The Perfect Contact Center Deployment

Want to Be A Hero?

The greatest feeling in the corporate business world is the day you absolutely “nail” a project.  It’s the fist pumping feeling of knowing you applied the knowledge accumulated over your career into the proposal, project, or engineering development that exceeds the expectations.  You did it, with your plan, and your team’s execution of the plan.  It’s the same feeling that the winning goal was to us in our teenage years.  The Call Center marketplace, now known as the Contact Center is one of the most exciting projects in any marketplace.  It consists of multiple systems, visual and audio data transactions, and utilizes advanced web integration.  The Contact Center is an engineer’s dream with PBXs, IVRs, Internet, Voice Mail, Voice and Data Transport, business applications automated for the contact center.  The projects are tremendously exciting because you are pursuing a business problem that can be solved with the help of technology and putting the applications together.  We have all seen technology trying to find a business problem, and we have all seen and felt this guaranteed failure strategy.  Some of us even bought a PDA that we thought would be unilaterally used for all our business applications. So let’s have fun here, and see if we can determine the Practical way to deploy the Perfect Contact Center.

The Contact Center project is the most challenging projects today to enterprise IT Engineering Teams worldwide.  It’s expensive, and it includes several vendors, several engineering teams, a “SuperMan/SuperWoman” project manager, and a project plan executed to the tee.  The excitement is found in developing the business application and the successful sales, reduction of costs, and customer satisfaction that we achieve with our new deployment.  It can be tremendously rewarding and I have seen many employees brand their “baby” with a nickname. It becomes a personal thing, something you are proud of, and better yet a success and subsequent pride after the hard work you put into the Plan.  The other side is what that we have all witnessed in the bad integration, bad product, or poor experience, and we all have been part of very stressful situations when the system fails to deliver on a mission-critical system.  It fails to deliver a service that was expected, and another customer possibly gone for life.  I hope you have a failed project in your history, in fact that is a requirement if you work for many companies and its called experience.  There is no single, or more valuable learning experience than a failed project along with the close examination of the reasons for failure, combined with the corrective actions required that can be implemented in the next project.

It can be done, so lets do it well!

There is no magic formula for a success Contact center deployment!  We can only accumulate our experiences mix them with flexibility and innovation, and communicate like crazy.  I have been asked many times what is the single most important factor in a successful project.  Without hesitation and you know the answer, it’s Project Management.  There is no other excuse for a technology failure in a proper deployment, and remember that an excellent Project Manager knows if the system will work prior to managing the project.  The Proactive approach is a very important action for the successful project manager.  The best Project Managers have three main traits 1. Understands the technology   2. Communicates extremely well and likes to do it 3. Is detailed oriented and documents everything.  4.  Knows to focus on business solution.  Now that I have provided, what I believe, is the perfect project manager, let me tell you they don’t exist. They are Sales Directors, CEOs, executive management; they are not the $70K employee that we pay Project Managers.  Remember, in this business, there is not one successful sales executive, program manager, or Engineering team that is successful without a great Project Manager.

“Best of” … What?

How many times have we heard the phrase, “We have the Best of Class Products” or the “Best of Breed” product?  I always wanted to ask if the dog was a small one or a large one, but thought it might be a dog nonetheless.  Seriously, the single most important thing you need to know is how to manage several vendors that need to connect their systems together.  It’s like a puzzle; all the pieces are usually there, its putting them together correctly.  Integration is the word that will come from your lips a thousand times on your upcoming project.  It should, and the first step is to understand the basics as you deal with the technologies.  Each box may work perfectly until they need to talk to each other in real-time.  It’s like a bad neighbor that you wave at, but hate when he comes over.  Sometime the systems don’t talk to each other very well.

Important Facts

1. A power point slide does not run your business.  I have seen it sold though!

2. Comprehensive solution translates into “we have more than one product!”

3. “Best of Class” Products mean nothing.  I got an Uncle who is a Class Act, but I don’t buy a car from him.

4. Open architecture is not translated into “plug and play”

5. “Beta” should make you run away or better yet, make them run away. Oh, Beta translates mostly into “try this.”

6. People have been fired over new, innovative ways

7. People have become rich over new, innovative ways

8. Don’t be afraid to ask questions.  Repeat, ask many, many questions and better yet, always check the references.  If you don’t do anything, check the references.  

9. There is great technology and companies in the Contact Center Market.

10. 1st Step, learn from these vendors by inviting them in to give you and your staff an overview of their offering.  You and your staff will immediately come up to speed and understand the technology and your possibilities.

Budget, what budget?

One of the most challenging items that technology and service providers face today is testing their products.  Understand that these vendors typically interface into dozens of protocols, databases, PBXs, ACDs, Networks, and servers.  Now let’s take a budget for the QA organization and determine what the budget will be in a perfect situation.

Products Needed



Estimated Budget 

PBXs (8 Vendors)  



$5M

Databases (servers and licenses)

$2M

ACDs / CTI




$2M

Networks




$500K

Facility




$500K

IT Team




$1M

Support, equipment, etc.

Total





$11M

I am sure I missed some costs, but my point is that know these organizations do not have this equipment, or the over $10 Million it would take to acquire the testing facility.  Novell use to have a test facility, a TSAPI lab.  Great idea and facility and I even have a t-shirt from the TSAPI conference that promoted this lab.  This facility was very expensive and was never deployed for some reason or another a few years back.  There are some large organizations that have spent tremendous money on decent test labs.  Guess who is one of the first to get cut in layoffs in our industry?  There are actually two, the test engineer and the project management team.  You will want to be respectful of that fact in your projects over the next few years.  It could be a major failure point for you if you are not careful.  Don’t be afraid, those same experienced people are still in the industry.  There are some great organizations that know how to implement, integrate, and help you deploy a successful Contact Center today.

Ensure your products are tested prior to even running test at your facility.  Be careful of the time your IT will have to spend getting a vendor’s product up and running at your facility.  Resource allocation will be a primary factor in the success of your Contact Center product.

The Plan, Don’t forget the Plan!

This magazine has some incredible solutions for you.  You are taking the first step by reading articles in this publication.  There are outstanding technologies out there from tremendous vendors that are willing to help you lead the deployment.  The greatest gift you have today is the ability to learn from others mistakes.  There are many ways for you and your team to get to the “experience level” you need.  The industry knows that you deploy many, many different technologies and that you are good at your job.  Your team that deploys the Contact center or CTI project should ensure that you “come up to speed” on the technology.  

The way to successfully reach a rapid and intense knowledge-base and start your project off well is basically a simple plan:

1. Read like you are doing now

2. Don’t have any biased technology opinions, at least not yet

3. Get the vendors in like we discussed earlier

4. Don’t chase the technology that’s out there or be awed by it

5. Know the business problem

6. Know the business problem you are trying to solve

7. Write a focused and condensed RFP

8. Call references.  Call everyone.  Talk to the engineers.

9. Don’t have a hotdog on the team that wants to show the vendor how much he knows.  You know what I’m talking about here…

10. The dumbest person in the room is probably the decision maker

So, now that I have scared you into believing you should be finding another job before the project starts, remember that fist-pumping third-strike, that last minute touchdown, that project, proposal, or deployment that Exceeded Expectations.

Definition:  Exceeded Expectations – Discussed facts, executed with focus, communicate very well, and delivered on time

Pick up the phone, call your team together and do this right.  You can make the difference to your company like no other team can.  There is no OK project.  They are either projects that stink or projects that are awesome.  The key to your success is not complex and it has been done hundred’s of time before.  Murphy will strike, so have Plan B and Plan C ready.  In fact, always have the options and flexibility to address the issues that will arise.  I once saw a program be developed that cost $3M to deliver to the key customers.  The project was right on time, tested on the platforms, and ready to be turned on and billed.  Billed, did someone say we need to bill for this?  Two phone calls, $3M price tag, 6 months later, and well, the option worked but could not be billed.  It was never deployed and needed another expensive project.  The revenue from the option would have exceeded $10M a year.  Not a great project and a single proactive approach and a single call (and another $3M) would have had this issue solved.  It was wasted money and I bet someone changed jobs suddenly on that one.

Reposting and Data is EVERYTHING!

Most call centers today have limited reporting capabilities because they are blind or have very poor eyesight.  Eyesight that allows them to get a snapshot of all the wonderful “events” that are happening in their mission-critical voice application.  Reporting on inbound call events (who called/why/success?) and outbound call activity as well as basic call events such as hold-times, peak-volumes, call transfers, etc are vital to the operation.  Reporting should also include basic network elements with SNMP-based traffic and Service Level analysis.  I have some interesting stories of enterprises with Network Blindness Syndrome (NBS) and I love watching engineers chase IP addresses. 

How can you prove that that the $1.5 million dollar IVR and CTI project obtained the ROI that you so dearly clung to in your business plan 12 months ago?  Want to be a hero?  You have to have the ability to see, review, and analyze the critical data with the ability to access the information in a comprehensive view of the business.  Remember, we are attacking a business problem and that is where our focus should remain.  All your vendors are going to have reporting.  It is not helpful to have 6 different reports with 6 different elements and 6 different interfaces.  If you can’t report the whole picture on one page, your reporting is insufficient in presentation.

So, if you have already started you project and don’t have comprehensive reporting, either run out the door, plead insanity at your next review, or stop everything until you have great reporting strategy and a comprehensive reporting package.  Know how to show executive management a snapshot of your team’s success and the company’s success.

Knowledge is Power

The accumulated knowledge that you will receive has more historic negative projects than positive experiences.  That is good.  A consultant may or may not be your answer.  Remember, a consultant should be viewed as a vendor and anything different is possibly a conflict of interest.  We’ve seen the “lets takeover” approach and we have heard the “not knowing but guessing at the technology” syndrome by consultants.  Everyone will have an answer and your challenge is to find out who has the right answers.  Most are knowledgeable and great resources but just like a vendor, there are good and there are really bad consultants.  You may not need a consultant, so don’t get one just because someone says you should.  A consultant could be a key contribution and can be a great asset to your team that can provide the check and balance for the decisions and the project.  Consider the consultant equation as a part of your vendor selection process.

I could write for hours on the technology you should be reviewing and also on how to determine your business problems and cost reduction plans.  But for now, just make sure you make it happen with the Project and get your communication strategies in place.  That’s your first step towards the Perfect Contact Center Program.  Go on, be a hero!
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