information.

Wherever possible, staff should be encour-
aged to use the intranet as their primary
source of information.

This will only occur if you ensure that the
information provided via the intranet is both
comprehensive and accurate. Users will not
give an inadequate intranet a second chance.

Knowledge repository

Several of the items in the previous list war-
rant the development of a substantial knowl-
edge repository, including: policies and
procedures, sales support information and
help desk resources.

A knowledge repository is an online infor-
mation resource that is:

* comprehensive

* accurate and up-to-date

* well-structured

* easy and efficient to use

* extensively hypertext linked

* supported by tools such as searching, in-
dexes and browsing aids

* created and maintained using a content
management system, or equivalent.

Converting a Word-format manual into
HTML does not count as a knowledge repos-
itory.

The knowledge repositories in a call centre
are the primary (or sole) source of informa-
tion provided to your customers. As such,
they warrant a substantial amount of effort
to ensure that they are both useful, and used.
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Spend time to make searching
fast, simple and effective

While the effort involved is large, the payoff
is larger still. These ‘knowledgebases’ will
help to reduce call handling times, and in-
crease the consistency of information pro-
vided to customers.

In one project, call centre staff were positive-
ly enthusiastic about the prospect of being
provided such a resource. They were keenly
aware of the information vacuum that they
were operating in, and the effect it had upon
their daily activities.

Much could be said about the principles be-
hind designing, creating and deploying a
knowledge repository. This is beyond the
scope of this paper, however, and will be ad-
dressed in future articles.

Develop online solutions

Use web-based technologies wherever possi-
ble. These can be integrated into a single,
seamless, and consistent interface for users.
This leads to reduced staff training time, and
greater efficiency.

Services delivered via the web are the ulti-
mate in ‘thin client’ technology: all your staff
need is a web-browser. Deploying new soft-
ware, or upgrading existing software is also
greatly simplified when using a server-based
solution.

Effective searching and browsing

Call centre staff typically have only a minute
(or maybe two) to find the information re-
quested by their customer. Under this pres-
sure, it is critical that staff have effective and
efficient ways of locating answers.

A well-designed search engine is a necessary
first step towards meeting this goal. Spend
time designing and configuring the search
engine: it must be simple to use, but still re-
turn a useful set of results.

(See the case study discussing the develop-
ment of a search engine for use in a call cen-
tre, titled Deploying an Effective Search
Engine.)

A search engine does not deliver the com-
plete solution. It is also important to provide
staff with structured and meaningful brows-
ing and navigation methods. This ranges
from ensuring the correct items are on the

main menu, to creating related links be-
tween pages.

All of this must be supported with compre-
hensive meta-data, such as title, description
and keywords. These combine to increase
the effectiveness of both searching and
browsing.

Analyse staff usage

Monitor what information your staff are ac-
cessing in your knowledge repositories. This
can be done in several ways:

» Usage statistics: use a standard web sta-
tistics package to track the most popular
web pages, and the trends in overall us-
age.

» Search engine usage: log all uses of the
search engine, and generate summary re-
ports showing the most common search-
es, along with failed search terms.

This information is invaluable in measuring
the ongoing success of KM systems. In par-
ticular, they help to identify what the most
valuable information is in the repositories,
and what information is missing.

With this information in hand, you can ex-
pand areas of interest, and fill critical knowl-
edge gaps.

Are the new KM systems being

used by frontline staff?

Feedback

Implement a simple system than staff can
use to provide feedback on the KM systems.
This offers them a single point of contact to
report missing or incorrect information, or to
ask questions.

Allocate sufficient resources to track the
feedback messages, and to respond to the
sender where appropriate. Any updates to
the knowledgebase that result from this
feedback must be done in a timely fashion.

Once staff realise that their input is being
acted upon, you will find them the most val-
uable source of up-to-the-minute informa-
tion in the entire organisation.

Develop custom KM solutions

Be prepared to develop a number of little
‘applets’ to manage the day-to-day activities
of your call centre.
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These can be integrated into your online sys-
tems, to provide a seamless solution for us-
ers.

The advantage of these applets is that they
capture the knowledge of the call centre into
small customised interfaces, that are quick
and easy to use.

Typical applications are database lookups,
calculators and estimation tools.

An example: the RTA call centre frequently
provides ‘stamp duty’ pricing information.
Previously, this was looked up from a dozen
pages of pre-calculated tables. This cumber-
some solution was replaced with a ‘stamp
duty calculator’, which provides a simple
point-and-click interface.

Your frontline staff are an

invaluable source of feedback

Integrate CRM and KM systems

Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
systems are all about knowing your custom-
ers, and their needs.

This ties in closely with the operation of
your KM systems:

* Demographic information about your
customers will allow you to ensure the
right information is in your knowledge
repository.

» Tracking customer queries is an excellent
way of identifying frequently asked ques-
tions (FAQs).

* These FAQs should be easily available
from within the CRM, to facilitate rapid
responses.

* Information in KM systems should be
broken down according to customer
groupings in the CRM software.

* Escalation from the CRM system should
be closely tied in with KM processes.

» Usage statistics gathered from the knowl-
edge repository provide an indication of
the ‘hot topics’ for customers. This is a
valuable source of information for CRM
activities.

Integrate help desk and KM systems

Most help desks and second level support
teams are equipped with ‘call logging’ sys-
tems, which track the status of the reported
problems and issues.

In conjunction with this, a repository of
common problems and resolutions should
be developed. (This may already be provid-
ed as part of the call logging software.)

This reduces the amount of knowledge the
help desk staff have to ‘keep in their heads’
(tacit knowledge). It also helps to ensure that
consistent responses are provided to front-
line staff.

This repository is also an excellent source of
frontline information. Distil the most com-
mon problems, write these up as procedures
or workarounds, and provide them to front-
line staff.

Such information will reduce the number of
‘simple’ calls to the help desk, which eases
the workload, and allows help desk staff to
concentrate on the more difficult cases.

Integrate IVR and KM systems

Most phone queues are now fronted with an
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system.
These may simply direct incoming callers to
an appropriate phone queue, or provide so-
phisticated phone transaction systems.

Integrate the IVR with your centre’s KM sys-
tems:

* Ensure that information provided via the
IVR is consistent with the details in your
information repository.

* Gather detailed breakdowns on the usage
of the IVR. This will tell you the areas
your customers are interested in.

* Document the exact script of the IVR for
call centre staff. This will assist them to
manage a clean handover when they an-
swer calls.

IVR systems are normally only the first step
in the customers’ interaction with a call cen-
tre, and they must be managed as such.
There must be consistency across all meth-
ods of information delivery.

Ensure KM systems are

integrated with other call centre

solutions and software

Customer-facing resources

Many call centres now respond to online
and e-mail queries, in addition to phone
calls. With this broadened responsibility,
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call centres must manage the additional
workload.

The call centre knowledge repository can be
used in a number of practical ways:

* Publish a selection of customer questions
(FAQs) to the website.

* Ensure online sales and product informa-
tion is accurate and comprehensive. This
will reduce the number of calls in these
areas.

* Develop ‘standard responses’ to a range of
common e-mail or website queries. Prod-
ucts even exist that will analyse incom-
ing e-mails, and automatically select
appropriate responses.

It is important that the information provided
to customers is drawn out of the same repos-
itory used by call centre staff. (This is known
as ‘single sourcing’.)

In this way, duplication is reduced, and er-
rors avoided. Maintenance efforts are simi-
larly reduced.

Deliver call centre knowledge
directly to customers via
your website

Conclusion

Call centres are all about getting customers
the information they need, as quickly as pos-
sible. To meet this goal, the knowledge re-
sources of a call centre must be managed in
a coordinated and integrated way.

Knowledge management has a range of prac-
tical tools and approaches for meeting these
challenges. Explore ways in which these can
be applied within your organisation.

Take all necessary steps to ensure that your
staff have access to accurate, up-to-date,
easy to use, and comprehensive information.
Doing so will generate rewards for both the
call centre, and your customers.
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CAN WE HELP? |

We believe in letting our work speak for itself, which is
why we have written so many articles sharing our tech-
niques and approaches.

Beyond these articles, we can provide a range of serv-
ices with the same integrity, independence, clarity and
practicality.

As the leading independent knowledge management
and content management consultancy in Australia, we
are available for both long and short-term engage-
ments.

Our services cover these complementary areas:

INTRANETS

% Intranet evaluation

It can be very difficult to assess the state of an intranet,
without an external perspective. Using expert evalua-
tion and usability testing, we can determine key in-
tranet strengths and weaknesses.

* Intranet strategy

Working closely with you, we can apply our well-test-
ed approach to identifying an intranet strategy that
matches your unique environment.

CONTENT MANAGEMENT

% Content management strategy

Content management is more than just implementing
the right package. Beyond the technology, the people
and process aspects must be addressed if the project is
to succeed.

% CMS requirements

We can help you to identify a practical and realistic set
of business requirements for a content management
system. Our experience and knowledge will give you
confidence that all the issues have been identified.

% Evaluating CMS options

As we are entirely vendor-neutral, we can help you to
assess which of the many CMS products best fits your
requirements. Let us act as your advocate, asking the
difficult questions, and probing key functionality.

Step Two DESIGNS

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

% Knowledge audits

Practical techniques for identifying the key knowledge
and processes in your organisation

¥ KM strategy

An integrated knowledge strategy ensures that individ-
ual projects (such as implementing a CMS) are consist-
ent with overall business strategy.

USABILITY & IA

% Usability testing

We can conduct low-cost usability testing to ensure
that your site is delivering real business benefits.

% Information architecture (I1A)

Poor site structure is one of the biggest causes of user
complaint and inefficiency. Practical IA activities will
help you to determine a workable site design.

TRAINING & SEMINARS

In addition to our regular seminars on intranets and
content management, we can run in-house training
sessions to give you the skills and knowledge you
need.

PRODUCTS

% Content Management
Requirements Toolkit

Use this downloadable information package contain-
ing 112 fully-developed CMS requirements to slash
your tender preparation time, and to ensure no key re-
quirements are missed.

% An Introduction to XML for
Knowledge Managers

Written by James Robertson, and published by Stand-
ards Australia, this supplement provides a practical in-
troduction to using XML in knowledge management
projects.
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