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A few years ago, several colleagues and I had decided to write about the decline of customer service in the USA, particularly seen from the misery of trying to do business with organizations in our own country from abroad. Perhaps because it was an idea generated from upset, we never quite got around to it. Erik Garnered’s new book on Global Call Centers is a positive approach to improving customer service at a time when both the customers and the service providers may be located just about anywhere on earth or thirty thousand feet above it, and perhaps like ourselves, easily frustrated by both the technology and the people we experience in the search for service.

 

The key to Granared’s contribution to this discussion is the concept of the customer experience. All of us are customers at one time or another. What we need to get or resolve and what we remember about how well service worked and how we were treated is key to the customer experience. It determines both what we continue to feel and what we will say to others about the performance of a supplier of the goods or services we require. We rarely remember good handling, unless it has been extraordinary, but it take a long time for the bitter taste to go away when we feel we have been badly dealt with.

 

So, when such services are outsourced and offshored, how do we guarantee a quality customer experience? Is it enough that Raj Thiragian answers our call as Roy Thurman and speaks our language with an impeccable accent? This may help, but Granered insists that this is far from the whole story, and, in some cases, not even the most important part of it. As a new book in a relatively new field, Global Call Centers is inevitably a review of current, developing, and what the author recommends as best practices in the customer service field. What he adds is what is most often missing from such discussions, the cultural influences and implications of these practices. His approach is inevitably both eclectic and focused. He starts with a discussion of the phenomena of outsourcing and offshoring, moves to the role of culture in the customer experience in the various media generally employed to deliver customer service. 

 

The second part of Global Call Centers gets to the heart of the matter, the importance of cultural awareness and the need, not to just educate individual service personnel, but to create a customer service culture that drives the service activities an a positive way. It asks us to make the experience of serving sometimes difficult and often annoyed customers satisfactorily a matter of course and a matter of pride. Granered details a strategy for how this can be done both systemically in the organization itself as well as in the training of its personnel in the requisite knowledge and attitudes. 

 

In the end there is the always delicate matter of the culture-specific knowledge required to respond appropriately to others. The customer service agent usually needs to be the one in the conversation who needs to take care of the cultural dimensions of the interaction at the same time as he or she provides the information or services that the customer is looking for. Not an easy juggling act. The ability to do this as Granered points out, is ultimately a matter of competitive advantage for commercial organizations. The successful choice and preparation of a call center in another region or part of the world is critical both from a functional and a public relations perspective for which the author provides some basic formulas that experience shows as helpful. 

 

This third section of the book also includes a cultural profile of the four greatest areas or markets served by global call centers, the English and Spanish language areas and countries, as well as Europe in its linguistic diversity, and the challenges found in some major Asian countries. These are not profound but focused on the cultural dimensions which affect the customer experience. In each case there is an introduction, a cultural analysis of the countries under consideration and a look at the relevant features of the area’s communication style for the customer service agent. These overviews in the author’s own admission provide at best signposts than certitudes when dealing with diverse customers. Having a small knowledge base of (one’s own) and customer’s cultural preferences gives the agent something to build on and share with colleagues to continually improve the customer experience. 

 

Global Call Centers shifts the paradigm of outsourced call centers that most of us have. It takes us from the common image of an overworked and underpaid, perhaps exploited, impermanent, alien workforce just hammering out their job to a more human vision of a motivated team. We begin to imagine workers who are integrated into both the strategy and community of the organization employing them. At least this is the ideal, that challenges decision makers, human resource personnel and trainers as call centers are formed and acquire both functional and cultural competence. Granered adds considerable value to the book by including training activities sections. These take the subject under discussion and provide ways of turning them into real learning experiences in the training room or online learning sessions.

 

This is a book then for all those involved in the challenge of creating effective call centers, in particular for those who need to create and carry out the strategies necessary for success. I read it from two perspectives, that of the often unhappy consumer and that of the professional interculturalist. I found myself switching hats frequently, getting both empathy and clearer expectations as a consumer, and discovering as well how this application of intercultural knowledge might be important in dealing with my own clients and their strategies of globalization. The cultural principles may be familiar, but the territory in which they are employed is new. We can be grateful to Erik Granered for widening our horizons and organizing our understanding of a worldwide phenomenon, in which willy-nilly we are all now in some way engaged.

