


 
 
The Case for Interactivity In Call Center Training: How to Increase the Skill Level of 
Your Trainees While Reducing Training Time Dramatically 
 
The Typical Call Center Training Curriculum 
 
Call Center training has, for the most part, fallen into a familiar pattern that seriously 
undermines its effectiveness, dramatically reduces trainee knowledge retention, and costs 
the industry untold millions of dollars. This pattern has developed over many years, and is 
the result of the consistent use of training methods and curriculum design that are sub-
optimal. The unfortunate outcome of this is bored trainees, longer training cycles than are 
necessary, low retention of key information upon graduation, and the associated effects on 
call center quality that this creates. But most trainers and curriculum developers are too 
familiar, and too invested in, the status quo to recommend the bold changes needed to 
change this. 
 
The cost of training to call centers is tremendous. With customer care and technical support 
applications sometimes taking 4-8 weeks to complete, the labor costs are huge. Yet with all 
this time spent in the classroom, and all the associated costs, operations managers still 
consistently report having to “teach the trainees the job on the floor,” pointing out the 
consistent dynamic of trainees spending inordinate amounts of time in training programs 
only to graduate completely unprepared for the actual job they need to perform. 
 
So how can you avoid the expense and inefficiency of this situation? How can you truly 
prepare your call center trainees for the experience of being on the phones, and do it within 
a timeframe and a budget that will meet the needs of your business? 
 
Why Do Current Training Programs Consistently Produce Mediocre Results? 
 
The answer involves a review of the traditional methods that most call centers employ to 
train agents. 
 
Here’s an example of a typical call center training curriculum: 
 
• The curriculum starts with the history of the company–who we are, what our business is, 

why we matter. This content is delivered before the trainee has any context in which to 
put this information, and has no idea how this information specifically affects their ability 
to do their job. It is typically a struggle for the trainer to maintain focused attention 
during this section of the training. 

 
• Next on the list is the endless cycle of product training—detailed information about 



every product the company offers, pricing, bundles, features, benefits, etc., etc., etc.  
The trainee is given the burden of massive information overload, and is then given a 
series of written tests to demonstrate their knowledge of the content, despite the fact 
that when they start their job, there won’t be any written tests, but rather dialog and 
verbal interactions. Trainees usually pass the test due to rote memorization, but don’t 
have a true grasp of this information in the context of how to use it to help customers. 

 
• There may be a “soft skills” module trained to help their “customer service skills.”  This 

module is probably generic, and teaches them concepts that they have a very hard time 
translating into specific activities. Alternately, there may be a “Sales 101” training 
course, claiming to teach the trainee “how to sell.” 

 
• They may be sent to the production floor from time to time throughout the class to side-

jack or monitor live calls. They are supposed to learn by listening, as these sessions 
typically do not provide them the opportunity to test their own skills but rather to listen to 
other people doing the job. 

 
• They are then taught how to use a series of computer systems. This training is typically 

taught as a stand-alone module, without the benefit of being able to translate call 
simulations into the use of the systems in pre-determined scenarios. 

 
• Finally, at the end of the curriculum, a small amount of time (typically 10% of the total 

class time) is spent doing role plays. The role plays are typically done by the lead 
instructor, role playing with one of the trainees, while the others listen. This “one works, 
the other 14 watch” method eliminates any possibility of the repetition needed to master 
the call handling process. 

 
• Then it’s off to On-the-Job-Training (OJT), where the trainees try to learn how to handle 

calls under pressure, using live customers as their learning ground.  Many become 
overwhelmed with the inability to translate six weeks of information into specific call 
handling skills, and don’t make it past the first 30 days. 

 
How do we Reverse the Trend? 
 
The solution to the problem involves a complete re-engineering of the way curriculums are 
designed for call center training, and a complete change in the methods of training delivery 
by the trainers. The innovative methods designed by Interactive Response Technologies, 
Inc refocus the entire training curriculum on the only thing that matters—what the trainees 
will be doing once they graduate, which is handling customer calls. Everything that needs 
to be taught can be taught in the context of call simulations (role plays and similar 
activities).  Everything that needs to be taught can also be taught in the context of the call 
flow they will be following when they are performing their jobs. Before we get into the 
details of how to accomplish this re-engineering, a few things need to change specific to 
the training team and their understanding of their role and of the way people learn.   
 

• People learn better when they are having fun. People having fun are engaged, their 



minds are active, and they participate freely. Therefore, trainers must see 
themselves as an entertainer. It doesn’t require comedic talent, it doesn’t require a 
great singing voice, but it does require the relentless pursuit of fun and energy in the 
classroom. 

• The way to figure out if somebody is learning how to handle customer service or 
technical support calls is to listen to them doing it. Written tests do not tell you if 
someone is ready for a call center job. The only thing that tells you if they are ready 
is listening to them handling a simulated call. So this should be the focus of all 
certifications and testing of readiness. 

• Repetition is king. If you want your trainees to get the introduction of the call right 
every time when they graduate, make sure they say it no less than 500 times during 
the training class. If you want them to handle the difficult customer response that 
commonly comes up during the call correctly, have them practice is 100 times in 
class. In the call center business, there is no substitute for practice, and repeated 
practice. 

• People learn by doing, not by hearing. Lecture-based training (the usual PowerPoint 
slideshow married with a long discourse from the trainer) is shown to produce 10%-
20% retention rates at best. This is the most ineffective training method by far, yet 
incredibly it is used for over 80% of the training content in a typical call center class. 
This needs to be completely turned on its head. 

 
Breaking the Old Habits and Re-Engineering a World-Class Training Program 
 
The Innovative “Teach the Job” methodology addresses all the weaknesses of existing call 
center training programs, and graduates call center representatives with tremendous 
confidence and the ability to handle calls like seasoned experts on day one in production. 
The methodology ensures that by the time you reach the production floor, you have 
handled hundreds of calls in numerous different real-life scenarios that exactly match the 
situations you will face on the job. By reverse engineering the training curriculum, you first 
figure out the exact scenarios that need to be taught, and then develop a specific 
curriculum focused exclusively on how to handle those situations in a world-class fashion. 
Company information, product information, sales skills, customer services skills, use of the 
computer systems, etc. are all woven into a scenario-based training curriculum that teaches 
content at the appropriate time, and then immediately puts that new content to work in 
simulated call handling exercises that allow the trainees the opportunity not just to 
demonstrate their retention of the content, but more importantly to demonstrate their ability 
to use that content in the context of customer responses, which is the way they’ll be using it 
on the job. The solution is progressive, with one set of responses built upon the prior 
learnings, so the candidates are able to slowly build up their base of knowledge, practice it 
constantly build on it, and continue to increase the size of the foundation, until they have 
obtained mastery over a large quantity of complex data. The difference in readiness of 
trainees taught via this methodology is dramatic and quite amazing. 
 
Below is a step-by-step breakdown of how to implement this high powered training solution: 
 



 
Step 1: Back-To-Front - Model the Ideal Call Before Designing the Training 
 
The first step to re-engineering the curriculum is to formally document what a perfect call 
sounds like on the program you are designing the training for. This requires documenting 
the call flows, adding verbiage to each section of the call flow, documenting the most 
common customer responses, and documenting the “best practice” response for each 
customer response. This project has tremendous benefit even beyond the training process; 
it becomes a documented record of the best verbiage, tactics and skills on the program.  
But specific to training, it becomes the primary source for your training development. Once 
you know what the Ideal Call looks like, you can then begin to engineer the training to teach 
people how to handle calls that approximate this ideal. 
 
The key to this step in the process is broad involvement in the development of the Ideal 
Call documentation. Your top performing CSRs, your best supervisors, your top QAs, and 
your trainers are all critical to this process. Your clients or executives are also key–
everyone should agree that if calls were handled like this, the organization would be 
providing truly World-Class Customer Service. 
 
An offshoot of this process is what we call “Scenario based training documents”–
documented training guides that test a particular call example and list what the Best 
Practice responses would be. These documents, when viewed together as a package, 
constitute 80% or more of the situations that a CSR will face on the job. By documenting 
the scenarios formally, and giving the trainer a “cheat sheet” with the Best Practice 
responses, trainers can take students through all the real-life examples and make sure they 
are following the best practices in handling these scenarios. 
 
Now that we’ve figured out what the Ideal Call sounds like, and documented all the different 
variations in the Scenario documents, we need to design the curriculum. 
 
Step 2: Develop a Training Curriculum That Exactly Mirrors the Progression of the 
Call Flow 
 
This innovation is the key to maximizing the “Power of Repetition.”  Let’s say, for example, 
your call flow (as identified and documented in the prior Step) looks something like this: 
 
Call Opening->Listen->Acknowledge->Transition->Probe->Set Expectation->Resolve-
>Confirm->Offer Additional Help->Close 
 
Each section in the call flow (Call Opening, Acknowledge, Transition, etc.) would have a 
fully documented set of Best Practice recommendations on verbiage to use to convey 
World-Class Customer Service. The curriculum of the course would actually follow that call 
flow exactly: The first day the students would learn how to open the call, listen, 
acknowledge and transition. These are basic customer service skills, so the Best Practices 
would be taught in a fully integrated fashion with customer service skills training. So after a 
day of training, rather than having heard all about the history of the company, the students 



would be completely ready to handle the early portion of the actual call. Their training is 
directly linked to what they will be doing on the job. 
 
As the training curriculum progresses, they would learn to probe; this section would begin 
to introduce the types of questions customers would ask. Within the context of those 
questions, the students would begin to learn the features of the products they would be 
supporting. However, those product features would be taught in small chunks, then 
immediate turned into role play exercises, and practiced over and over. So piece by piece, 
chunk by chunk, the curriculum brings in first easier topics and then more advanced topics, 
always building on the prior information learned, and always immediately turned into a role 
play exercise. And the role play exercises keep going back to the call opening, which has 
the effect of making every exercise to a degree the summation of all prior learning. When 
they are going to practice the point in the call where the customer says, “but I already 
called yesterday and they told me the same thing,” the exercise would be to open the call, 
listen, acknowledge, transition, start probing, and have the customer give that response, at 
which time the student would deliver (or try to deliver) the best practice response. 
 
You end up covering all the material from the more traditional curriculum—company 
history, product information, features and benefits, systems, etc.  But you teach the 
material interwoven and highly integrated into the call flow, and you benefit from constant 
practicing of the call via call simulations as you teach new content. It is a much more 
powerful method, and the students end up with the most important skill they need to 
master: The ability to articulate the information, not just memorize it. 
 
This curriculum would contain numerous documented scenarios to make sure that all the 
different call types encountered on the job are addressed specifically in the training. 
 
Step 3: Immerse the Curriculum in Games, Competitions And Rewards 
 
The power of creating competitive games in training is amazing. Students will work many 
times harder in an exercise if there is a competition going on, and specific rewards are 
given to top performers. At Interactive Response Technologies, Inc, our favorite training 
game is Role Play Championship. The game goes something like this. Students are broken 
up into small groups, let’s say four groups of five participants. Each team has a team 
leader, a trainer, a top performing agent from the production floor joining the class, a 
secondary trainer, a top performer in the class itself, or any other support personnel. Each 
team leader runs an end-to-end role play within their team, with each participant randomly 
taking a portion of the role play and delivering the response. Each team ends up with a 
champion, who did the best job of using best practice responses in the team role plays. The 
four champions compete in front of the rest of the class in a “Final Round,” with the rewards 
for each finalist, but the highest reward for the final champion. Rewards are typically raffle 
tickets, with raffles done throughout the class for gift cards. 
 
We have run classes where the competition is so exciting that the entire class is cheering 
for their team representative as if they were watching the Super Bowl.  The game energizes 



the entire classroom, makes the role plays fun, and gives everyone a strong incentive to 
study harder to try and become a “champion” at least once before the class ends. 
 
We have many other games we’ve designed as well: Frequently Asked Questions Boot 
Camp, Game Show simulations (like Jeopardy or Family Feud), and others. The basic 
learning is this: The more fun you make the class through truly engaging games and 
activities, the more knowledge retention you will achieve. As we said earlier, people learn 
best and are most engaged when they are having fun, so it’s a trainer’s responsibility to 
make the class as much fun as possible to maximize learning. 
 
Step 4: Your Final Exam is a Series of Role Play Scenarios 
 
We always ask our clients the same question: The day your trainees graduate to the 
production floor and start doing their job, is there going to be a written test waiting for 
them? “Well, no.” What is going to be waiting for them? “Customers on the other end of the 
line.” So is a written final exam an effective way to calibrate their readiness? 
 
The answer, of course, is no. The way to certify their readiness is by taking them through a 
complex series of role plays that will mirror the most common scenarios that they will face 
on the job. This is the only way to ensure that they are ready to give your customers the 
quality service they deserve. 
 
Step 5: Set Up a Flexible Post-Training Program that Takes Individual Needs Into 
Account 
 
Some of your trainees will be ready to be top performers on graduation day.  Others will 
need more classroom time. Others will need mixed days of production time balanced with 
coaching time; many centers call this OJT (On the Job Training). Regardless, the key is to 
design individualized solutions for the graduates. If you put 100% of the graduates into 
production in unison, some will thrive, others will be overwhelmed and fail. And those that 
failed might well have turned into top performers, if their needs had been met post-training 
in terms of development time and attention. 
 
Step 6: Adhere to the 15-Minute Rule 
 
If any trainer is lecturing for more than 15 minutes in a continuous flow, and has not 
integrated an interactive, full-class-participation exercise that simulates handling a call or 
some function related to handling a call, the class has digressed into the low retention 
zone. This needs to be diligently managed. 
 
Step 7: Top Grade Continuously 
 
Every organization and department needs to be continuously fed with new talent to make 
sure the best possible people with the highest motivation levels are managing key business 
processes. Make it a habit to bring in new talent every quarter. See if you can raise the bar 
by constantly reinvigorating the training department with new people, who carry new ideas 



and new perspectives. The most dangerous thing in business is complacency, which can 
set in when the same people are doing the exact same things for years. It becomes the “we 
always did it that way” syndrome that we are fighting to avoid. 
 
How Can I Reinvent My Processes to Achieve These Benefits? 
 
Interactive Response Technologies, Inc is dedicated to helping call centers deliver 
Extraordinary Customer Experiences over the phone. We have solutions that can 
immediately and dramatically bring performance improvement to your recruiting, training, 
and quality assurance teams and processes. In addition, we deliver technology solutions 
that focus on tracking and analyzing call center data to create actionable information that 
helps you learn what is working and what is not working in your call center. 
 
You can call us at (800) 700-3033 extension 2930 or email us at 
info@callcenter.com or visit us online at www.callcenter.com. 
 


