Agent Excellence 

STUDENT WORKBOOK 

Part I – Message Basics

Topics Covered

Introduction to the telemessaging industry

How do businesses use a telemessaging service?

Call Simulations will demonstrate the following principles


Preparing to answer


Body Language


Call Control


Courtesy


Confidentiality


Voice Quality



Listening


Gathering Information

Review

Every message we take is important. We are often the communications link between our customers and their customers.

Some of the ways a company might use telemessaging services

Instead of a receptionist

As a substitute receptionist

Take orders after hours

Emergency service requests

1st call:

Ready position- mouthpiece approx 2 in from mouth, sitting forward helps you sound alert

Smile when you answer – it can be heard

Ask questions to get needed information

Use the caller’s name, and courtesy words like please and thank you*

Probing questions – think about what information you would like to receive if this message were being taken for you.

Tell Caller what you are going to do. You can’t have client do anything.

*Association of Telemessaging Services International (ATSI) Award of Excellence Program requires use of 2 pleases and a thank you in every call.  Quick tip: Use please at the end of a question, and thank the caller for the answer.

2nd call: 

Characteristics of a professional:

Use of proper title

Use of courtesy words – please, thank you, may I

Tone and inflection –

Enunciation

Make a great first impression

Soft comments – things said to avoid dead air

Confidentiality – You are not permitted to repeat or discuss the telephone conversations you engage in while on duty. All client information must be held in strictest confidence. Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) is a federal regulation with specific guidelines for handling a person’s medical information.

Screen layout:

Message slip contains prompts specific to the client – fill them in

Temporary information areas – may be more than one area on the system your company uses. These areas will contain information about who is on call, urgent information for one caller, or general information for every caller

Company profile – near the message slips contains all the information you should need to handle a customer’s call.

Notice in the glass company call how the agent, by reading the company profile, was able to integrate information from the profile into the conversation.

When closing the conversation – Let caller know when to expect a call back. This also helps avoid misunderstandings. Confirming all the information gives the agent the opportunity to check the message for completeness.

Emotional quality of voice tone influences the call’s outcome. So do the words chosen. Use positive, active words. People understand a positively worded statement 30% more quickly than those statements with negative phrases. Positive, active words form get things done attitude, and leave the caller with confidence that you and our customer, will take care of their needs.

Glossary:

ATSI

HIPAA

Part II – Taking Quality Messages

Topics Covered

Examples of poor customer service

Rudeness 

Good voice habits

Overcoming a language barrier

Confirming message details

Handling errors

When you don’t know the answer

Review

63% of consumers will stop using a company product or service based on a negative call center experience. 86% were more likely to stop using a company if their experience with a customer representative was negative.

Speak with a clear, well modulated, well-paced voice. Articulate the answer phrase so that it is understandable to the caller. Smile – when you do, it is hard to sound flat. Voice loses 30% of its energy as it is transmitted over the telephone. An energetic voice: saves time, builds confidence, inspires trust, and increases rapport. Callers understand 16% of the message from the words, and 84% from the tone of your voice.

1st call is an example of a bad agent: 
Rudeness is deliberate - it is never an accident. Exaggerate the melody in your voice as a flat voice can be mistaken for rudeness. Unfortunately, friendliness can’t be taught.

2nd call illustrates techniques of taking a message from someone who speaks little or no English:

Language as a barrier – understand the difficulty and frustration a caller may be experiencing while trying to communicate with you. Remember 84% of the message is conveyed by tone, so make an extra effort with your tone to be helpful and caring.

3rd call illustrates the importance of confirming message details:

The customer sees 65% of the messages a call center takes. How?

Text messaging, fax, email

Bottom Line: It is important that all information be accurate and spelled properly.  

4th call illustrates the handling of mistakes:

When are error is made, it is best to let your supervisor know immediately. 

Some examples of mistakes:

Wrong answer phrase

Forgetting to get a phone number for call back.

Personal apologies go along way towards providing excellent customer service.

No excuses, no defensiveness, just acknowledgement.

5th set of call segments demonstrate how to handle a lack of information:

I don’t know = I don’t care.

Please call = incomplete message. Not knowing what the caller needs doesn’t allow the client to prioritize returning his calls. Our client can also be at a disadvantage if he is not sure why he is returning a call.

“May I tell him what this is regarding?”

“Will Mr. Smith know why you are calling?”

“May I tell him why you are calling please?”

“May I give him a message?”

“Is it urgent that he get back to you?”

6th call demonstrates the problems with making assumptions: 

Sometimes a call is more important than anyone realizes. In the end, there are many times that an agent does save people’s lives, their business, and even preserve relationships.

Part III – Challenging Calls

Topics Covered

Handling Upset Callers

Soothing Angry Callers

Irate Client Situations

Examples of Difficult Calls

Phone Fraud

Internal Calls

Review

Not all challenging calls are from irate callers. 

Upset callers: 

They tend to speak fast, and often don’t articulate. And while you can pick up from their tone that they are upset, you must be able to understand them in order to get them assistance. One thing you can do is tell the caller you are having trouble hearing them, and slowing their speech down a little would help you.  Sound a little hokey? As you become an experienced agent, you’ll develop your own arsenal to tools that will help you cope with challenging calls without blaming the caller.

Some other examples of difficult calls:

Caller refuses to give you a callback number

Getting a caller to spell his name. Start with the first letter, and pause. The caller will usually complete the spelling for you. This is much easier than fumbling around trying to guess the spelling.

Angry callers: 

Empathize. “Oh, how awful” “That’s horrible” “I understand”

Use the phrase “I wish I could” instead of I can’t.

Emphasize to the caller what you are going to do; you can’t speak for the customer, so be certain you don’t make promises for him. “I will give him your message” instead of “I will have him call you”.

Long ring or long hold:

“I apologize, we had a sudden flurry of calls” and direct them back to the reason they called.

DO NOT TAKE an angry attack PERSONALLY. It is important to remain calm and not react to the attack. Mishandling an angry caller can result in the loss of the customer for our customer, or for our business.

Irate client calls: 

Again, do not take the attack personally, though it’s hard when you are being called names, and verbally abused. Never accept blame or apologize until all the facts have been checked. This type of call should be transferred to your supervisor.

Phone number requests:

Can’t give out personal numbers unless account says to. A work around is to offer to patch the caller to the person they need. The phrase “I wish I could” puts you on the same side of the issue.

Collect calls:

If you are not authorized to accept collect calls, tell the operator so, and offer to take a message; then follow-up with the client. We cannot incur charges on behalf of the customer without his permission.

Phone fraud:

Caller will usually indicate they are with the phone company and need to check a line. Do not connect or transfer unknown callers to an outside line. 

Requests for copies of messages:

Caller wants a copy of the messages she has left for our client. Messages are the property of our client, and can only be released to our client. The information contained on these messages is confidential and private.

Rambling callers:

Learn to be politely abrupt. It can be a challenge to take control with out being rude. These calls will never be a perfect example of call control. It is important to understand this, especially when dealing with the elderly or lonely caller. 

Change of instructions:

Taking information about a client going out of town is a little more complex than it first appears. 

Important things to find out: 

Date and time the client is leaving?

Date and time the client is returning?

How are emergencies to be handled?

What are callers to be told?

Internal calls:

The same rules apply for business messages for our own staff. Please take a complete message. 

Slightly different rules apply for personal calls. Generally speaking most call centers forbid personal calls unless an emergency, and those get routed through the supervisor. Refer to your call center’s policy manual for exactly how to handle personal calls.

You make a difference!

Dependable, friendly people are the lifeblood of the telemessaging industry. It is critical that you be in place, ready to answer calls, at the beginning of your shift. Take care of personal business before starting your shift and while on break. It is important for your co-workers to know that they can count on you to be there when you are scheduled.

Part IV – Delivering the Message

Topics Covered

Message delivery options

Dispatching procedures

Examples of delivery**

Shared Decision Making

Common Dispatch Errors

Equipment Problems

**During the message delivery segments please take paper and pencil and write the messages as they are being relayed. How does the pace seem to you?

Review

Messages are delivered in many ways:


In person, over the phone


Text/alphanumeric pagers


Cell phones


Fax


Email


Numeric pagers

First Rule of Dispatching:

Read Twice, Dispatch Once

The client information will tell you who is on call, how to handle calls, and how to reach the client. Make sure the message is complete and reads correctly before getting on the phone with the client.

Examples of delivery



When calling directly – if available, relay the message, if not leave message, and indicate your next action, if a machine, leave a brief message. In order to give the client time to answer, let the phone ring at least 6 times. Be sure to document the results of each call, and the name of the person you do deliver the message to. If you happen to reach a disconnected number, be certain to alert your supervisor.

Reading a message into voice mail. Key points to include: Date and time, whom the message is for and whom it is from, spell the name, indicate gender of caller if appropriate and repeat the number. 

Text messages:

Be sure the message looks professional with proper spelling and punctuation. Avoid abbreviations that may not be familiar to the client, remember he hasn’t been through agent training.

What to do if you send a message to the wrong person: Page that person with a 2nd message apologizing for the error and let him know that the message will be sent to the correct person.

Shared decisions

There will be occasions when account instructions may not address a situation that you are handling. Confer with your supervisor and “share the decision” process.  

Calling to advise

Using this phrase when contacting the client lets him know that you are aware of his instructions, and a situation has occurred that may cause him a problem. This verbiage puts you on “his side”.

Common errors

Not reading temporary dispatch instructions and calling the contact numbers in the wrong sequence. A home number is often the last number we are to use, especially later in the evening.

Taking a message when the instructions are for the caller to call again during office hours. Our natural instinct is to offer to take a message from all callers. This is our product. However there are situations where this is not what the client wants and it is our job to convey this to the client in a positive way. If an agent takes a message anyway, the caller aggravation will skyrocket when he’s called back by the call center and told he needs to call again during office hours. 

When an error or perceived error occurs, and the client explodes to an agent, it can be devastating. Remember, the caller is angry at the situation, not at you. Offer to transfer this client to the supervisor. This makes the caller feel important, and will also give him a minute to calm down. Fortunately, in a well-run call center these situations are rare. 

Most message delivery is easy when you read and follow the instructions.

Dispatchers are often times the first person to notice equipment problems. Here are some things you should watch for and report to your supervisor right away.


A wavy screen


Dead air when you answer a call


Hearing a fast busy signal when you dial out


An unusual number of alpha pages or faxes are failing


A noisy fan on your computer


A noisy phone line

While dispatching messages can present challenges, it will also provide many rewarding opportunities to make a difference in the lives of our customers and their callers.
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