


 
 
Create A Sales Channel, Not A Telemarketing Department: Ten Steps To World-Class 
Phone Sales 
 
You want to make your sales commitments. At the same time, you want your brand 
integrity preserved and even enhanced with every contact your call center has with your 
customers and prospects. You want to position your company as a partner and value-
added provider throughout the sales process.   
 
But what happens in your call center is quite different from this ideal.  You launch, you 
train—and then you monitor calls and hear how some of the sales agents are representing 
your company and handling your customers and prospects. What you hear is definitely not 
representative of the “extraordinary customer experience” you were hoping for.  
 
Most call center sales representatives leave managers and executives feeling disappointed 
and sometimes even embarrassed, because few of them actually understand your 
company’s mission. They don’t have a deep sense of your company’s value proposition to 
its customers, and they don’t even sound particularly professional in their delivery. They 
may not have ever used your product or service, or worse, they may not truly understand or 
buy in to what it provides your customers.   
 
At the same time, you recognize that there is no more efficient methodology for driving your 
sales results. The call center has become a necessary evil for your business. The question 
is: How can you turn your call center into a professional “inside sales channel” that 
produces better results and truly enhances your customers’ impression of your business? 
 
The answer lies in a proven, systematic methodology for transforming your call center, and 
this transformation can take place in as little as 90 days, depending on the size of your 
sales team. And while there is no single process change, or “silver bullet,” that will enable 
this transformation, there are a series of steps that, when taken together, produce 
miraculous results and create the kind of sales environment you’ve always dreamed of 
having. In this white paper we have compiled our “Top 10” tactics for developing a World-
Class Call Center that delivers World-Class Phone Sales every day. 
 
Step 1: Create the Right Culture In the Center 
 
The Sales Representative is the most important person in the call center.  Most managers 
in call centers pay lip service to this critical fact, but few actually create a culture in the 
center that promotes it. Here are a few tips to help you make sure that the culture in your 
call center enables World-Class Phone Sales: 
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• Get your managers out of offices; they should have workstations on the call center 
floor. Nothing kills the culture of a call center quicker than the barriers created by the 
“office workers” and the “people on the floor”.  Instead, have shared offices with 
speaker phones so people can use them for confidential conference calls or private 
coaching sessions.  Hint: People who like to sit in offices need to get out of the call 
center business. 

• Make sure everyone in the organization is rewarded and incented by the only thing 
that truly matters in the call center: World-class phone sales being delivered by your 
sales representatives.  Everything else is what Toyota Motor Corporation would refer 
to as “non value-added activities”.  And what does Toyota do with such activities? 
Strive endlessly to eliminate them. So should you. 

• Celebrate great sales professionals like rock stars. Because they are.  They are the 
stars of the show. Make sure everyone knows it. 

• Treat your sales representatives with respect. Stop treating them like middle school 
students. Treat them like professionals, and they’ll respond in kind. 

• Give everyone in the call center weekly call handling responsibilities. Your center 
director should have to take at least an hour’s worth of calls on a minimum of one of 
the programs running in their center. Your trainers, operations managers, 
supervisors and QAs should all spend significant time of the phones every week. 
Anyone who is going to coach and develop sales representatives must be making 
sales every week themselves, or their effectiveness will degrade in relation to the 
last time they’ve actually done the job themselves. Another big benefit of this tactic: 
You will quickly weed out the people who don’t belong in a call center management 
function by requiring everyone to perform the function that is the most important one 
in the shop. Hint: Those managers and supervisors who tell you they don’t have time 
to fit the call handling into their schedules are the ones you should be very 
concerned about. 

 
Step 2: Restructure The Job Responsibilities To Allow For Real Coaching, Mentoring 
And Skills Development 
 
We love to go to call centers and sit with the supervisors and go through a “job activities 
analysis.”  We see the same thing every time—a big, long list of activities, with things like 
payroll support, bonus calculation and management, running endless production and 
efficiency reports, documenting every conversation and keeping them in the “file”, and 
various other forms of “non value-added activities.”  We immediately implement our job 
separation solution: Put 100% of all administrative functions into the hands of dedicated 
administrators, and make your supervisors are 100% focused on coaching, mentoring and 
development. Works every time. On top of that, it gives you the best way to evaluate which 
of your supervisors are capable of coaching, and which belong in a different role. You didn’t 
realize which ones belonged in a different role, because 90% of their time was 
administrative; this will solve that for you in real time. 
 
 



 3

 
 
Step 3: Screen Candidate’s Ability to Actually Perform The Job 
 
Call centers use endless evaluation tools to identify whether a candidate has the skill to 
perform the job. Here’s our solution: Put them in the office next door to you, give them a 
one- or two-page overview of a sales program (make it easy to understand), and give them 
some time to read through the materials and ask you some questions. Then call them up, 
and do a phone-based role play. See if they can actually do the job. And stop worrying so 
much about their typing skills or their ability to “multi-task.” Worry about their desire and 
ability to deliver great sales experiences over the phone, and have them demonstrate that 
skill to you in a job simulation activity before hiring them. 
 
Step 4: Turn Your Training Program Into On-The-Job Training From Day One, and 
Make it FUN 
 
One of our pet peeves is the incredible waste of time and effort spent in call center training 
classes. Here is a fact that has been proven in every study done about how people learn, 
but it appears to be completely missed by most call center trainers—people don’t learn by 
being lectured to. It is the absolute worst way to teach anyone anything. You are boring 
your students–if you don’t believe us, sit in on one of your training classes as a student. 
 
To fix this problem, design a curriculum that follows the 15-Minute Rule: If you are talking 
for more than 15 minutes consecutively as a trainer, you are doing something very wrong. 
Break up every 15 minutes of teaching with relevant, highly interactive games and activities 
that engage the students in the material. People learn by doing and practicing. Our 
curriculums are 75% role play exercises and interactive games, and 25% traditional 
“teaching.”  And our classes receive rave reviews from the most important people in the 
room, the students. 
 
The core of your curriculum should be documented call scenarios based on the best 
practices currently being exhibited by top performing sales agents doing the same job your 
trainees will be performing when they graduate. Great calls should be transcribed, word for 
word, and then used for “Scenario-based” training modules, where role plays allow the 
trainees to execute the exact same sales call as the top performer, and practice delivering 
those excellence responses, rebuttals, and answers to Frequently Asked Questions 
(FAQs). By repetitive practice of actual best practices throughout the class, your students 
will come out of training with an unprecedented level of preparedness and not have to learn 
the job on the floor due to the lack of job-specific training in the classroom. 
 
Take our advice: Lose the long PowerPoint presentation. Lose the projector and stop 
turning the lights down and lecturing bored people who are looking at their watches waiting 
desperately for the next break. Start entertaining your students while you teach them. Hint: 
People learn much more when they are having fun, and they learn by doing, not by being 
“told” what to do! 
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Step 5: Implement a True “Nesting” Environment and Assign Every New Employee a 
Mentor 
 
We are not sure if call center managers understand clearly what it’s like to be a new hire in 
a call center environment. Your initial interaction with the organization, other than the 
recruiting process, is in a classroom with a trainer that typically has at least 14 other people 
to work with, and sometimes up to 24 others (or even more in some extreme cases). 
Regardless of the skill of the trainer, it’s hard to feel connected to an organization in that 
environment. Then, to add insult to injury, you graduate to the “production floor” where you 
are assigned a “supervisor”, who has anywhere from 11 to up to 24 other “agents” to 
manage. Plus, as we mentioned earlier, that supervisor may well have about 15 other 
things to do every day, beyond take care of their troops. So you sit in a long row of people, 
without feeling connected to, or supported by, the organization. Small wonder so many 
agents leave their call center jobs in the first 30 days. 
 
We have two tactics to eliminate this challenge. The first is the implementation of a true 
Nesting environment. Some centers call this “OJT”, others call it “Academy Bay”, 
“Development Bay” or “Dev Bay”. Regardless of the naming convention, the concept is to 
have trainees graduate from class into a transitional environment where they can gradually 
build competence without being immediately subjected to the rigor and high performance 
expectations of the sales production floor. 
 
This idea is an excellent one, and works extremely well when properly implemented. 
However, we’ve seen many cases where it is not properly implemented. The keys to 
success are making sure that: 
 

• Ratios between the trainers/supervisors and the sales representatives are no more 
than ½ the span of control of the production floor. So if your sales representative to 
supervisor ratio in production is 14:1, your ratio in the Nesting environment should 
be 7:1. Newer sales representatives need constant feedback, practice and 
development until their skills become second nature and they develop “muscle 
memory” or the ability to execute great sales calls without thinking so much. 

• People should graduate from the Nesting environment to the production floor when 
they are ready, not when a particular time frame is met. Some trainees might be 
ready to go in three days; others may need six weeks.  People do not learn at the 
same pace and they don’t develop at the same pace, so setting a time limit to the 
Nesting environment is a bad, self-defeating idea. 

• The people managing the Nesting area need to be trainers at heart, not “production 
supervisors.” Reading sales production reports is not going to help your sales team 
improve. The only way to do that is by doing the real work—monitoring calls, 
identifying skill gaps, designing role-play based practice exercises to develop those 
skills, and then practicing with the sales representative until they master the 
knowledge. Big Hint: Telling is not teaching! 
 

Another solution that works extremely well is the one-to-one mentoring system. Excellent 
employees are identified from the existing representative pool to be “mentors.” They work 
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for an extended period of time (we suggest 90 days) with a new trainee, helping them with 
everything from how to log on to the system all the way, to how to navigate the company’s 
time off and scheduling policies. They don’t just help with job skills, they create a personal 
connection between the new trainee and the company. And while we’d like our supervisors 
to do this job, the span of control doesn’t allow for it. So let’s get help from our top 
representatives, and let’s reward them for the service. 
 
Don’t let a new agent get lost in the shuffle. You have already invested a lot of time and 
money in getting them to the production floor. Let’s make them feel at home and part of the 
family. 
 
Step 6: Teach Your Coaches how to Coach By Implementing a Specific and 
Consistently Applied Coaching Methodology 
 
The quality of feedback delivery by supervisors, coaches, team leaders and quality 
assurance representatives is one of the great detractors from call center performance. 
People are typically not given any training in how to deliver a high impact feedback session, 
and therefore break many of the key rules of the road. They “tell” instead of “teach,” they 
don’t confirm that the person being coached understands and buys into the feedback, and 
worst of all, they don’t ask them to demonstrate that they’ve acquired the skills they are 
being coached to learn. 
 
Our Coaching Solution follows Five Steps to Coaching Excellence, our internally developed 
methodology: 
 

1. Throw away the checklist.  Listening to you checking off a 40-point list of items is 
not helping your sales representative. Pick two to three development opportunities–
that’s all someone can absorb in a single coaching session.  You don’t need a giant 
checklist for that. 

2. Turn off the stopwatch. Coaching sessions should end when knowledge has been 
transferred, and the student has demonstrated the acquisition of the knowledge—
and not a minute sooner. Setting goals like “number of coaching sessions you need 
to complete per day” is a wildly unproductive directive. You will get what you ask 
for—a lot of coaching sessions. Only few if any of them will actually end in skills 
being transferred from coach to employee being coached. 

3. Take feedback before giving feedback. Asking a few questions before launching 
into your “what you should have done” speech will create a much more engaging 
experience for the person being coached.  Questions such as, “What did you think 
about the call” or, “What did you think about your response to the customer’s inquiry 
about pricing?” will engage coach and student in a joint mission: Identify together 
areas where a call could be improved in the future. 

4. Role play the call and give the sales representative a chance to demonstrate 
acquired competence. After the feedback portion of the coaching session, the call 
being coached to should be reenacted, with the coach playing the customer and the 
sales representative reliving the experience. This time, of course, all adjustments 
that both coach and sales representative agreed would add value are utilized in the 
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call scenario. This exercise should be repeated until the call reaches the desired 
quality and effectiveness level. Again, don’t rush–one great coaching session is 
worth 1,000 typical, ineffective sessions. 

5. Give your coaches the time to coach. See Step 2. 
 
 
Step 7: Do Everything Possible to Immerse Your Sales Team in the Products and 
Services They Are Selling 
 
The more confident your salespeople are with the products and services, the more effective 
they will be in selling these services. Here are some ideas we have implemented in the 
past to create true “immersion” experiences for our sales professionals: 

• When selling on behalf of a cable company that offered a voice-video-Internet 
bundle, we reimbursed every sales representative for their monthly bundle as long 
as they met minimum sales commitments. This was above and beyond the regular, 
lucrative bonus plan. The salesperson gets free cable, Internet and home phone 
service. We get passionate users of the service doing the selling to our customers. 
It’s a win-win scenario. 

• When selling on behalf of an office products company, we gave away hundreds of 
dollars of weekly incentives above and beyond the existing, lucrative bonus plan. 
The incentives were gift cards that could only be used at the office supply store. This 
created a constant use of the company’s products, and a constant review of the 
store environment or the company’s web site, by all sales agents–making them 
users of the products as well as sellers of the products. 

• When working for a major theme park operator, we gave away free trips to the 
parks, including rotating incentives for all the different lodging and dining options 
available at the parks. Outcome: Successful salespeople became park attendees, 
increasing their knowledge of the parks and associated attractions. They became 
“internal knowledge experts” to help their peers get close to the experience the 
callers were having, or were about to have. 

• When working for a credit card issuer, we made sure every sales professional had a 
credit card issued by our client as long as they passed the first 90 days successfully 
on the job. We also made sure they were enrolled in the rewards programs the 
issuer offered. The salespeople became users of the card product, making them 
much more effective salespeople. In some cases, we had to guarantee some 
amount of credit for them, in case they weren’t eligible. But it was well worth the 
modest credit risk to have knowledgeable advocates on the phones; we made any 
lost credit from ex-employees back tenfold in improved sales performance. 

 
Every product or service would require a customized “immersion” program, but it is well 
worth the effort. 
 
Also, notice I mention ”lucrative” bonus plans in this section of the white paper.  You need 
to pay your salespeople well. Period. The people who use the convenient excuse, “most 
people don’t care as much about the money, they are really interested in being 
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recognized,” are trying to justify increasing their margins by underpaying their sales 
representatives. This tactic helps define the adage, “penny-wise and pound-foolish”. 
 
Step 8: Tightly Integrate Training, Coaching and QA Processes for Optimal 
Performance Enhancement 
 
Please follow this commandment: Thou Shall Not Create Silos. Do not have a Training Silo, 
an Operations Silo, and a Quality Assurance Silo. Training, Coaching and QA are the “Holy 
Trinity” of Call Centers. Training must constantly be updated by the best practices of what’s 
happening in operations, and must constantly strive to have the content in the classroom 
represent the best practices and best learnings based on what is happening on the 
production floor.  Coaching and feedback needs to be given against those same best 
practices and the coaching and feedback sessions should closely mirror the training 
program, and essentially represent “mini refresher training classes.” And QA must monitor 
against the best practices taught in training. 
 
If any disconnect exists between what you train, what you coach to, and what you monitor 
against, you need to address that immediately. Stop “teaching the job on the floor,” and 
stop considering your trainers’ responsibility to be to “teach the products.” The training 
curriculum needs to teach the job, the coaching and feedback needs to reinforce the 
training, and the QA monitoring needs to listen for the things taught in training and 
reinforced in coaching sessions. 
 
Follow this commandment and you will see an incredible shortening of the learning curve, 
along with dramatically improved results in your sales performance. 
 
Step 9: Be Flexible with Your Employees to Fight Attrition 
 
Stop grumbling about “adherence to schedule.”  Stop trying to take a “one size fits all” 
approach by trying to get everyone to work the shift that works best for you. Start helping 
your representatives value their jobs more by making the job work for them, as opposed to 
constantly demanding that they work for the job. 
 
Be flexible! Be creative! It might mean more work for you, but it will pay you back tenfold in 
reduced attrition, which you are telling us is your biggest problem. Also, stop saying, “I can’t 
do that.  I have schedules to adhere to, so I have to make my representatives adhere to 
those schedules!” What has that gotten you so far? A lot of attrition, which creates even 
bigger headaches with your adherence. Be creative with your scheduling, and you’ll fill the 
needs without forcing your employees to look for new jobs because their lifestyle can’t be fit 
into your rigid schedules. 
 
Step 10: Promote from Within 
 
Yes, you’ve heard it many times before. And your pushback is, “But my agents don’t have 
the management skills, and it will cause lots of problems if they don’t deliver feedback well.” 
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However, it’s been demonstrated over and over that hiring supervisors and other 
management staff directly from the outside while showing your best representatives a 
dead-end career path, is a recipe for high attrition and low morale—neither of which 
promote World Class Phone Sales. 
 
So what do you do? Here’s the plan: 
 

• Have a management training program. But don’t buy one off the shelf – customize 
one to the very specific activities your supervisors need to perform to be effective at 
that specific job.  

• Create levels of supervision that allow progressive movement through the 
management. Create a job where a new supervisor has only three people on their 
team, and they spend 50% of their time coaching and 50% of their time on the 
phones. You can calibrate their coaching skills with a small group, not overwhelm 
them, and let them develop their skills gradually. And when you think they are ready, 
add two people to their team, not 10.  Don’t be rigid with “ratios.” Make the system 
work for career pathing. 

 
If you don’t walk the walk and create true career pathing, you’ll never get employees to see 
the job as a career. Which will keep you exactly where you are now–a high-attrition, high-
volume recruiting, mediocre quality quagmire. 
 
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, 
coaching, quality assurance, and operations management 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. 
 


