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Agents Desktops,
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The contact center has been a hotbed of innovation over the past two decades.
However, most new applications are targeted specifically to improving contact
center operations.  It is rare that a new idea comes along that serves all three groups
most directly impacted by contact center innovation - the agents and other employees
of the contact center, the consumers they serve, and the technology departments
that operate behind the scenes to make sure the contact center functions smoothly.
This multi-user focus is one of the great appeals of unified desktops.
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Think of the unified desktop as the universal remote for the contact center.  Most homes have more than one remote
controller - some homes (like the author's) have a basketful.  If grandma comes to visit and wants to "watch a little
TV" you may have to conduct a 15 minute training session.

The analogy is that today's agents - like grandma with four controllers in hand - are overwhelmed with time and
labor saving devices.  Just processing a typical call requires navigating numerous screens and applications.  In more
complex environments, like signing up new customers, processing insurance claims, making travel reservations, and
solving technical performance problems, agents may have to navigate 30 or more applications, screens, and web
sites to process a call.  A major retailer once had 50 views and applications that agents needed to wade though.
A service company had 35 for tech support.

What is a unified desktop?

These devices are variously called, "smart desktops," "intelligent desktops," "universal desktops," and "unified
desktops."  There is no generic term and there are nuanced differences between "intelligent" and "unified" desktops.
 However, all these products seek to condense required call processing information onto a single desktop application
and organize the sequencing of screens to coincide with workflow.  For ease of communication we will use the term
"unified desktops."

Demand for these products is still in the formative stages but growing rapidly.  Behind the interest is the same
fundamental force that drives all contact center innovations - the expanded mission of achieving four critical and
sometimes conflicting missions;

Progress in one area can mean falling behind in another.  Customer delight is driven by many forces but one of the
most important is first contact resolution (FCR).  Improving FCR often comes at the expense of increased handing
time, as agents need to search through myriad data sources and/or consult with others in order to resolve the call.
Similarly, pressure to close sales or generate leads requires more time and more work processes.  In highly market-
oriented companies agents are also expected to learn and report valuable marketing information like competitive
actions, campaign effectiveness, and customer satisfaction drivers.  In order to accomplish all this and still keep costs
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To delight customers
To increase revenue
To minimize operating costs
To provide valuable business insights
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under control agents need ready access to critical information and streamlined workflows.  They can't be logging
in and out of applications and spending a lot of time on mundane tasks like updating customer profiles.

What is not a unified desktop?

IFor one, they are not performance management systems.  Sophisticated performance management systems also
collect data from disparate sources and present it in a way that speeds call processing while at the same time
improving customer care.  The main distinction between a unified desktop and performance management software
is that the desktops do not process or manipulate the data.  Unified desktops capture, organize, and display it.  They
don't massage it.

Performance management software typically requires extensive engineering to build integrations with multiple
systems.  Unified desktops are much simpler in design.  Some, like the Altitude uAgent from Altitude Software, have
pre-configured desktop layouts and workflows.  The total cost of ownership (TCO) of unified desktop solutions is
much lower than buying sophisticated performance management software.

Secondly, unified desktops are not substitutes for customer relationship management software.  The unified desktop
leverages the CRM but does not replace it.  Out of the box CRM rarely presents customer data exactly how the
contact center wants to see it.  Unified desktop solutions extract information from the CRM and overlay additional
information from the ACD and external data bases to provide the custom views required by contact centers.
Subsequent views take on the same look and feel of the original screen pop making navigation and work flow
intuitive for the agent.

Basic features of unified desktops

Figure 1 summarizes features commonly provided by unified desktop solutions

Single login/logout
Once the agent logs into the application they have unified access to multiple applications.  There is no need to log in and
out to access data bases or other applications.

Pre-populated screen pops
Unified desktops rely on the CRM as well as other sources, such as IVR entries and data gleaned from enterprise
data bases to fully populate screens before the agent takes the call.  All unified desktops pop screens for voice calls.
The Altitude uAgent from Altitude Software is unusual in that will also generate screen pops for email, fax and chat.
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Single login/logout for all apps
Pre-populated screen pops - voice
Auto-population of databases
Customizable workflows
Access to knowledge base
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Auto-population of databases
A major time-saver is auto-population of data bases and forms.  Since the system integrates with all commonly-accessed
data bases it can update them all when changes are made, such as new or revised contact information.

Customizable workflows
Every contact center has defined processes for handling interactions.  For new agents or even harried experienced
agents, there will be times when a step in the process is skipped or completed in the wrong order.  Applications
with customized workflows help assure expediency and accuracy by producing scripts and forms in tune with
expected call progress.  Contact center management can define the sequence in which screens appear.

Access to knowledge base
Most unified desktop applications provide single-click access to an existing knowledge base.  Easy access to an
organized, comprehensive knowledge base is essential for improving first contact resolution.  In about one out of
ten situations it will be necessary to contact a subject matter expert in order to close the query.  The Altitude uAgent
from Altitude Software has a handy collaboration feature for communicating with SME's via multiple channels.

Advanced features of unified desktops

While all unified desktop solutions provide the same basic functionality there is considerable variation in product
features and performance.

Figure 2 lists several advanced features that are available on selected unified desktop solutions.

Figure 2

Presents first contact resolution metrics
According to end user research conducted by the Incoming Calls Management Institute (ICMI) 28 percent of contact
center professionals view FCR for telephone calls "Critical or Indispensable."  Another 51 percent thought FCR was
"very important."  The FCR ratings were only slightly lower for email and chat.  With its ability to draw data from
multiple sources, including the underlying system that supports the unified desktop, agents and supervisors can see
FCR performance in real time.
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Enhanced Features - Unified Desktops

Displays FCR
Scripting tools
Tabbed session windows
Contact history
Softphone functionality
Case management
Multi-lingual screens



Agents Desktops,
The Contact Center Universal Remote

© The PELORUS Group (Published 2008) 5

Scripting tools
The most advanced applications provide powerful and flexible scripting tools that make it easy for IT departments
to design custom screens, logical workflows, and custom scripts.  This latter capability is very valuable for outbound
environments and assuring compliance.  The Altitude Fast Script Builder from Altitude Software comes with various
script templates out of the box and enables users to create reusable campaigns.

Tabbed session windows
Even with the most advanced workflows interactions don't always go exactly as planned.  This means agents have to
navigate between multiple open applications to successfully close queries.  Tabbed session windows make it easy for agents
to quickly move between multiple open screens.

Contact history
If the agent does not know what has transpired in the past, time is wasted re-treading old ground or going down
paths that have already proved fruitless.  The agent needs quick access to a complete history of prior contacts via
all available channels.  The most advanced desktop products include fields that show prior contacts and automatically
update the contact log with each new interaction.  In the case of the Altitude uAgent, agent's notes can also be
attached to the update.

Softphone functionality
Some applications like the Altitude uAgent from Altitude Software have built-in softphone functionality.  All telephony
functions can be performed from the toolbar.  There is no need for a costly and space-hogging telephone.

Multi-lingual screens
Outsourcers and large companies with global contact centers will prefer applications with multi-lingual screens.
Even organizations that operate in just one country will encounter need for multi-lingual screens and agents.  Canada
is officially a bi-lingual country.  The USA is de-facto bi-lingual with a Spanish-speaking population of over 30 million
people.  Many European countries are comfortably multi-lingual.

Benefits to agents and contact center management

As mentioned, unified desktops provide important benefits to three groups; agents and contact center management,
customers and other callers, and the IT organization.

Figure 3 lists important benefits to agents and contact center management.

Figure 3
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Benefits to Agents and Contact Center Management

Provides information for agent to resolve queries
Saves time logging in and out of applications
Real time metrics and call status
Logs and displays contact histories
Easy access to knowledge base
Collaboration with SME's
Pre-defined workflows
Agents can quickly learn about new products
and campaigns

Saves time and money through reduced training,
faster call processing, and fewer callbacks
Agents do not have to learn as many applications
or navigate as many screens
Scripting to help assure compliance
Supports home agents
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For agents, it all comes down to less stress.  They can do their jobs consistently, accurately, and quickly.  Less stress
means more job satisfaction.  Agents that are happy with their jobs have a more positive attitude that translates
directly into higher customer satisfaction.

It all starts with having essential information at their fingertips the moment they accept the call or initiate an email
response.  The initial screen provides a lot more than name, address and account number.  Agents can immediately
see the contact history so they can better anticipate the reason for the call.  Inbound environments might display
order history and clues to up-sell and cross-sell opportunities.  This saves a lot of time as agents rarely have to start
from scratch, gathering and updating profile data from caller.  If the caller wants to establish new or enhanced
services the agent simply clicks on the appropriate tab and the new workflow, complete with auto-populated forms,
pops up.  If there is a question the agent cannot readily answer clicking on the knowledge base may provide the
answer.  Alternatively, they can call or message an identified subject matter expert.

Transcom Worldwide is a leading global Customer Relationship Management and Credit Management Service
provider, delivering cost-effective solutions while optimizing efficiency and quality for their clients.  Transcom's
global footprint is one of the largest in the industry, with 65 sites in 29 countries worldwide.  Over 20,000 professionals
serve over 120 major clients.

Transom now has over 4500 Altitude uAgent licenses.  They use the Altitude uAgent for inbound, outbound, and
back office applications. As Business Improvement Manage for the entire Transcom call center network, Thierry
Petrens is responsible for defining best practices and identifying best solutions for helping the different sites achieve
their targets.  Thierry explained that the contact tracking function is especially valuable, "We can see contact
progress; for example when the person called, that they went to the IVR first, how much time they spent at on
the IVR, and when they made the choice to speak with as agent."  He added that this information was very useful
for optimizing IVR menus - a job made simple with the Altitude Scripting Studio.  The Altitude Scripting Language
also allows them to manage workflows, pull customer information from enterprise data bases, create reusable
campaigns, and react quickly to business changes.

Another very important benefit to Transcom Worldwide is the underlying software that unifies and processes all
contact channels.  According to Thierry Petrens, "One of the big advantages of is that we can route calls to agents
that have multiple skills."  For example, agents that are skilled in composing emails receive emails and those that
excel at voice communications receive voice calls.  Multi-skill routing allows even greater precision in by directing
communications to agents best qualified to handle different media and in the appropriate language.  With callers
speaking 30 different languages skills-based routing is extremely important.

Moreover, the multi-channel capability helps in other important ways.  Agents can view the contact history to see
all previous communications with the contact center, including email, voice, chat and fax.  Knowing what has
transpired in the past helps increase first contact resolution and relieves callers from having to bring the agent up
to data each time they call.  The system tracks both inbound and outbound communications, which helps clients
evaluate the success of multi-channel campaigns.

Overall, Transcom Worldwide has found the Altitude Software solution highly effective in improving agent productivity
and increasing customer satisfaction.  Transom looked at other solutions before selecting Altitude Software but none
had the level of functional sophistication and open architecture required by a large high-traffic outsourcer.
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Managers will find it much easier to train new agents as they no longer need to navigate through as many as a
dozen applications, separately logging in and out of each one.  The scripts and workflows have been carefully
worked out in advance to minimize errors, assure compliance, and speed call handling.  Scripts and workflows
can be changed on the fly to address new campaigns, new pricing, new products, new proceduresk, or other
actions and events that can lead to unexpectedly higher call volumes.

Fig.1 - Altitude uAgent Windows encapsulating several tools in a single screen.

According to a recent report by ICMI the median direct and indirect costs of replacing an agent is about $7,000.
 Conventional wisdom is that high turnover is a fact of life.  However, the same ICMI study, based on a survey
of 562 contact center professionals, showed that turnover was exceptionally high among two groups:

33% percent of respondents indicated that turnover was highest within the first 90 days of employment.

Turnover was highly concentrated in inbound-service environments.  64% of respondents reported that 
turnover was highest in inbound-service environments.  The next highest was outbound sales at only 14%.

Any constructive actions management can take to make the job easier for new recruits and service-centric agents
should pay off in lower costs and higher retention levels.  Unified desktops are an important step in that direction
in that they simplify the job and reduce much of the stress associated with completely resolving the query while
at the same time keeping handle time with target levels.

Finally, with their user-friendly screens, streamlined workflows, and ready access to multiple channels and data
bases, unified desktops facilitate the employment of home agents.  Empowering agents to work from their homes
has many advantages to both the employer and the employee.  For employers, the infrastructure and support
costs are much lower.
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Benefits to consumers

Figure 4 summarizes some key benefits to the consumers that rely on the contact center.

Figure 4

Unified desktops deliver what consumers want the most - to communicate with the contact center at a time and
channel of their choosing and get correct answers the first time.  What starts out as a telephone query could morph
into an email or chat session.  Increasingly, agents must be able to handle two or more channels with equal ease.
Unified desktops such as the Altitude uAgent from Altitude Software intelligently route queries from all channels
with equal alacrity.

Fig.  2 Altitude uAgent displaying the customer's interaction history.

Benefits to Consumers

Consistent service quality across all media channels
Auto-population of new customer data
No need to repeat the story over again
Improved first contact resolution
Multi-lingual screens
Acceptable handle time
Fewer errors

Fig.  2 Altitude uAgent displaying the customer's interaction history.
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Interaction time is minimized through the pre-populated custom screen pops that provide agents with the background
information they need to quickly solve the problem or answer the caller's questions.  Repeating background
information every time they communicate with the contact center or a call is transferred is annoying to callers and
unnecessarily extends handle time.

Instead of logging in and out of different applications or searching through paper files to come up with answers
the agent can readily click on the custom knowledge base or initiate a chat session with a subject matter expert.
The end result is a significant increase in first contact resolution - a key driver of customer satisfaction.

The more advanced solutions have multi-lingual screens.  In geographies where more than one language is spoken,
callers and agents can communicate in the language of their choice.

Finally, the embedded scripts and workflows help assure that the consumer not only receives answers quickly and complexly
but also accurately.

Benefits to the information technology department

Figure 5 lists many important advantages to corporate information technology departments.

Figure 5

IT departments like standardization.  The number of vendors and specialized applications should be kept to a minimum,
reducing the need for domain expertise in virtually every business function from sales to shipping.  Support systems should
be designed around open architecture - allowing for off the shelf hardware and software and simplifying the process of
developing custom applications.  The desires of IT are the driving force behind the move to thin-client Web-based systems
that can be installed and administered centrally.

Most contact centers don't typically follow this model.  Each support system - ACD, CRM, quality monitoring, workforce
management, eLearning, speech analytics, performance management, etc. is provided by a different vendor and has to be
tied together so they can function more or less in concert with each other.  This often means costly and time consuming
custom integrations.  Simply maintaining the data base in an environment unique in the level of employee turnover and
volume of data base changes and additions is a major challenge - often requiring dedicated employees in the contact center
that do nothing but maintain data bases.  Then there are the issues of tracking software releases for all of these systems
and managing multiple service agreements.
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Benefits of Unified Desktops  - Information technology professionals

Application is ACD-agnostic
Web or Windows based
Accommodates VoIP and circuit switch environment
Pre-defined integrations with call center and back office data bases
Common script builder for desktop screens, scripts, and  IVR menus
Customizations are reusable
IT can build business processes with COM API
Distributed architecture means applications can be installed and maintained centrally
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Fig.  3 - Altitude Fast Script Builder allows non-technical users to adjust any type of agent script or interaction flow.

For the IT department, the advent of unified desktops offers important benefits.  First, the application is often (not always)
ACD agnostic.  The company is not locked into a one-vendor environment.  With pre-built connectors to contact center
and popular back office applications, integration time and expense is sharply reduced.  With Altitude uAgent, the application
is equally at ease in the traditional Windows client-server architecture or web-based thin client environments.  Data base
changes are made once - by the agent - and immediately applied to all screens used by the agent pool.  System administration
is centralized, even for multi-site contact centers.  Changes are made from a central console which can be managed by
properly trained contact center personnel.
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Summary

A few years ago German chemical giant BASF had a great advertising tagline, "We don't make the products you use, we
make them better." That would be an apt description for unified desktops.  Unified desktops  pull together all the applications
commonly used by agents and meld them into a single coherent, coordinated, and easily accessible application that speeds
call processing, reduces training costs, and improves customer satisfaction.

There are many benefits for contact centers, consumers, and information tehnology professionals.  We walked
through these in some detail.  In summary, for contact centers it comes down to higher productivity due to faster
call handling.  For the customers and callers you serve it means higher first contact resolution and consequently
higher customer satisfaction.  For IT, system management tasks are greatly simplified.  The payoff comes from
reduced training time, higher throughput, improved agent retention, sharply reduced IT support costs, and faster
response times to changing environments.

For managers wishing to explore the application of unified desktops in their contact centers we suggest several
important criteria to look for:

Platform independence
Connectivity to all critical contact center and back office data bases
Ability to route and process multi-channel communications
The flexibility to make changes on the fly
Ability to support both inbound, outbound , and blended traffic
Most importantly - ease of use

Will unified desktops become the Next Big Thing in the chain of innovations that have characterized our industry for the
past two decades?  It's too soon to tell, but rarely have we seen a product come along that so effectively tackles the
complex, makes it simple, and brings smiles to the faces of agents, consumers, and the IT professionals working in the
background.
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About Altitude Software
Altitude Software is a leading independent contact centre vendor with the Altitude Unified Customer Interaction™
(Altitude uCI) product line. Altitude uCI manages and improves customer relationships for each new interaction in a wide
range of contact centres, from SME"s to large multisite organizations. Altitude uCI is a cost-effective application suite
conceived to improve the overall productivity of the contact centre. Since Altitude uCI was engineered to integrate easily
with enterprise front office and back-office systems, Altitude uCI delivers significant cost benefits, revenue benefits, and
intangible benefits with a limited upfront investment. Altitude uCI not only allows users to achieve return on investment in
a limited time frame, but also provides a successful solution to their customer interaction and organizational efficiency
strategies. Altitude Software serves around 800 customers of all sizes (with more than 200.000 licenses) in about 60 countries
worldwide, both directly and through a wide network of partners.  Altitude Software has 18 Offices in four continents. Please
visit us at www.altitude.com .

Please contact the Altitude Software office closer to you:
Altitude Software North America : Toll free: +877-474-4499 | Local: +905-479-2655 | Email: callus@altitude.com
Altitude Software Benelux & Central Europe: Phone: +32 (2) 745 58 80 | Email: info.blx@altitude.com
Altitude Software Brazil: Phone: +55 11 3841 7100 | Email: faleconosco@altitude.com
Easyphone France: Phone: +33 1 55 27 60 60 | Email: info.fr@altitude.com
Altitude Software India: Phone: +91 124 4293435 | Email: info.apac@altitude.com
Altitude Software Israel:  Phone: +972 3 6471122 / +972 3 6484022 | Email: info.apac@altitude.com
Altitude Software Mexico: Phone (1): +52 55 3300-5059 | Email: llamanos@altitude.com
Altitude Software Middle East & North Africa: Phone: +971 4 3918880 | Email: info.mea-sa@altitude.com
Altitude Software Philippines: Phone: +63 275 588 89 | Email: info.apac@altitude.com
Altitude Software Portugal: Phone: +351 21 412 98 00 |Email: info@altitude.com
Altitude Software Singapore: Phone: +65 6827 5619  | Email: info.apac@altitude.com
Altitude Software Spain: Phone: +34 91 732 03 50 | Email: llamenos@altitude.com
Altitude Software United Kingdom and Northern Europe: Phone: +44 (0)1189 838 010 | Email: info.uk@altitude.com


