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VAS Creating a Virtual Stir and Quality Jobs

in Rural New Brunswick
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A virtual approach to cusiomer care that voercomies staffing challenges
el smoftvefes agends fo exored csfomer expecialions.

bee uimee MOV ghat corrently make wp Vimoal-Agent
Eopvioes” asourcing mode aren't slion, bug YAS
employees and clients foel the PODs are out of this world.
i it weren't for these PODs, many of YAS" sgenis,
tl.lp-:'rﬂ's-nn il ML TS would likely be smugglmg 1o
finad promassng full-tiane jels pear their homes, amil many
of VAS' chents would likely be straggling to meet their
service level obpeones
The PO {not an acramym ) are folly fanctional ous-
tomer conta eontors—each locsied in o rural New
Brunswick community featuring underemploved, work-
ready kbor forces, and networked under 3 comman
telecommuricitions system o fomm 2 single, vinual opera-
[E
“With the distributed workieres concept, we hang
work to the people 26 opposed 10 tying o get people bo
pome 10 s for joba” explaing Bob Camastro, president of
VAS and the peresn whe i often credined

The Germination of Innovation

The itea for VAS undque “eselline” call conter ousepd
began o germinate i the lae 1¥0s, back when Camastro
was working as vice president of call cemer consulring for
a company called The Craveon Cronp. Represencatives
from the pmvlnm‘l prvernmaeg of New Bromswick mul il
local tebephone commpaiy (W], v Kmoneens as Aliami
Inc.} had come to Craveon watli an inreresing probilem As
Camasim explains, “Thae piowimee: had argered all e
ata Em-p.1|| '|||.||||,r|.rr:|- For liar -|1|III.I||ILIH-I"|, as |:||-|':. WETE 1My~
ing 1o add a miw dimsenshon o their otherwise earth e
Lluur_!.' By 'H_lr all sieasures, lhr:i were successful and
Pl R B T savals Jmrvn iimewebe, T 1“‘1!]!.-!“1 Wil
thint all of e Gall centers were becatimg in the same three
s ool Moty S5 Jola aned Fredericion, which are by
far the largest communitics i the province”

with introducing the diseribuied workforee
concept 10 the customer cane induasary. “Widh
ihis type of arraigement, we can selecs the
areaim of fhe ageit crop, 35 we have no ming
i o call eenger skee, We also luve Bole 1o
(1] l:i_'a||_'|PHli|jl_1|: I'llr' |.;1l|i i e markes where
Wi Cpeerate This pars ms i a posiiion @o o
videe r|||:||13.' seFvice al ]!';l'l" |llillnl=- ihiar are

“With the diseribured workforce concept, we Bring
wark o the people, as opposed to trying to get
people to come to us for jobs. With this type of

arvangement, we can sefect the cream of the agent

crop, as we have ne mintmum on call center size.”

prmally associaied with misch bwer servide
eEpectaiom

LR rsiprse HUHE ihlq..llln'| st i |L,|' r:.'|l1l.|"||l'l;'| Hlilrll e
ity in Eact, e wonld prefer thar you didis's. Inssead, e res-
onmsenids tha L lestert e whas YAS' dlients have 1o say:

“WAS has dooe an excellent job for oor companmy,” says
Caryl Hedsel, vice president of reservations and dismbo-
iwen for Kimpaon Hiotel Groap, “The amployecs are so
ihnlled 1o have pole in teeir mical areas thas ey go above
T | h-r:.t'-ml im cusbodieer service Jor o Commpany. Theey are
iruly professionsl and highly motivared. The coneept
works—and works well”

Apparcnily, most of the company’s other client: agree,
[ the past owo years, VAS has won owo highly presiigioas
swards in which end-users—not judges—dao the voing
These awands inclode a Users” Choice Asward presented by
HealMarked for Contact Conter Toole in July 2002, and., i
February 2003, a Members” Chalee Award for Best LS
Llutsourcer

The comnsolidanon of call eenters ine theee three lodn-
toms began sressing the mfrasnctone of the cities and
“threatcning (o amish the good name of New Brunswick
s a greas ploce to locate your calls” says Camastro, The
!,l-rlrI,i"i; ¢ wis desperate 1o find a way 1o ﬂ-jlh'.l'li s B
ing call coneer business cut inko §ts Firal sreas whene there
was i shomage of good labor Camastro was cager to e
e,

*1 spent about dght months analyzing the Smation
and the maore | leamed, the mome | was convineed thar |
was looking at an extraondinary oppormminy. There was o
remarkable feel of cooperaticn hetween the ﬂ'll"Fll'HHH “ (A=
parry and the government. The people in rural New
Brumswick were educaied, ||;|:|.'.1 adiil abwimilsm, Miosa irIIIII.l"
!qpﬂ_l,_ the 1].:|'u'.|_r|.q_'|_:_1 :|_||d k;-l:.jl |,|:|::l|.rH|.|I:r|lI-h stimse] reEanly iin
b whatever was necessany io sdvanoe the progeo™

With eo much potential for soccies, Camssero sl oder
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K5 Cremting a Farvand Sar end (healing fole
foartimued from page 5)

Craycon executives decided 10 start-up VAS as an inboamsed
CUSLHTET CAre I_uh:l.'idn_rn under Camastra’s dimection,

A Peek Inside the PODs

The first POD opened in e town of Sussex in Oceober
of 1999, Eight more have since been silded=one in cach
of the following wwns: Doakiowi: Minue St Louis de
Kent 3t Andrews; S George: Neguae, Peticodiac; and
Chipman. In all, more than 550 FTEs work as agents i
the: nine PODs, with Minte being the largest center (32
FTEs). In addition, YAS has a managemont toam ae its
Canadian headquaners in Moncon, as well as several
executives and stall members at its US. headguaners in
Schaumbarg. 1L

The PODs collectively handle customer calke for 35

multisite call center operations, which fecl a need to main-
tain a full array of overhead functions in each cender”

Big Impact on Local Economies, Employment

While Camasiro i very proud of the efficent and quali-
ty serviee that VAS is able 1o provide its call center clients,
he's perhaps even maore proud of the positive economical
impact the company has had throughout New Brunswick.

“With 500-plus workers. VAS makes a notable impact
on the overall provindal economy, bur our biggest impact
is in the local communities where we locate our PODs
Not only do we bring new revenue to these communities,
but we also help to stimukate the areas surrouncding cur
offices given the wraffic we generare”

Andd, of course, the people who make up the local labor
markets certainly are not complaining, not with the new
lease on employment life that VAS" POD: have provided

While unemplovment has not been a major

A Web-based psychological performance profifing
tool .. works by “cloning”™ VAS' I5 best agents
(updated regularly) and determining the common
performance denominators among them. From this
information, a ‘preferved applicant” profile is then
created and wsed to evaluate how each agent
candidate measures up to the call center ideal.

problem in the past in these muml regons,
underemployment has, says Camastro.
“Civen the natare of the maditonal earth
industries in the areas where VAS operases,
it is commen to find seasonal jobs in agri-
culture, fishing, forestry and toarism, but
few full-time, year-round jobs™ He adds
that the few full-time jobs that are available
tenvd 1o be low-paying with Eitle or ne
benefits.

Camastro, however, doesn't claim that

chients, most of whom are companies in the hospitality and
travel indusiries, with 3 frw other clients in the wility,
rel.:i],-"r_—a:ha_ sales. and madside assisanee indusiries.
Many of the dients have autsoarced 100 of ther
customer contacts to VAS, while others use YAS o help
with overflow or bisy season calle

VAS has the shility to route calls on a “nexe-available”
hasis 1o any agent at any given POD, but Camastro ex-
plains that, “given the makeop of our client base, we do
not have a nead o fully utilize our system in that way” He
says that VAS has some clients with their own dedicated
PODs, which were built spedfically for their applications;
cliems that share a POD but have dedicated agent teams;
clients that have dedicated agents who reside in mubiple
PODs; and clients that share a POD and an agent team
with ether non-competing clients. “The beaoty of our envi-
ronment,” Camastro explains, “is that we can do just about
whatever the clients request in terms of configuration of
Facilities and work groupa”

One of the highlights of YAS" virnual operation is a ded-
icated Operations Control Center (OCC)—dual-located
remotely and redundantly in both Schaumburg and
Moncton—which manages real-time routing and all fore-
casting, planning and scheduling for the nire PODs. “This
allows our PODs to focus entirely on call handling and
custamer service, “ says Camastro. .. “This is unlike most
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VAS is doing the labor force in rural New
Brunswick any favors; the way ke sees it, these people are
educated, hard workers who deserve the good job oppor-
wunities his company has been sble to provide. "Our
agens are refreshingly courteous and helpful by nature,
and have 2 solid educational background, with 75 percent
holding a junior college or university degree” Camastro
points out that New Brunswick has a very advanced educa-
tion system, with community colleges in every region of
the province, most of which even offer call center/cus-
tomer service-specific courses of programs. “Given New
Brunswick's strateggc commitment o the call center indus-
try.” says Camastro, “a student is able to take a customer
service course in one of the community colleges 1o better
prepare them to work in a call center”

Comprehensive Recruiting, Customized Training
Jast because there i an abundance of qualified candi-
dates in the region doesn’t mean that VAS takes agent
recruiting and training lightly. The company uses a host of
recraiting tools, induding the New Brunswick Jobnet (the
provincewide employment database), newspaper ads, col-
lege placement programs and employee referral programs.
VAS receives ample assistance with recruiting from region-
al economical development agencies such as the Regional
Economic Development Commission, Provincial Economic
AT on patge 15
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Development Commbssion, Huaman Resources Develogr
ment Canada and e New Bronswick Cosumuanicy
Colleges. “Each of these govenment bodies mins ads on
oir heliall and supporis our recraiting and raining effons
i dreross ways,” ciplains Canastro,

Tor ensarre a gosoed hiviiog B, VAS has implemented a
comprehensive proetesting process that each agene candi-
date must complete. The process includes, but is not limit-
ed 1o, the westing of keyboarding skills, 'C lireracy,
spelling customer serviee skills, communication skills and
geography knowledge, Those who pass the prescreening
process move on o a mulificeted interview process, the
highlight of which is a Web-based psychological perform-
ance profiling tool. The wol works by “cloning™ VAS® 15
best agems (updared regulary) and determining the com-
mon performance denominators smong them From this
information, a “preferred applicant™ profile is then oreated
aniel used 1o evaluste how each agent candidate measures
up 1o the call center ideal

Even the most rigorously soreened candidates, onee
hirec, will meed 1o gain dien-specific skills and knowl-
edge if they are 10 succeed on the phone foor of one of
the PODs Tha's why YAS invesrs so masch offont moimial
andd ongoing training

“Fach of aur training programs is client-specific and
foensed on meeting each company’s individual needs” say=
Camastro. “Ohr training is designed 1o combine theory
with practical hands-on keaming in an environment that
redices siress and encourages people o work togeher
anul share ideas with respeo and dignin”

To keam the specific mraining cumiculum and absorh the
unique corporate ulture of o given client, VAS irainers
participate in wrain-the-trainer programs at the chent’s facl-
ithe=s. Following these sessions, the VAS trainers returm to
MNew Brunswick to conduct tramimg classes with newly

hired virtual agents. Another training option for chients is
ta eend their own trainers 1o Mew Bronswick o conduoet
new-hire sessions however, most chients choose the rain-
the-truiner approach

No Pain, No PODs

Whike adogeing & vinual=snd rural-approach to cus-
iomer care cidbles VAS b0 overoome stalfing challenges
and to exceed customer expectations, it does present its
share of challenges. The biggest such challenge is the
sometimes excessive travel and conferencng needed w0
foster strong relationships and effective communication
with dients, and & sense of “one-ness™ among the widely
diseributed PODS

Suill in all, % a relatively small price to pay for abun-
dant quality labor and excellent service, according o
Carmasto,

“The extra travel and conferencing is more than wonth
the time and cost given the quality of the workforce we
have becen able 1o assemble with the distibuted work fonce
concept. Having worked in large consolidated centers in
the past. | have found thar quality communication is mone
a function of bow well people work with each other rther
than whether or not they sit i the sams moom”

Oikay, bt how do the actual VAS managers=the peogle
who have to endure all the extra travel and conferenang—
feel about their joba® Srangely enough, they aren’t com-
plaining

[ Mhe] dhiseribasted workforoe has been a godsend.” says
Pennie Deluney, a VAS regional manager, “Tt has allowed
me 10 build a very enjoyable and sable career within my
community. Many thanks 1o Bob Camastro for bringing
this opportunity to the rural areas of New Brunswick™ B

el yous faned the infoemation in this article wseful?
W welcome your feedback: susanh@icmicom.



