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For the last few years, lower airline commissions have forced travel agencies to increase the fees being charged to their corporate clients.  It is difficult (if not impossible) for most companies to continue to receive high touch service while maintaining lower transaction fees.  As a result, some companies are moving all or part of their travel business into agency Call Centers.  Travel agency Call Centers are becoming more popular because the transaction fees tend to be much lower when compared to, let’s say – an on-site configuration.

American Express has been quoted as saying that the transaction fees charged to clients could be lowered by as much as 20% to 50% (depending on the program) for clients willing to move business into one of their multi-client Call Centers.  Both American Express and Carlson Wagonlit have aggressive strategies in place to move as much business as possible from an on-site configuration into a Call Center environment.  In fact, Carlson has indicated that as much as 75% of its U.S. business is now being handled in four or five large Call Centers.  On the other hand, many corporate agencies are saying that customers are still willing to pay for the higher service levels normally associated with the on-site setting.  

With this in mind, let’s take a look at just some of the advantages and constraints (in my opinion) of using a Call Center for your company’s travel arrangements:

Advantages of a Call Center

· Lower Fees – Typically, Call Centers will have the lowest fee per transaction for travel arrangements.  Most agencies are very willing to substantially reduce the fees if a client moves the business from an on-site to a multi-client Call Center.

· Reduced Administration – The outsourced scenario tends to reduce company administrative tasks and some of the associated expenses of the travel department.  Certain overhead, fixed costs, and facilities expense can be eliminated.   

· Manage Demand - Call volume and high demand periods can usually be better managed in a Call Center. Peak call times and expanded hours (across all time zones) can be covered with more flexibility; most agencies have the ability to roll and queue calls from one Center to the other based on available staff. 

· Sophisticated Technology - Call Centers are often equipped (or soon will be) with the latest and greatest in call routing telephony & switches, profile management tools, point of sale & “screen pop” technology, file finishing software, and/or Voice Over IP (sends voice transmission over internet instead of telephone lines).

· Agent Coverage – Unlike the on-site operation, covering for sick days, vacation, and extended medical leave tend to be no problem in a properly staffed Call Center.  In a multi-client facility, agents can be crossed trained and utilized on a variety of accounts.

· Acceptance – Eventually, travelers and traveler arrangers will adjust to this new service delivery.

Constraints of a Call Center

· Service Levels – Off-site service delivery is going to be very different from what most travelers/travel arrangers have been accustomed to.  Most of the technology and staff are new and productivity and efficiency gains have been slow in coming.  

· Customization is Limited – The multi-client facility often affects a client’s ability to control and customize the booking and service process.  This is a shared services environment and customized functions for booking, policy reference, and recording information might be somewhat limited.   

· Agent Turnover – Call Centers are usually large facilities with upwards of 300 agents in a fairly disciplined setting; there is bound to be some turnover.  Experience and efficiency levels of reservation staff will usually be an issue – lots of new people.

· Agent Familiarity – Call Center staff will not be familiar with company travelers – their travel patterns and purchase habits.  Depending on the ratio of agent turn over, the size, and location of the Call Center, this could be an ongoing situation affecting service levels.

· Cultural Mismatches – Call Centers far removed from the caller could cause occasional regional/cultural misunderstandings.  Reservation agents may have trouble keeping up with fast talking New Yorkers or understanding a Californian calling from his/her Cell phone while driving along the beach.

· Acceptance – Eventually, travelers and traveler arrangers will adjust to this new service delivery.  Will this be consistent with corporate goals and culture?  It is necessary to keep travelers productive and satisfied.
















