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The Big Picture

Optimizing Your Long-Term Staff Plan

By Ric Kosiba, Ph.D., Bay Bridge Decision Technologies

ow, has it ever been an up
and down few years. It cer-
tainly hasn’t been an easy

time to get our call volume forecasts
right. However, there probably hasn’t
been a time when getting the yearly
staffing plan right would pay such great
dividends as right now.

The Treadmill

When we speak of a “staffing plan,”
we are speaking of the long-range hiring/
firing, overtime/leave plan. While we all
spend the majority of our time focusing
on the tactical and scheduling aspects of
our job, it is arguably more important
that we get the long-range staff plan
right in the first place. The argument is:
if you don’t have enough people trained
and in the door, you can’t optimally
schedule them, and then you must jump
through hoops getting overtime to cover
your calls.

We have spoken to many companies
that are currently paying the price asso-
ciated with staffing too conservatively in
the first part of 2003. These companies
had hiring freezes (note: executive-level
decisions) enacted during the first
months of 2003 only to see their busi-
nesses skyrocket in the latter half of the
year. Now that the economy has turned
around, these companies find themselves
on a very difficult treadmill:

e  They need to hire like crazy.

e They are forced to be a tad less
selective in their new hires.

e They are cutting back new hire
training to get agents on the floor.

e They are requiring a lot of overtime.
e Their occupancy is too high.

e They are losing many experienced
agents from burn-out related attrition.

e They are providing poorer customer
service and sales performance.

So how do you get off the treadmill?
Or better yet, how do you avoid the
treadmill altogether?

The Answer: Save Your
Execs From Themselves

To avoid this treadmill, you simply
have to explain to your senior manage-
ment what is going to happen if they
make the wrong hiring and budget deci-
sion. And convince them to do the
right thing.

That’s all.

So how do you do this? I've tried just
blurting out “I think you’re wrong” to the
VP at a budget planning meeting with lit-
tle analysis in my back pocket. Trust me,
it doesn’t work well. But what does work
well is a systematic approach to develop-
ing multiple planning scenarios and let-
ting your management choose those sce-
narios that are considered most likely.

When discussing future planning
options, it is important to take both the
most likely scenarios and the most pes-
simistic or troublesome scenarios, devel-
op staffing plans for each and cost them
all out (both financial costs and opera-
tional performance). This implies agree-
ing on the scenario assumptions (e.g.,
call volume forecasts and growth
assumptions, revenue per call forecasts,
handle time forecasts, fixed and variable
cost assumptions, etc...) and having the
tools available to quickly develop a
staffing plan (or multiple staffing plans
per scenario) that results in acceptable
operational and financial performance.
Or it is possible that the growth scenario
is well understood and accepted, but the
staffing plan is being debated. Again, all
likely planning scenarios must be consid-
ered (e.g., hiring to service standards vs.
delaying hiring for several months vs.
hiring freeze).

In other words, you need to produce
many versions of the budget, but with
different starting assumptions. For
example, one scenario might be “Most
Likely Scenario,” while the next might
be “Moderate Growth Scenario” where
call volumes increase modestly through-
out the year above those of the “Most
Likely Scenario.” The trick is to cover

all of your bases and have arguments for
the possibility for each scenario. Sounds
simple, right?

Then There is All the
Work You’ll Need To Do

Of course, what we’ve described is
an awful lot of work for most call center
analysts. Our planning spreadsheets are
slow, inflexible, and inaccurate
(although we tend not to highlight this
during budget meetings). Putting
together one planning scenario is tough
enough, let alone multiple scenarios.

But we are starting to see a trend in
call center planning. Analysts are begin-
ning to automate many of the planning
functions (or purchase simulation tools)
in order to make strategic center plan-
ning easier and more accurate. The
planning process, even ignoring the issue
of avoiding planning mistakes, has
become more important as our business
environments change more often.

But what do you need to do to auto-
mate the planning process?

Develop an Interval Model
of the Call Center

The first thing that you need to do
in order to automate your planning
process is to develop an interval (hourly
or half-hourly) model of your call center
environment. By interval model, [ mean
a model that allows you to plug in a
handle time, a call volume, and a
staffing level, and that will tell you what
service level, speed of answer, abandon
rate, and occupancy you could expect at
your call center.

There are basically three technolo-
gies that can help your with this.

1) Erlang or Queuing-based Equations:
A closed form equation that approx-
imates the staffing level required to
meet service goals given handle
times and call volumes.

2) Regression Modeling: A modeling
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technique that uses historical data
to develop trends and relationships
between pertinent inputs (e.g., call
volumes and staffing) and outputs

(service levels, ASA, etc...).

3) Discrete-Event Simulation Modeling:
A modeling technique that mimics
your exact operation and perform-
ance based on actual center call
arrival distributions, handle time dis-
tributions, and customer patience.

There are, of course, plusses and
minuses associated with each technique.
The table below gives an overview of each.

roll these models up to a daily, weekly, or
monthly view of the center.

Develop a Week over Week
Model of the Call Center

Being able to predict the center’s
hourly performance given call volumes
and staffing levels is nice but it won’t help
you put together a budget. That is, unless
you roll the call volumes to a week over
week view of the center (see example).

One very nice common trait in
(almost every) call center is that the dis-
tributions of inbound call volumes can
be considered constant throughout the
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Regression

Simulation

Ease of Use Very Easy

Moderately Easy — Models need
to be developed and coded into
the planning tool

Not Easy — Models require statistical
analysis up front to develop customer
behavior distributions (such as
“patience”)

Data Requirements

None — Models are not
custom to your center

High — Requires over a year of
interval data

Low — Requires minimum
of one month’s ACD interval data

Accuracy

Low — Erlang is known
to staff 3-6% too high

High and Low — Accuracy is very high
when the model is within the bounds

of your call center experience. Accuracy
is low when the what-if is new

High — Models are extremely
accurate on all important metrics

Assumptions

Very limiting assumptions, e.g.:
No abandons
No call routing

Assumptions are not limiting,
unless your what-if scenario is
beyond the call center’s experience

No limiting assumptions

Limitation on Analysis

Analysis is limited to developing
staffing “requirements.” Multiple
fudge factors, such as schedule
inflexibility are required.

Analysis is limited to what-ifs around your
current center experience. If, for example,
your center will grow to a size greater than
your experience, the model will likely fall apart.

None — There are no limitations
on the analysis you can do with
simulation

Metrics Supported

Staffing requirements only

Service level, ASA, abandons,

Service level, ASA, abandons,

revenue, cost, profit

revenue, cost, profit

The goal of this modeling exercise is
to have an accurate technique that will
allow you to predict service metrics, given
staffing, call volumes, and handle times.
You must spend a fair amount of time vali-
dating that your models are accurate. To
do this, you simply plug in historical inter-
val information — your staffing levels,
your handle times, and your call volumes,
and see if your models predict what actu-
ally happened (in terms of service metrics)
at your call center for that hour. You can
look at the error rate between what was
predicted in your model and what actually
happened in your call center.

Once you are happy with the accu-
racy of your interval model, you need to

year. What this allows us to do is to allo-
cate expected weekly calls to each hour in
a predictable fashion. At the same time,
we also know employee schedules and the
distribution of staffing across a day.

By knowing these distributions of
schedules and call volumes, you can
enter a weekly call volume and staffing
level, and use your hourly models to
determine the resulting weekly service
that you can expect.

At the same time, if you build into
your week over week model the effects of
employee attrition, shrinkage, and the
lead time to train new employees, etc...
you will have a fairly robust model of
your year’s performance.

o

Let’s Get Rid of Our
Workforce Management
Tools and Schedule By Hand

Just kidding.

How many of us remember what it
was like to have to develop and manage
our schedules by hand? Do you remem-
ber the great efficiencies we got when we
first started using the schedule optimiz-
ers! Would you like to go back to sched-
uling by hand?

The answer, of course, is no way!
But I'd like to point to another area of
our business where we have yet to take

Continued on page 8
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advantage of optimization technologies-
long range staff planning.

When developing a long-range staff
plan, we do virtually the same thing by
hand that we used to do with putting
together employee schedules. We try
and fit blocks of workers (agents) to
blocks of work (calls) over time. If you
think of your week over week seasonal
call volume demand as the call arrival
distribution, then you have virtually the
same problem we had when we put
together schedules by hand.

The good news is that the same math-
ematical techniques we use to build sched-
ules (e.g., linear programming) can be
brought to bear on the long term staffing
problem. And we’ll get similar improve-
ments in efficiency that we saw when first
implementing optimal schedules.

These techniques have one very
cool property; they will return the math-
ematically provable least-cost hiring
(and overtime, leave, and termination)
plan that meets our service goals. They'll
hire on exactly the right day (consider-
ing training and attrition), not a day
early or a day late. If you embed these
techniques into your planning tool,
you'll see tremendous cost savings.

Also, they are much faster than
developing the hiring plans by hand.

Roll It Out

Once you’ve taken time to build or
acquire your planning and what-if tool, you
will have the ammunition to help in any
planning meeting. Once automated,
changing your assumptions is a matter of
just changing a few numbers. Developing
new scenarios takes minutes rather than
weeks. When you approach your VP,
you'll do it with a stack of scenarios, a
laptop, and all the answers. And you will
be able to keep your executive team from
putting you on that treadmill.

Ric is a charter member of SWPP.
Please feel free to reach him at EDK@bay-
bridgetech.com or (410) 990-1079.

SWPP Announces 2004 Workforce
Manager of the Year Award

By Vicki Herrell

o you know someone who under-
Dstands the importance of staffing
in the call center, and also

understands that workforce management
is as much an “art” as it is a “science?”
Is there someone in your center that you
feel deserves to be recognized for his or
her achievement in the workforce man-
agement area! If so, then you can nomi-
nate that person for the SWPP 2004
Workforce Manager of the Year award.

SWPP is pleased to sponsor the
2004 Workforce Manager of the Year
award, which will recognize a workforce
management professional who has shown
outstanding leadership in the industry.

Nominations must be received by
February 9, 2004. The SWPP Board of
Advisors will review the nominations
and select five finalists for the award.
The Board will then choose the
Workforce Manager of the Year from
those five finalists. The Workforce

Manager of the Year award will be
announced at the 2004 SWPP Annual

Conference, which will
be held March 14-16,
2004 at the Opryland
Hotel in Nashville, TN.

The five finalists will be
recognized at the 2004
SWPP Annual
Conference, and will receive a 50% dis-
count to the Conference. The
Workforce Manager of the Year will
receive an award at the Conference, and
will be featured in an article in this
newsletter, along with an industry press
release. The winner will also receive a
free 2004 Annual Conference pass.

Any authorized employee of the call
center may submit a nominee from their
call center. An employee of the call
center’s business partner or a public rela-
tions representative acting on behalf of
the call center or business partner may
also submit candidates.

For more information or to nominate
a colleague for this award, please visit
http://www.swpp.org/wfmyearinfo.html.
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Current headcount

Current difference

Add your estimated attrition
Total Class

your actual FTE need of 50 in July.

Plan your hiring in 2004 oot I,
When planning your headcount for the future there is one

aspect of planning that many folks miss — the training period!

If your staffing plan says you need 50 headcount in July, when

will you hire them? What is your training cycle? What is I

your mentoring cycle? How long before you turn these new S

hires into full fledged free standing phone representatives? Also consider your
attrition rates when planning — what is your weekly/monthly projected attrition?

You should be taking all these issues into consideration when you are planning
for new hires. Here is an example in a 50-seat center:

Calculate your total need for July 2004 50

If you need these folks to be ready to take calls in July, and they must go
through your four weeks of training and mentoring, they would need to be hired
June 1. So your July need of 50 means: recruit in May, train in June to meet

Note: This tip provided by SWPP Board Member Rick Seeley of Brinks Home
Security. He may be reached at rseeley@brinks.com.
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