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In the Center with Harold Stolovitch & Erica Keeps

The cost of call center turnover is
frightening, as is the amount of
money lost due to inadequate

performance. Whether the issue is turn-
over or performance deficiencies, train-
ing usually plays a major role in trying to
solve the problem.

Recent industry studies suggest that
the average cost of turnover per call cen-
ter agent is approximately $15,000.
Training accounts for a large chunk of
that amount. In studies on the difference
between exemplary and average per-
former productivity, the numbers are
staggering, reaching as high as 200 per-
cent. To close the gap, training is often
the most popular intervention selected.

Have You Heard 
This One Before?

“We need a training program on…”
This is often the opening salvo in what
frequently turns out to be a costly, frus-
trating and unsuccessful campaign to
achieve desired agent performance. The
rationale for the agent training usually
seems clear enough:

■ “We’ve got to get these new people
ramped up fast!”

■ “We’re implementing a new system.
Agents will have to be brought up to
speed on it.”

■ “The quality of our customer service is
being hammered. We’ve got to clean
up our act.”

■ “They aren’t selling the new product.”

Let’s add more to the training ration-
ale by turning to a number of respectable
sources that have shown how training and
superior bottom line results are linked.
The American Society for Training and
Development in its State of the Industry:
Report 2001, points out that leading com-
panies spend $1,655 per employee annu-
ally (in terms of training expenditure)
versus the industry average of $677.
These leading companies, compared to
the others, have on average 24 percent
higher gross profit margins, 218 percent
greater income per employee and a 6 per-
cent higher price to book value. 

Knowledge Asset Management (KAM)
is a mutual fund specializing in companies
that invest heavily in training. It reports
the cumulative ROI results, from 1997 to
2001, of the KAM portfolio of companies
that invest heavily in training compared to
the Standard & Poor 500 to be 113.1 per-
cent vs. 55 percent, respectively.

Kravetz Associates, in a comprehen-
sive audit report on people management
practices (especially training), compared
financial results over a 10-year period

between companies that focused heavily
on training and related people manage-
ment practices and those that didn’t.
Table 1 illustrates what they found. 

What conclusion can we draw from
all of this? Let’s train, right? Wrong!

To Train or Not to Train
Most performance deficiencies in the

workplace are not a result of skills and
knowledge gaps (the only reasons for
which training is appropriate). They are
far more frequently due to environmental
factors such as lack of clear expectations
(emphasis on the word “clear”); insuffi-
cient and untimely or even counterpro-
ductive feedback; lack of easily perceived
and understood required information;
inadequate tools, resources, procedures
and support; inappropriate and even
counterproductive incentives; task inter-
ferences and administrative obstacles that
prevent achieving desired results. With
respect to call centers, we might also add
poor selection of persons to do the job,
poor communication between supervisors
and agents, and low perceived value by the
performers for the desired process or out-
come.

Nevertheless, when performance gaps
occur, the default intervention is all too
often training. And if we’ve already
trained them and they still aren’t attain-
ing adequate results, why… let’s train
them again. A leading training consult-
ant expressed it very well when he stated
that, although it is cheaper and easier to
fix the environment than it is to fix peo-
ple, we senselessly keep on spending
money trying to do the latter.

Training Is Necessary,
But Is It Sufficient?

All right. They don’t know how to do
it. They lack the skills and knowledge.
Training is necessary, but is it enough?
With very few exceptions, the categorical
answer is “no.” We’ll back up this strong

Develop training that focuses
on how agents learn and
what they have to do.

Stop Wasting Money on Training: 
Focus on Performance Outcomes

Financial Factor High Performers* Low Performers

Sales growth 16.1% 7.4%

Profit growth 18.2% 4.4%

Profit margin 6.4% 3.3%

Growth in earnings/share 10.7% 4.7%

Total ROI 19% 8.8%

Table 1: Financial Results Over a 10-Year Period

* Companies with highest training and related people management practices scores.
(Source: Kravetz Associates, 1998. “Training Best Practices.”)
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assertion with a few dramatic quotes from
some very respected persons:

■ Most of the investment in organiza-
tional training and development is wast-
ed because most of the knowledge and
skills gained in training (well over 80
percent by some estimates) is not fully
applied by employees back on the job.
(M.L. Broad and J.W. Newstrom,
Transfer of Training: Action-Packed
Strategies to Assure High Pay-Off from
Training Investments, 1992)

■ American industries spend more than
$100 billion on training, but not more
than 10 percent of the expenditures
actually result in transfer to the job.
(T.T. Baldwin and K.J. Ford, “Transfer
of Training: A Review and Directions for
Future Research,” Personal Psychology,
1988; reconfirmed, 1997)

■ Research indicates that, on average, less
than 30 percent of what people learn (in
training) actually gets used on the job.
(D.G. Robinson, “International Perspec-
tives on Learning and Performance: Part
2,” 1996)

Why this phenomenon? Because of
poor selection of persons to attend the
training (not ready for it; lack capacity
for it; can’t apply it immediately; inun-
dated with other priorities); lack of clear
expectations set by supervisors on how
the training is to be applied in the work-
place; lack of support back on the job –
an all too common phenomenon in call
centers; lack of confidence to perform
adequately; lack of immediate individu-
alized post-training performance moni-
toring; lack of incentives to apply new
skills and knowledge. The list goes on.
Without the appropriate pre- and post-
training interventions and support
mechanisms, workplace training, like
the Spanish or French you were taught
in high school, very quickly dissipates
into the morass of other unmemorable
“learning” events.

Agent training, as a one-shot injec-
tion to achieve performance goals rarely
works. Used alone, it has little staying
power. What you do before and after
training is often more important than
the training itself. You have to view

training as only part of a performance
“system” that includes a total, integrated
implementation strategy. Stop wasting
money on training if you are not pre-
pared to do this.

Telling Ain’t Training
Where does most of your ability to

perform well on the job come from?
From what you have been told, or from
what you have experienced? Rarely does
anyone select the former. This leads us to
the mission of training: to transform
performance capability, not to transmit
information. Yet how often have we
experienced those dreadful one-way lec-
tures or “transfer of information” ses-
sions designed to make us wiser and bet-
ter performers. Examine Table 2, above,
and select from each pair of statements
that begin with “I learn best when…”
the one that best fits you.

Were most of your selections from
Column A or B? With no exceptions,
everyone to whom we have given this
table chooses the endings in Column B.
This includes experienced call center
instructors. Yet when we observe train-
ing sessions, we often find practices con-
sistent with Column A. Truly effective
training is learner-centered and perform-
ance-based. 

Our observations of training in call
centers show us that training frequently
begins with studying “the book” for a
lengthy proportion of time before getting
into the practice. Theory and practice are
separated, sometimes by long time periods

even though research on learning has
clearly established how inefficient this is.
We observe disconnects between what
training “tells” and job practice reality,
between what new-hires receive as expla-
nations and what they experience in side-
by-side observations, and between new
concepts presented in training and the
learners’ own prior knowledge and experi-
ential base. The result is inefficient use of
learning time, confusion and little reten-
tion. Unless you are prepared to train
agents in harmony with how they learn
and closely tie it to what they will have to
do, stop wasting money on training.

Use Training to Make 
a Difference

Training costs a lot. It can be enor-
mously effective if done right – learner-
centered, performance-based, reinforced
on the job and suitable for overcoming
the gap between current and desired
results. When it’s not appropriate, suffi-
cient or effective, it’s nothing more than
a money pit. Stop wasting money on
training. Use it to make a difference in
building worthy performance and reten-
tion of worthwhile performers.

Stop Wasting Money on Training
continued from page 9

Column A Column B

Someone who knows something I
don’t explains and describes it to
me.

I dialogue and discuss with some-
one who knows something I don’t.

I observe a demonstration.
I get involved and try things out
during a demonstration.

I attend lectures in which an
instructor presents information to
me.

I attend lectures in which an
instructor engages me in a two-
way interaction.

What is presented to me is organ-
ized according to the logic of the
content.

What is presented to me is organ-
ized according to the logic of how I
learn.

I am told how things work. I explore how things work.

Table 2: “I Learn Best When…”
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