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For the past few years, there has been tremendous 
focus on the customer experience (CX) in every 
sector of the service economy. Designing, 
planning, and measuring that experience have 
become standard and expected practice. Some 
companies and organizations, however, seem 
to be exceeding the expectations of even the 
staunchest CX advocates. Smart organizations 
in the contact center world have discovered that 
the difference has to do with agent experience 
(AX): the way agents feel about their company, 
workplace, work, coworkers, management, 
processes, tools, and technologies. Engaged 
and focused employees positively affect not only 
the customer experience, but also the financial 
prospects of the company. 

ICMI conducted interviews with several contact 
center leaders from different industry sectors in 
order to gain insight into the causes, effects, and 
measurement of agent experience in outbound call 
centers. 

We asked questions about:

• The value of AX and the communication of 
that value

• Specific causes of frustration and 
disengagement among agents

• The contagious effects of disengagement 

• Keeping remote agents engaged

Introduction

Key Themes
• AX is a key driver of CX. Without 

engaged and empowered agents, 
customers will never be satisfied 
or loyal.

• Agents’ primary motivation is to 
help and serve customers. AX 
initiatives should focus on helping 
agents do their jobs better.

• Contact center leaders must 
listen to agents through multiple 
channels, such as surveys and 
focus groups. One listening 
method is not enough.

• Leadership must regularly 
communicate actions the 
organization is taking based on 
agent feedback and provide 
transparency in the learning 
process.

• Agents should be involved, 
early and often, in the 
selection, development, and 
implementation of technology, 
procedures, and policies that 
affect their work.

• Successful rewards and 
recognition programs are 
personalized, and agents should 
be given wide latitude to direct 
how team achievements are 
celebrated.

• Investing in workplace amenities 
does little to solve the root cause 
of agent frustrations and they 
are becoming less practical as 
workforces move out of the office.
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BECKY ROEMAN
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and Consulting
Avtex Solutions LLC
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President
Callzilla



3  //  Point of View: Contact Center Leaders on the Agent Experience

How important is the agent experience and how does it affect the 
bottom line?
 

Todd Meeks: The agent is the voice of the company, 
so it’s not just in their overall experience or what they 
have access to, it’s also their attitude toward their work 
experience that they’re going to portray. If they’re 

having difficulty with the systems or the processes, it’s 
going to come across in their voice, and that’s going to impact how 
the customer reacts. So, their overall experience allows them to 
either be more efficient or less efficient. It allows them to collect 
more or less, but it also portrays the company in good or poor light, 
depending on their experience. And the effects on the bottom line? 
I think that the three points are better NCL (net credit loss), more 
customers served, and improved customer experience.

Neal Topf: Agents are on the phones, taking chats all 
day long; they may be able to fake engagement for one 
or two interactions, but they’re not going to be able to 
fake it all day long. The luster of the ping-pong table 

in the break room fades away really fast. Without a good 
agent experience and engagement, there can never be customer 
satisfaction. It’s a linear relationship.

How do disengaged agents detract from the mission of the contact 
center?

Becky Roeman: Agents may be disengaged for a number 
of reasons, such as not having bought into the culture, 
being disgruntled against the brand, or conflict with their 
manager. Bottom line: a disengaged agent is not going 

to give a hoot about how the customer is served. Ultimately, 
they provide worse experiences to the customer. While one agent 
might not seem like a big deal, consider how many customers 
that agent talks to in a day, week, or month. We can’t allow agents 
to be disengaged when they’re talking to potentially important 
customers.

Todd Meeks: There is reputational risk in how agents 
represent the company. If they say the systems don’t 
work, it just creates this perspective for the customer 
that the quality of the organization isn’t up to par. 

This invites the customer to doubt the quality of the 
organization’s other systems and processes, which may impact the 
brand’s overall reputation, even if the agent accomplishes their goal 
with the customer.

Is agent disengagement contagious?

Becky Roeman: Absolutely! I was in a contact center 
recently and observed the best example of how one bad 
attitude can spiderweb across the whole contact center. 
This one agent put a customer on hold, stood up, put her 

hands on her head, did a 180-degree turn, and let loose 
this massive sigh of frustration. As all the agents around her got off 
calls or were able to put their customers on hold, they all started to 
share their frustrations. “This guy said X.” “This guy said Y.” All of a 
sudden, agents who wouldn’t have thought twice about the calls 
they were serving were feeding off of that one negative reaction 
to a customer. One person outwardly displayed frustration and 
everybody jumped on the bandwagon.

The Benefits of Engaged Agents
• 52% of contact centers cite customer experience as their 

businesses’ primary competitive advantage. Engaged agents drive 
revenue growth by exercising discretionary effort, going above and 
beyond, to help customers and build customer loyalty.

• Engaged agents provide feedback and contribute ideas that 
improve technology and processes that reduce cost to provide 
service.

• Engaged agents actively seek to reinforce positive culture and 
attitudes, and contribute to the organization’s success.



4  //  Point of View: Contact Center Leaders on the Agent Experience

As a consultant, most people are on 
their best behavior when they know I’m 
observing their contact center. It’s my 
job to consume the culture and what’s 
happening on the floor. Normally I miss 
moments like that. Because I witnessed 
this, I know that when I’m not there, they 
engage in a lot of customer smack talk. It’s 
contagious; misery loves company.
Working with customers, on the frontlines, 
is hard. It is a frustrating, difficult job. 
When you’re letting each frustration play 
out across the contact center, it’s just 
going to happen over and over and over 
again until that becomes your culture.

Neal Topf: For a while, our 
industry has focused on the 
customer effort score, but very 
few people are talking about 

or measuring agent effort. The 
effort an agent needs to invest to get a 
customer from A to Z has a large impact 
on the final outcome of a call. Imagine a 
frustrated agent: maybe they can’t find 
the right tools or escalate an issue to a 
supervisor; maybe they weren’t properly 
trained, or supervised well enough; 
maybe the knowledge base or policies 
they need don’t exist. Regardless of the 
cause, that agent is going to say, “Peace 
out, I’m out of here.” That’s where the 
attrition really kicks in.

From a leader’s perspective, what is the 
best way to find out about agent effort? Is it 
a survey?

Neal Topf: We used to survey 
agents quarterly; we’re moving 
it back to every six months, 
because what we’ve found was 

that every quarter was too fast 
to implement the things they requested 
or suggested and show that we actually 
listened to them. We wanted to give 
ourselves a little more time to show that 
we’re listening and that we care about 
this.

We aren’t asking specifics about the 
day-to-day work, but we are asking 
about sentiment towards the company 
and career path in general. We’re asking 
decent high-level questions, but we don’t 
get far enough into the weeds about 
the specifics of the job. We need to ask 
more about the knowledge base and 
graphical user interface. You can even go 
a step further by asking agents what they 
recommend, how they recommend it be 
implemented, and invite them to play a 
role in helping us fix it. 

One area where we’ve struggled is 
empowering the team to offer solutions 
that we can then implement with their 
participation. I think that’s huge. If you 
empower people to be involved in the 
solution, then you can get there a lot 
quicker. Most companies don’t take that 
approach. Many of us say we do, or think 
that we do, but we’re not doing enough. 
Often, by the time the agent is involved, 
it’s too late. The technology has already 
been bought, the program has already 

been implemented, the setup has already 
already configured. Boom—it’s executed. 
The first time the agent even sees it is 
when they’re logging in to use it for the 
first time. That’s too late.

Like everyone else, agents are survey-
fatigued. I hear from agents all the time 
that they provide lengthy responses 
to surveys but nothing ever happens. 
Making the feedback more intimate, like 
with a focus group, isn’t always scalable, 
but every agent needs the opportunity to 
share their feedback.

You can’t put this on the floor supervisors, 
though. They’re already overstretched, 
dealing with escalations and managing 
day-to-day operations, volume, and 
personnel issues. They don’t have time 
to manage our feedback loop; their focus 
needs to be on the business. We have 
to engage agents in another capacity to 
extract that vital information and make 
them feel heard.

There are lots of ways to close the loop 
with agents, and it can be as simple 
as using a daily huddle to trickle out 
that information. You can use the old-
fashioned email mechanism, but that’s 
not particularly engaging. If your agent 
desktop is mature, use it to push out 
updates about how feedback is being 
used; they’re already there gathering 
information. Call out where feedback 
came from and thank them for it. You 
could do a thank-you video instead; use 
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we have a client that is a consumer 
products company. Average handle time 
is extremely important to them. What 
they realized as they began to tighten 
the screws (more calls per hour, lower 
handle times, fewer agents handling a 
greater number of calls per day) was that it 
became way too stressful on the agents. It 
became hard to meet their objectives. The 
result? Agents quit. 

We had to explain why they needed to 
back down on the pressure a little: let 
the agents have some room to breathe, 
add a few more people, and you’ll retain 
your existing staff. It worked. It’s not 
an easy argument to make, increasing 
cost. However, when they added agents 
back, we were able to show hard data of 
decreased agent attrition and increased 
customer satisfaction (by almost 20%). 
We’re in a great state right now. We have 
a good team and excellent customer 
satisfaction.

Todd Meeks: When you get to 
the executive level, the metrics 
are going to be based upon 
how they impact the bottom 

line. Once you have those initial 
KPIs, then you can start getting a little bit 
more interest and a little more focused. 
However, the initial push has got to be 
based on hard numbers.

Becky Roeman: When an 
executive client says, “I don’t 
understand the contact center,” 
or “We need to fix the contact 

center,” I always tell them the exact 

different types of media to help get agents 
engaged. If you’re already using wall 
boards and dashboards, use them to flash 
these updates. Make sure you’re calling 
out changes that have resulted from agent 
feedback, because that is how they know 
they’re being heard.

How do you communicate the importance 
of agent experience to others, whether in 
your organization’s senior management or 
to your client companies?

Neal Topf: Use the numbers! 
Executives are always going 
to look at the numbers first. 
When the agent experience 

is poor, it will inevitably be 

same thing, “Go spend two business days 
in the contact center listening to calls. Go 
experience your contact center before 
you do anything else!” The very first 
step is for leaders to spend time in their 
own contact center. There are customer 
experience executives who’ve never sat 
in a contact center, never even listened 
to a call or experienced the systems we 
provide to agents to manage the customer 
experience, even if the contact center is 
just down the hall. How bizarre!

What is a surprising reason that agents 
may be frustrated with outbound calling?

Becky Roeman: It depends 
on the industry—it can be 
very business specific—but 
having huge, rigid blocks of 

outbound time is one of the top 
ways to frustrate agents. When we’re 
too rigid with outbound managed time, 
that means we’re telling them that the 
only time they can contact customers is 
within this window. What we fail to do, 
a lot of the time, is understand customer 
segmentation. During your block of 
outbound time, the customers we need 
to reach might be at work, sitting down 
to dinner, or commuting—they might not 
even be awake yet!

For example, I just completed a huge 
project for one of the top five automakers 
in the world. Their contact center 
scheduled outbound calls between 8 a.m. 

Consider 
This: Agent 
Empowerment

Empowerment is much more than 
authority. Empowered employees 
are supported by a framework 
of policies, procedures, and 
guidelines that promote good 
decision-making while allowing 
flexibility. Employees must also 
have adequate resources, such 
as time, knowledge, tools, and 
technology.
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and 10 a.m., but they’re on the east coast and they have customers 
they need to reach in the Pacific time zone. The only time these 
agents had to reach customers in a Pacific time zone was from 5 
a.m. to 7 a.m. These cases aren’t getting resolved by the assigned agent, 
because their outbound time will never coincide with when the customer 
needs them. 

How big of a problem is it that agents can’t reach customers that 
they’re trying to call?

Todd Meeks: One thing that we’re looking at is skip 
tracing data. For the collections industry, in particular, 
right-party-contact rate for skipped numbers orbits 
around 3%. We can do better. The biggest difficulty is 

just having the right information. A person’s cell phone 
number is almost as vital as their social security number. Most 
people keep their phone numbers forever, because they have so 
much tied to them, so it’s always surprising to me that you do have 
to go out and find these numbers. 

To improve RPC rates, you don’t need large datasets. Rather, you 
need the phone numbers that consumers use most, and insights 
into the times and days when they’re most likely to answer. You also 

must keep carriers from blocking or spam-mislabeling your calls 
and ensure that your brand appears correctly on customers’ caller 
IDs, so that they will have more confidence in the legitimacy of the 
caller when answering the phone.

Neal Topf: The outbound game is vastly different than 
inbound. Inbound, you’re waiting for somebody to call; 
they might call, they might not. You might get ten calls 
per hour or one hundred. There’s no surefire way to that 

predict that. In outbound, especially when you’re using 
a dialer, you can control how that work is being delivered. You can 
control a predictive dialer, and if you don’t have an agent ready to 
assist a customer when the customer answers, the customer will be 
frustrated by the time an agent picks up.

Another problem with outbound is customer fatigue. Fraud and 
slamming (i.e. the practice of switching a customer from one 
telephone service provider to another without their authorization) 
have made customers resistant to answering. This makes the job 
of an outbound agent really, really tough. There’s a ton of attrition 
simply because it’s so exhausting, dealing with frustrated people 
who hang up on you. In inbound, it’s rare for a customer to hang up 
on you, but in outbound it is the rule rather than the exception.

It’s also hard to reach customers at the right time, and technology 
on the customer’s side can make it difficult as well. For instance, 
my mobile carrier will flag some incoming calls as likely being 
fraudulent. This makes it even harder on outbound agents, because 
they’re often commission-based. If they can’t get people to answer 
the phone, that directly impacts their livelihood, and they’re going 
to look for other work because they can’t make money.

The likelihood of someone answering the phone can also be 
demographic-driven. Older customers are more likely to answer, 
but younger ones would prefer to text.

Top Causes of Agent Attrition
1. Lack of growth and advancement opportunities

2. Job mismatch

3. Workload

4. Feeling underappreciated

5. Lack of training and development opportunities
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recordings. It was more random back 
then. We didn’t record all the calls. 
They would listen for trends, such as 
agents having difficulty in certain areas, 
or technical issues. They would send 
targeted questionnaires to agents—both 
to those that they had listened to, and to 
other agents—and ask specific questions 
about those difficult areas. If more than 
two or three agents had difficulty in a 
certain area, they would pose targeted 
questions around that topic so that they 
would be able to address those issues 
specifically. 

Becky Roeman: Sure! I had 
a client who used their QA 
team in a more agile, forward-
thinking manner. When they 

saw an agent deviate from how 
things were normally done, they would 
ask, “Why did you do it this way?” This 
QA team was different, because they 
sought first to understand, recording why 
agents were doing things in an atypical 
way, and it turned into a feedback loop 
with floor supervisors and the contact 
center manager. When behavioral trends 
emerged among many agents, they would 
consider revising the process. I think we 
should all be setting up our QA teams to 
not only identify problems with agents 
but also identify problems with processes 
and tools. We should be using trends, 
based off of QA, to drive better business 
decisions.

What role does leadership play in agent 
experience and what levels of leadership 
need to be involved?

What can contact center leaders do 
tactically to alleviate the causes of agent 
frustration?

Becky Roeman: Being flexible 
with outbound time is one 
of the top ways to increase 
an agent’s ability to help a 

customer. I’ve seen, first-hand, 
how this significantly decreases agent 
frustration. Not only does it decrease 
frustration, but it also decreases the total 
number of contacts to resolution, also 
called total customer touches. Every time 
we touch a customer, we’re racking up 
cost to serve. By reducing the number 
of failed attempts to reach a customer, 
we’re reducing frustration and reducing 
our cost to serve. Ultimately, it leads to a 
better experience for the agent and the 
customer, and it improves the business’s 
profitability.

Todd Meeks: In previous roles 
as a technology leader, I would 
sit with and listen to agents as 
they were identifying needed 

changes to the technology. We 
would take requirements and fine-tune 
them, so as to convey that when they ask 
for something, there is actually activity 
going on to improve their experience.

Could the QA team play a role to help 
manage the quality of agent experience?

Todd Meeks: In a prior role at 
a large consumer bank, we 
had a different process. The 
managers would go through 

Becky Roeman: Culture always 
trickles down. Leaders must 
be consistent across what 
they’re saying and what they’re 

asking employees to do. What 
we’re saying in our mission, vision, and 
values needs to be the same as what 
we’re training our frontline agents to 
do. If there’s a discrepancy between 
the expected behavior of agents and of 
leadership, there are going to be huge 
problems.

If we’re going to say the customer is 
always first, and it’s on our wall, but 
then we’re nickel-and-diming agents 
in terms of what they’re able to do for 
the customer, then we’re going to have 
problems. Customers expect us to live 
up to our marketing messages, which 
came from our leadership, so our agents 
must be empowered to live up to those 
expectations, too.

I always say, though, that when there’s 
a really big culture issue in the contact 
center, you have to “look up” first. We 
can’t blame the agents; we have to go up 
the chain to understand what’s happening 
in the organization to cause the negative 
culture. The contact center’s scope 
of control is incredibly minimal. If you 
want to fix a poor culture in the contact 
center, you must give the contact center 
resources to fix it. Often, they don’t have 
the management capabilities, payroll, or 
budget to fix the culture. It has to come 
from leadership. I’ve yet to see a contact 
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center that has the ability to fix themselves 
without starting at the top.

Are break room amenities effective 
at improving the overall employee 
experience?

Becky Roeman: The focus of 
many contact centers’ culture-
building is buying a pool table 
or putting a poster on the wall. 

That’s not going to work. There 
are some things that help with the day-to-
day. Give agents some options of colors 
they’d like to see in the office and let them 
choose new paint colors for the walls. 
Give agents some creative freedom with 
their desk space. I’ve seen way too many 
contact centers with rigid stipulations 
about what decorations are allowed on 
a desk. It costs the organization nothing, 
but it’s meaningful. The environment your 
agents are in does not impact the calls 
they’re taking. It shouldn’t matter to us if 
agents have a picture of their kids on their 
desk. Those strict rules easily lead to a 
negative culture shift. Let agents own their 
workspace!

How do you keep remote agents engaged?

Neal Topf: I think we’ll still 
have to make it social, 
because people want social. 
Even if they’re tied to their 

screens, they like to see people 
face to face and feel connected to their 
coworkers. The old days of slapping a 
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pizza down in the break room are over. How are we going to get 
a pizza to them? How are we going to get their Netflix gift cards 
to them? How will we load the gift cards in their account or send 
product samples to their homes?

With increased working from home, work becomes much more 
global. That’s a really cool concept. Scary as heck, but I like it. It’s 
like Play-Doh, except you can break a contact center. We’ve got to 
be careful that we don’t break the contact center, our agents, our 
clients, or the customer. There is a lot to think about.
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Conclusions
The importance of agents to a contact centers’ success cannot be understated; 
they are literally the voice of the company. Agents’ attitude and abilities 
directly affect how customers feel about the company, and they influence 
desired outcomes such as satisfaction, loyalty, referrals, and share of wallet. 
Most of all, agents yearn to help customers to the best of their ability.
 
Unfortunately, it’s all too easy for companies to stand in agents’ way without 
even realizing it. Inefficient processes, tools that are difficult to use, or policies 
that create arguments with customers prevent agents from doing what they 
love most. Not only are these shortcomings apparent to customers, service will 
become progressively worse over time as agents are emotionally exhausted by 
surface acting.
 
To ensure the long-term success of their organization, contact center leaders 
must continually monitor the agent experience and find innovative solutions 
to keep agents happy. With an unprecedented number of employees working 
remotely, this work has never been more vital or more difficult. The days of 
dropping a pizza in the break room are gone.
 
Outbound callers in the collections industry must be especially attuned to 
agent experience. With unprecedented economic uncertainty and mounting 
unemployment, rising delinquency is certain to place high demand on 
collections services. Furthermore, sophisticated technology has empowered 
consumers to avoid these calls more than ever before. Any friction that agents 
experience while on the job compounds already challenging interactions, and 
it directly affects employees’ willingness to perform the work and the salary at 
which they’ll do it. Therefore, investing in agent experience and maximizing 
the right-party contact rate are imperative to controlling costs.
 
The insights shared by our panelists can help you navigate these challenging 
times, assess agent experience, and nip disengagement in the bud.

Empowering Your Agents
• Give agents wide latitude to personalize and plan their own 

rewards schemes and motivational activities.

• Involve agents early in the technology selection, 
development, and implementation process.

• Approach quality assurance from a position of learning 
rather than enforcement. Seek to understand why agents 
deviate from procedure and adapt accordingly.

• Study the effects of policy and procedure decisions on 
agent effort, and seek to minimize effort to encourage 
compliance. Consult agents before making final decisions.
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For more than 30 years, ICMI has been in the business of improving contact 
centers. Whether it be your people, your processes, or your strategy, we want 
to partner with you to take your customer service to the next level. ICMI’s 
experienced and dedicated team of industry insiders, trainers, and consultants 
are committed to helping you:

• Raise the strategic value of your contact center

• Optimize your operations

• Improve your customer service

ICMI is part of Informa PLC, a leading B2B services group and the largest 
B2B events organizer in the world. To learn more and for the latest news and 
information, visit icmi.com  and informa.com.

Neustar is an information services and technology company and a leader in 
identity resolution providing the data and technology that enables trusted con-
nections between companies and people at the moments that matter most. 

Neustar offers industry-leading solutions in marketing, risk, communications, 
security, and registry that responsibly connect data on people, devices, and 
locations, continuously corroborated through billions of transactions. Neustar 
serves more than 8,000 clients worldwide, including 60 of the Fortune 100. 

Learn how your company can benefit from the power of trusted connections at 
home.neustar. To learn more about Neustar Risk Solutions, visit risk.neustar.

http://icmi.com
http://informa.com
http://home.neustar
http://risk.neustar

