


 
 
Avoiding the Cattle Call: How to Keep Your Call Center Recruiting Efforts from Falling 
Into the “Quantity Over Quality” Syndrome 
 
The Typical Call Center Recruiting Process 
 
You want to raise your expectations. You want to build a team of customer care, technical 
support and sales representatives that give your customers what they deserve–extraordinary 
customer experiences from people who truly care. But then you catch yourself: “This is a call 
center, after all. I can’t expect too much from people hired for a ‘CSR’ job.”  Besides, you are 
convinced that you can’t afford to pay for the quality of people you need to deliver world-class 
experiences to your customers. Your management will never approve the type of pay it takes 
to get the ‘right’ people in the door. 
 
You know the largest expense in your call center (by far) is your CSR labor expense. You 
know that just a 10% improvement in the quality of agents selected, and their tenure with 
your organization, will make a dramatic difference in the success of your organization, both 
from a customer satisfaction perspective and from a financial perspective. But you’ve 
assigned this particular challenge to the category of ‘unsolvable mysteries.’ 
 
So how can you avoid the mediocrity of this scenario? How can you find people with both the 
skills and the motivation to give your customers (or your client’s customers) the service they 
deserve, without breaking the budget? 
 
Why Do Current Recruiting Processes Consistently Produce Mediocre Results? 
 
The answer involves a review of the traditional methods that most call centers employ to 
recruit agents. 
 
Here’s an example of a typical call center recruiting process: 
 
• Advertise in the newspaper for ‘call center jobs,’ perhaps quote a pay rate ($9.50 per hour 

plus bonus!) and have the ad say something like, ‘inbound and outbound programs 
available supporting major Fortune 500 companies.’ 

 
• Bring your candidates into a large volume processing environment that looks like a 

doctor’s waiting area while having them fill out reams of paperwork. 
 
• Give your candidates a series of computer tests that were generically built to test for “call 

center skills.” 
 
• Have them meet with a recruiter, who has probably met with 100 people that month, and 



put them through a generic interview given by someone without any formal training in 
interviewing or employee selection. 

 
• Put everyone from mediocre and above into the training class, and move on to the next 

round. 
 
This method might work fine, if the job you are hiring for is very simple, and doesn’t require 
highly motivated, service-focused, high quality individuals. However, in today’s world, 
companies are finally beginning to recognize the huge strategic advantage of delivering 
differentiated customer service via the call center. So the expectations are up in the 
executive suite, and these expectations can only be met by new thinking on how new 
employees are solicited, selected and then sold on the benefits of working at your call center. 
  
How Do We Reverse the Trend? 
 
The solution to the problem involves a change in attitude throughout the recruiting 
organization, which in many call center environments is embedded in the Human Resources 
(HR) division.  The desired attitude can be summarized in the following attitudes that need to 
be understood and fully committed to by the team that recruits and selects your call center 
agents: 
 

• There are great people in every segment of the labor market. You can find world-class 
call center agents, world-class receptionists, world-class housekeepers and world-
class cashiers. 

• There is a talent in selecting the right people. Not everyone has it. 
• Great people will be attracted to great people. Your recruiting department is your 

internal customer service department; they are the front lines, and they are the ones 
who give an impression of your organization to a new candidate. 

• Solicitation, or the way you advertise and marketing your open positions to the 
community, needs to be creative, innovative and constantly reviewed and enhanced. 

 
Breaking the Old Habits and Re-Engineering a World-Class Recruiting Department 
 
There is a step-by-step solution to reversing the trend of mediocrity in recruiting and turning 
your call center recruiting department into a world-class professional services firm. We have 
listed the steps below, with specific, actionable recommendations under each step. 
 
Step 1: Bring Innovation to Your Solicitation Methods  
 
It doesn’t take great innovation to take out an ad in your leading local newspaper announcing 
great call center jobs with great pay and nice people to work with. A perusal of the help 
wanted ads in most markets will show a plethora of “me-too” ads from local call centers with 
pitches like, “great pay!” and “up to $10 per hour plus bonus!” and the proverbial, “great place 
to work!” announcements. Job seekers begin to view these ads as being “all the same,” 
eliminating the possibility that your company will peak the interest of your target audience, 
the job seeker who cares and really wants to find the right fit for their career. 



 
In addition, most recruiting departments become dependent on the newspaper ad, coupled 
with a less than invigorating “referral program” to try and motivate existing TSRs to 
recommend people they know. 
 
The world-class recruiting department knows two things very well: One is that the newspaper 
ad, or any ad, is a sales pitch for your company, and as such needs to be carefully 
constructed to convey the key messages you want your candidates to hear. It is no different 
than advertising your company’s services. The second thing world-class recruiting 
departments know very well is that recruiting is a multi-channel exercise, and the newspaper, 
while a potent source, is not the catch-all for finding your candidates. There are many other 
channels that need attention. Here is an action plan for invigorating your solicitation process. 
 

1. Make your newspaper ad an important marketing project. Engage feedback from all 
corners of the organization, build a message that speaks to great candidates, and be 
different; don’t use the same tired messages as your competitors. 

2. Reinvent your referral program. Advertise it throughout the company. Build an 
aggressive incentive program for your existing employees to refer excellent new 
candidates, and base that incentive program on the new candidate’s longevity in the 
organization. Create a buzz by having people make real money by bringing in real 
talent–you’ll save a bundle on this program. 

3. Have a strong community presence. Assign one of your recruiters to be the 
ambassador to the community. Work not only the job assistance organizations, but 
also other organizations like places of worship, town sports organizations, and other 
organizations where people meet and socialize. Remember, you have a great 
message for the community—good jobs at a great organization that cares about its 
people. This is a fun and rewarding message to get out the community, but it takes 
energy and initiative to do it. Don’t take the easy way out and just run a bigger or more 
frequent newspaper ad. 

4. Run Job Fairs. Take out space at a gathering place (shopping mall, carnival, etc.) and 
take applications on the spot. Come prepared with materials that tell candidates why 
your company is special, and a great place to build a career. Make the job fairs fun 
and playful–show your company’s spirit in the delivery of the fair, and candidates will 
pick up on that vibe. 

5. Work the online network. Sites like Monster, Career Builder, Hot Jobs and others are 
becoming a bigger and bigger slice of the recruiting pie. Be involved. Post for jobs. 
Scan for resumes. Don’t make statements like “people who work at call centers don’t 
make resumes or post online.” They do. And the best candidates are ones that will go 
through an effort to find the right job, so online posting tells you something good about 
the candidate. In addition to job sites, get placement on the search engines. When 
somebody types “jobs in Dallas area,” your Dallas-based call center should be 
prominently displayed in the search results. 

6. Consider radio ads, movie theatre advertising, and other methods to get your 
message to the people who are not looking at the want ads. Remember, your best 
candidates are probably not looking for jobs, so reach the ones that are, with a super 
message about your company’s differentiating factors. 



 
And don’t forget to do what the marketers do: Test the results of every solicitation campaign 
you run. Know how much you spent, know how many candidates came in through the door, 
know how many were hired, and know how many made it past the six month anniversary 
date. That tracking will allow you to focus your investments on your most successful 
initiatives, instead of using a “shotgun” approach. But remember—the best campaign is not 
the one that brings the most people through the door, but rather the one that brings the most 
quality employees who add value to your business by producing great results in your call 
center. 
 
Now that we’ve reinvigorated your solicitation process and brought great candidates in the 
door, let’s make sure their first impression is the right one. 
 
Step 2: Make Sure You Have the Right Attitude, and the Right Look and Feel, in the 
Recruiting Area 
 
We have visited many recruiting departments at call centers, and we are consistently 
disappointed with what we witness. The recruiting areas are typically drab, the people 
working in the recruiting area look too much like they are going through the motions, and a lot 
of paperwork is handed out, with people sitting with clipboards writing out their life story upon 
walking in the door. The message being sent out to your candidates: We are yet another 
volume processor of candidates for generic call center jobs. In order to get the best 
candidates excited upon entering your facility, you need to upgrade both the look of the place 
and the service focus of the people working there. 
 
For starters, the recruiting office should be a testimonial to the greatness of your company. 
Posters, banners, awards, testimonials, and all other manner of bragging should be 
displayed throughout the area. Think about the main reception area of your company, where 
your clients or company executives come walking through—isn’t that a nice, appealing place 
visually? If you are like most companies, it is. That’s because you are greeting important 
people there. Well, guess what? Those clients and executives are no more important than 
the people who are taking care of the needs of your customers or your client’s customers on 
the phone every day. The center of the universe in a call center is the person who answers 
the phone. Send a message right in your recruiting lobby/reception area that you understand 
that and believe that. 
 
And along with the place looking great, your recruiters and associated administration 
personnel in the recruiting area need to understand something: They are salespeople, like all 
of us in business. They are not there to hand out clipboards and process applications–they 
are there to attract great people to your company. The rest of the process is just that–a basic 
business process. The real value is the enthusiasm, employee-friendly behavior and respect 
that they show your candidates. This will dramatically increase the likelihood that top 
performers will be attracted to your workplace. And remember, the recruiting department is 
the candidate’s window into the organization. How about serving free soft drinks to the 
candidates while they fill out their applications? How about giving them a full-size workstation 
to take those computer tests you give them, instead of a cramped space to get as many lined 



up as possible? The money you think you are saving in efficiencies in your recruiting area is 
being lost tenfold in the loss of credibility that your candidates experience in your mass-
processing environment. Reinvent it! 
 
Step 3: Find the Best Possible People to Do the Screening Processes, and Train Them 
Well 
 
We’ve heard this far too many times: “Well, Suzy didn’t work out as a supervisor, so we put 
her in the recruiting department; it’s less taxing of a job, she’s just interviewing people.” This 
speaks to the lack of appreciation in the call center industry for the critical skill of interviewing 
and selection. Everyone appears to agree that getting the right “raw materials” is the absolute 
key to a successful center. However, the way jobs are given out in the recruiting department 
flies in the face of this knowledge. The recruiter’s job is not considered a prestige job in a call 
center, it is typically not paid well at all (and in some cases it is severely underpaid), and 
there is a complete lack of training in interviewing and selection skills. 
 
We take a completely reverse tack in this area; the recruiter is one of the most important jobs 
in any call center. Their ability to select people with both talent and positive attitude drives the 
results of all the other departments. It is a true talent to be able to pick the right people. That 
fact seems to be well understood for people selecting executives, but completely overlooked 
for those selecting call center representatives. 
 
Great people should be doing the interviewing and selection. They should be well trained on 
interviewing skills, the types of questions to ask, and how to interpret the answers. Their 
results should be tracked carefully, and only the ones who demonstrate that they have the 
ability to select good people consistently should remain in the position. Like any other job in 
the call center, this job should be relentlessly reviewed, star performers rewarded lavishly, 
and low performers assigned to a different function where they can be more successful. 
 
Step 4: Design a Screening Process that Focuses on the Ability to Do the Job Being 
Recruited For 
 
Most call centers have a series of tests they give out to all incoming candidates. Many of 
these test sequences included typing skills tests, “multi-tasking” tests (listening and typing at 
the same time), generic “sales or customer service” tests (using behavioral assessments to 
try and predict success), and other off-the-shelf evaluation tools meant to predict the 
likelihood a CSR will be successful. However, few call centers ever evaluate the actual 
predictive power of these tests.  They continue to run them primarily because “it’s how 
they’ve always done it.” 
 
Any test that does not directly correlate to the success people achieve on the job should be 
eliminated. Test scores should be tracked, performance in the job should be compared to 
test scores, and if the test results do not correlate to performance, the test should be 
eliminated. It’s wasting everyone’s time without producing value. 
 



In addition, a job-specific role play test should be performed for every candidate who passes 
the basic interview evaluation. This role play test should be done over the phone, and “blind” 
(the person doing the role play evaluation should not have met the candidates prior to the 
role play, in order to eliminate bias). The candidate should be given a brief overview of the 
service they will be role playing on (we are an office products company, we sell the following 
products, our key differentiators are x, y, and z, and we receive calls from customers and 
prospects for the following reasons, etc.) After being given 30 minutes to study the role play 
document, the candidate should role play with the recruiter or operations team member over 
the phone. There is no better way to test someone’s ability to do the job than to actually test 
that ability, but few call centers use this technique consistently, or consider it a key factor in 
selection. 
 
Another under-utilized tool in call center recruiting is checking references. For management 
jobs, this is considered key. However, for CSRs, it is hardly ever used. Have your candidates 
give you three business references, and three personal references. Call several of them, and 
ask questions about the candidate. Use the same strategy employed in your management 
hiring–it’s that important. 
 
One final tip–ask your candidates about their hobbies and activities outside of work. Passion 
usually doesn’t just apply to work. People who have passionate hobbies, charitable pursuits 
or other meaningful after-work commitments are often just as passionate in the workplace. 
 
Step 5: Offer a Fair Base, an Excellent Bonus, with a Fully Transparent Balanced 
Scorecard Driving Incentives 
 
The naysayers are saying, “But I don’t have the budget to pay what I should be paying.” It’s 
either a budget issue (captive call centers) or a “bill-rate” issue (outsourcers). However, what 
the naysayers are looking at is the hourly cost of a CSR–not the total cost of a CSR. Total 
cost includes attrition costs, low performance costs (forced attrition or lost productivity), and 
other associated factors. 
 
Bottom line: you need to both pay fairly and incent your top performers lavishly. Yes, lavishly.  
This will pay you back multiple times in lower attrition, higher productivity and excellent 
morale. 
 
However, the way you incent is the key: It must be based on a totally transparent, fair, and 
performance-driven Balanced Scorecard. The Balanced Scorecard takes into account 
everything that is important in the job, and weighs each component appropriately for its 
importance. Things like CSAT/customer feedback scores, quality scores, revenue generation 
results, and other factors play into a Balanced Scorecard.  
 
Once you’ve designed the Balanced Scorecard, it must be data driven (not supervisor or 
manager driven), totally transparent, and reported on weekly to the CSRs. They become the 
masters of their own compensation, they are motivated against the most important Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs), and they create true alignment between employee and 
organization. 



 
As far as impact on the recruiting process, the Balanced Scorecard should be part of your 
recruiting pitch. It will show the candidates considering your organization that you are fair, 
transparent and committed to rewarding top performing personnel. Nothing is more 
comforting to a high performing candidate than knowing that they will be fairly evaluated and 
rewarded where appropriate.  
 
Step 6: Stop Paying Lip Service to Career Pathing and Make it Real 
 
We’ve yet to come across a call center that doesn’t tout its Career Path. We’ve also yet to 
come across a call center that truly “walks the walk.” 
 
In order to hire stronger CSR candidates, it is absolutely critical that they believe that a real 
opportunity exists to turn your job offer into a career. To do that you need to: 

1. Fully document your career path. Make it into a formal brochure outlining the steps, 
the qualifications, the process of applying for positions, the way positions are posted 
for, the training programs you make available to help improve their skills, and the 
organizational commitment to promote from within. 

2. Actually “walk the walk”–follow the policy throughout the organization, with passion. 
 
Few programs will pay you back more quickly and more frequently than a documented and 
fully implemented career path program. But you need to go beyond the rhetoric and 
implement this throughout the organization. 
 
Step 7: Set Up Strong Tracking Solutions, and Create Accountability 
 
What if you were getting 80% of your candidates from a particular recruiting source (say the 
newspaper), but only 40% of your top performing agents from that source? What if one of 
your recruiters had a 2-to-1 advantage over another recruiting in selecting qualified 
candidates who remained with the organization the past six months? What if one particular 
test score predicts success three times as well as another test you give in the screening 
process, in terms of identifying candidates with the right skills? Wouldn’t this data allow you 
to make adjustments to your recruiting process that would dramatically improve your 
selection success?  
 
But how would you know if these things were happening in your recruiting 
department? 
 
The answer is in what we call a “Cradle to Grave” tracking solution. Track every step of the 
candidate’s time with your organization, and track every person and process they interacted 
with.  How did they come to us (newspaper, referral, job fair, etc.)? Who interviewed them? 
Who selected them? What tests did they take, and what scores did they achieve? Who 
trained them?  What training class was it? Who was their first supervisor? Manager? How 
many transfers did they experience throughout the organization, to different 
projects/assignments? Who supervised and managed their follow-on assignments? When did 



they leave our employ, and how did they answer the questions on the standard exit interview 
form? 
 
This information will allow you to pinpoint exactly what’s working (and what’s not working) 
within your organization, so you can make adjustments to focus on the successful people 
and processes, and eliminate people and processes costing you thousands of dollars and 
reducing your quality of service. 
 
Step 8: 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 recruiting 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. 

  
 


