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Executive Summary

The Government Contact Center Council (G3C) was established in February 2008 to improve federal contact center service to the public by bringing federal managers together to share proven practices and to focus on contact center issues of mutual interest.  G3C consists of 60 members representing 35 federal offices.  The General Services Administration’s Office of Citizen Services, sponsor of The Government Contact Center Council, requested that the Council offer its analysis of the feasibility of requiring Federal contact centers to utilize more home-based agents in rural economically depressed areas.  This paper summarizes G3C’s examination of this issue.
Eight issue areas (“Challenges”) were common to the concerns identified by members of G3C surveyed for this paper: 

1) Availability and reliability of broadband Internet service 

2) Recruiting effectively in remote rural areas

3) Provision and technical support of home agent technology 

4) Security of information  

5) Training of agents

6) Service quality assurance 
7) The home office environment
8) Managing the remote agent environment 

Precedent exists, both in government and in the commercial world, that demonstrates home-based agent work is viable.  But focusing on “rural” communities involves some new problems and workplace nuances.  Even though incorporating a new contingent of home-based agents of any kind may be problematic, the level of difficulty and costs associated with this particular endeavor may ultimately depend most heavily upon the availability of quality broadband access in rural areas.  Organizations already exist to increase economic opportunities in rural areas. The ability of agencies to partner with these organizations will factor heavily in their ability to recruit, train, and provide technology support.
While such an initiative (to employ more home-based contact center agents in rural, economically depressed areas) involves obstacles and the level of support for the idea by G3C members varies, no obstacles are really insurmountable.   Some solutions may be relatively expensive to implement and funding outside an agency’s normal budget might be needed to implement such a plan.  Additionally, some agencies’ work may be less suitable to such an employment environment.   Agencies who already contract out for contact center work would be prime candidates for transition.  Agencies who use federal employees to answer public questions, and who frequently perform job activities beyond simply answering inquiries, would be less suitable.  The value of any requirement to use home-based rural agents would have to be examined on an agency-by-agency basis.
Before obligating agencies to employ a contingent of these home-based rural agents, a pilot project with an agency would be necessary.  This pilot project would track the challenges and benefits as the program progresses from the paper plan to a successfully operating virtual contact center consisting of home-based agents in rural, economically depressed areas.
This paper identifies the challenges involved in establishing this virtual workforce and also offers possible solutions to mitigate the effect of these challenges.  It concludes that if the obstacles of the lack of broadband access and training an isolated workforce can be overcome, the other considerations can be readily dealt with through careful research, partnering and planning.  The initiative appears viable.  G3C looks forward to supporting the search for solutions and the execution of a pilot program.
Introduction
Each year, approximately two billion interactions* from citizens and other government customers are processed through federal contact centers via telephone and email contact channels.  Although the actual number of federal contact centers is not known, a GSA Office of Citizen Services study in 2007 identified 135 federal centers reported by executive-level agencies.  The total number of federal contact centers is estimated to be around 300.  
The Government Contact Center Council (G3C) was established in February 2008 to improve federal contact center service to the public by bringing federal managers together to share proven practices and to focus on contact center issues of mutual interest.  G3C consists of 60 members representing 35 federal offices.  In response to a request from our sponsor, GSA’s Office of Citizen Services, members of G3C have contributed their opinions and experiences related to using home-based contact center agents in rural, economically depressed areas.  This paper represents a brief examination by G3C of the Federal government’s option to employ such agents.

Eight issue areas (“Challenges”) were common to the concerns identified by members of G3C surveyed for this paper: 

1) Availability and reliability of broadband Internet service 

2) Recruiting effectively in remote rural areas

3) Provision and technical support of home agent technology 

4) Security of information  

5) Training of agents

6) Service quality assurance 

7) The home office environment
8) Managing the remote agent environment 

* U.S. General Services Administration, Office of Citizen Services, Federal Solutions Division, Summary of the Government-Wide Assessment, http://www.citizenservices.gov/survey (accessed 20 September 2009).

Challenge #1
 Availability and Reliability of Broadband Internet Service  
The most frequently cited concern from our group regarding the use of home agents in remote rural areas is a major one: The availability and reliability of broadband internet service:

“In order to access systems and efficiently provide service to our customers, high-speed connectivity would be a requirement for our agents.”

“Connectivity issues in rural towns are a constant question.  Down time of either phone or computer connections could be very expensive.  And who will check up to see if the connections were actually down or just thought to be down?”

“The biggest drawback to using home-based agents is the availability of broadband access.  Without broadband availability in the area, agent work is impossible.  Even agents handling only phone calls (no email or chat) need access to a computer with internet capability in order to function in their job.   Critical to establishing feasibility of such a far-reaching project is first establishing where broadband is available, which ultimately decides where jobs are possible.”

The modern contact center depends on broadband, and in fact high-bandwidth, Internet access.  Increasingly, contact centers are moving to voice over IP (VOIP), which requires broadband access to handle both voice and data over the same connection.  For Federal agencies to use home-based agents in rural communities, these communities must have an internet infrastructure which incorporates both high-bandwidth and high reliability.  According to Elizabeth Herrell, Vice President, Forrester Research, rural areas often do not even have sufficient or reliable DSL internet service. Any serious study of the feasibility of requiring agencies to include home-based agents in rural areas should start with an assessment of broadband availability and reliability in those areas.
Mitigation
G3C members suggested the possible need to coordinate any rural outreach efforts with current and future state and rural economic development programs to extend broadband into rural areas.  It would also be valuable for agencies to partner with local telephone companies to take advantage of broadband extension and upgrade programs that impact rural areas. Some rural areas that do not have high-speed internet connectivity through land lines might be capable of getting it through residential satellite or cellular service.    
Challenge #2
Recruiting Effectively in Remote Rural Areas
G3C members expressed concern about the recruitment picture for rural areas—how would agencies cost effectively recruit in rural areas?  

“How can we identify and select people in rural areas?  Will the remote nature of qualified people in rural areas be worth the effort (cost, complexity and time) to acquire them?”  
Most G3C members are aware of anecdotal information that suggests many rural areas may contain plenty of qualified candidates, but how does the government go about finding them cost-effectively?

Mitigation
The solution most likely includes finding good partners in town governments and state and local economic development offices, among government contractors aware of opportunities to work with rural communities, and within vocational and higher education institutions in and near target areas.  
Online recruiting via the internet may also be a valuable approach.  Before agencies or companies ever invest in seeing an applicant in person, applicants could take initial qualifying tests and the prospective employer could initiate thorough background checks online.

The Federal government can also incentivize agencies to both partner with each other and to externally advertise for recruits and connect recruits with Federal service or contractor job opportunities.
Challenge #3
Provision and Technical Support of Home Agent Technology
Every discussion of having employees work from home ultimately becomes a discussion of how to supply required technology and support it.

“… a basic decision has to be made about whether the agent or the employer will furnish the computer.   Having the agent furnish/use his own computer is certainly cheaper in the short run.   To furnish each home-based agent with a computer involves an initially higher cost: agents in centers frequently share computers as shifts change.  This cost sharing aspect is lost with home-based agents.  However, in the greater scheme of things, the cost of extra computers should not be prohibitive.   And furnishing a standardized, dedicated government computer also provides other obvious benefits, some financial.”   
Once a decision is made about who supplies the technology, the question about how to support it remotely still exists – and “remote support” means support from possibly a great distance.  The longer it takes to repair or replace equipment the longer an agent is out of service.  Bad equipment in a physical contact center is quickly, sometimes almost instantaneously, repaired or replaced.  But with a remote agent working from home, what will be the responsibility for paying an agent who cannot work due to broken equipment?  It is obviously in the best interest of both the Government and the agent to repair or replace equipment quickly and keeping agents productive.  

Mitigation
Just as for recruiting, the answer to technology support may lie, in part, in partnering.  It may be feasible to work with the same partners for technology support as for recruiting.  

Standard, perhaps simplified, technology configurations and comprehensive agent training on technology self-support of their home-based equipment, in addition to the usual customer support training provided agents, may minimize down-time of agents due to technology problems.  The decision that equipment needs to be replaced can often be made remotely, and with advances in technology agents should easily be able to replace component pieces with items shipped overnight without much difficulty, particularly if remote assistance is available to guide the replacement.  For those occasions when this is not possible, it may be best to have a partner in the area who can assist hands-on.  External or online back-up solutions can also assist agents in keeping their stations productive.   This is an issue that exists for all home-based agents, urban or rural, and has been successfully dealt with by many contractors.  Where rural agents are involved, the only additional problem is that of getting a technician to them across greater distances when a technician’s physical presence is required.

Challenge #4
  Security of Information
Another common issue raised with home-based contact center agents is that of information security.  

“In a standard call center, supervisors observe individuals directly.  Office policies frequently prohibit the use of paper and pen, printing, etc., and a supervisor’s presence can enforce this rule.   Center space is usually restricted territory; those entering must be approved by guards or receptionists.   At night, facilities are usually protected by intrusion detection systems.  None of this is true with home-based employment.   At home, an agent is largely free to record or print anything he chooses for personal use.   It may be possible, with agency-furnished equipment, to actually restrict printing for some identified applications, but it’s impossible to limit access to paper and pencil in an individual’s own home.   The same is true for restricted access.   You know precisely who is on the floor in a contact center, and you know (and have done a background check on) the home-based agent, but who knows who else is residing in or simply visiting that agent’s home, perhaps sitting at the agent’s elbow as he works?”   

Contact centers that work with large amounts of privacy-protected information such as citizens’ social security numbers may not be good candidates for using home-based agents due to security obstacles.  For the rest, however, modern technology provides many partial solutions.  Good business processes will help too.
Mitigation
Identify and share relevant lessons from existing home-based work programs such as at the US Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) and the Office of Personnel Management (OPM).  Also consult with organizations such as the Telework Coalition.  Guidelines need to be developed for remote agents to ensure they understand how to properly handle sensitive information, particularly as it relates to non-government employees having access and the disposal/destruction of same when it is no longer needed.  Develop guidelines for the appropriate use of equipment in order to mitigate viruses and their spread.  The top home-agent companies provide a highly secure environment by using SSL encryption in all transactions, multiple firewalls to ensure that agents cannot access non-essential databases, maintain standard procedures for handling personally identifiable information, and implement security policies such as: no storing of data on agent machines; allowing only the use of authorized applications; automatically disabling the agent's PC if unauthorized changes occur; controlling access to all external devices; restricting internet access to authorized websites; disabling unnecessary computer ports, wireless connectivity and communication software.  Security risks inherent to this type of operation are already being addressed by some organizations utilizing home agents.  It is important to note that this challenge is not unique to home-based agents in rural areas.  Security is a challenge to home-based agents anywhere (urban or rural), and it is a challenge that has already been met by many organizations.  Private industries that handle personally identifiable information have apparently found the home-based agent model a successful one and solved the security problem: we understand that Citigroup, Inc, Master Card, General Electric, and American Airlines have all employed home-based agents.
Challenge #5
Training of Agents
Training is a critical element in ensuring consistent, quality interactions between Government’s customers and Government’s customer service representatives (CSRs), and a frequently cited issue among G3C responders.  

“In our center classroom training, which lasts 8 - 10 weeks for new representatives, will have to be provided via another means as would refresher training periodically provided.”

“In order to absorb the agency/corporate culture and become truly fluent in a job, fully allow the agent to question and learn, and permit an instructor to gauge and assist learning through observation and exchange, an agent needs some sort of interaction with a human instructor, and ideally interaction in a structured environment with other students.”

Although reliance on computer-based training is assumed with remote agents, many members believe a human instructor is needed, or at least optimal, in producing agents who are fully proficient in their job.  A training plan that provides a mix of the two is desirable.

Mitigation
Home agents can use an E-Learning environment that is custom-designed for each client agency’s requirements, and may be further tailored based upon training needs of individual agents.  E-learning is widely used to help agents learn new skills at their own pace.  It enables (a) learning through the same interface the agents will rely on to work every day (b) ability to learn at the agent’s own schedule and pace, and (c) click-through curricula which enable quick access to answers and are well-suited to discovery, exploration, and  frequently asked questions (FAQ) formats.  Additionally, as with other solutions, we might want to look closely at partnering opportunities.  Effective partnering with school systems and governments in local communities can supplement a center’s training capability.  If centers limit the types of calls fielded by these remote agents and create position descriptions based upon more specialized roles, training needs would be simplified.  Bringing trainees on-site for an initial training period, which would probably involve hotel residence for that timeframe, might be necessary to fully inculcate them in the center environment and start them on the path to true proficiency.
Challenge #6

Service Quality Assurance

Every agency is responsible for providing the best possible customer service within available resources.  Contact centers take the issue of service quality very seriously.   Several members of G3C expressed concern about the ability to assure high quality service from agents in remote areas.

“Quality control will present a major issue, as intimate one-on-one coaching is much harder to do in a remote environment.”

The complexity of helping agents cultivate the ability to provide excellent service increases substantially when those agents are not physically present or nearby.  Remote agents will miss informal opportunities to learn by observing peers or by casual interactions with peers and managers.  Even special training opportunities for agents will not outweigh the impacts of isolation from their peers and management.

Mitigation

A sufficiently robust routing system will maintain specified service levels while also decreasing abandoned calls and delaying call answering.  Home agents can be monitored via phone, e-mail and instant messaging.  Call monitoring is accomplished in the same manner as in a brick and mortar facility.  Agents are monitored through established quality assurance (QA) procedures and they are coached based on the client’s quality goals.  Some QA measures currently in use with the home agent model:

· Integrated tools for quality monitoring programs, including silent monitoring, call recording, automatic gathering of calls for evaluation, integrated feedback forms

· Configurable agent auditing tools, including evaluation queues, configurable forms and feedback archival

· Allocating only specific topics to be answered that require less specialization will reduce complexity.  

· Easy-to-use tools to communicate, archive and report on agent performance feedback  

· Easy accessibility for Government QA monitors

Clearly, as with other issues, the Government can learn from organizations already using home-based agents.  These solutions will include a combination of both special business processes and technologies.  Quality of service supplied by rural home-based agents should be of no more concern than the quality of service supplied by urban home-based agents.

Challenge #7
The Home Office Environment
The home office environment involves unique considerations which must be addressed.  These include:

· Quality of electrical and telephone infrastructure

· Safety precautions and responsibility (smoking, lighting, furniture, etc.)

· Adequate privacy / physical separation from home distractions

· Background noise levels 

· Insurance responsibilities

· Physical security of home-based equipment (hardware and information security)

Citizens calling a government agency should hear not dogs barking, babies crying, neighbors laughing, trains passing or kids yelling in the background.  Additionally, work spaces need to be safe.  Electrical outlets and cords need to be well placed and properly installed for both the security of the agent and for the Government-supplied equipment such as computers.

Mitigation

Partner with the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) rural development agency, the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and state/local government to ensure suitable workspace in homes of participants.  Work jointly with other agencies to develop check lists for both contact centers and the remote agents (and potential agents) to ensure that they properly protect themselves and their equipment, and to ensure that they are capable of having a quality conversation with callers without noise or attention-grabbing distractions.

Challenge #8
Managing the Remote Agent Environment
Managing this virtual workforce, or blending it with a brick and mortar one, means recognizing and confronting the many secondary problems and issues that will exist.  Less direct than the challenges previously mentioned, they nevertheless will exist, and include:
· Tracking attendance
· Mentoring remotely
· Conducting team meetings
· Providing a sense of involvement in identification of evolving call trends and issues:

“Supervisors traditionally need to have their “ear to the floor” to know when a sudden influx of calls on a breaking issue begins pouring into the contact center.   This is easier to do with a co-located group that the supervisor physically circulates amongst and with agents sitting side by side who can compare trends in the calls they are receiving.”

· Overcoming traditional management apprehension regarding remote workers (well-documented in telework studies)
· Alternative plans for continuing work during extended home power and/or communications outages.
· Incorporating remote staff into a culture of co-located, centrally managed agents with its own interpersonal communications structure.
· The impact on morale of existing in-house staff on this new telework arrangement, particularly when some agencies have traditionally viewed telework d as a special accommodation only.
· Union considerations:
“How does this fit in with the union’s proposal for telework for existing in-house agents?  Wouldn’t the current requests need to be fulfilled first?”

· Insuring recognition and rewards for both in-house and home agents re equitable, when the work assignments may not be.
Mitigation
All the considerations listed above in Challenge #8 are simply the new and different issues that arise when a new and different work activity is undertaken.  Nothing listed is insurmountable, and the key to keeping these issues from becoming problems is really one of simply recognizing them and planning for them.    The G3C members didn’t try to establish ultimate answers and complete plans in addressing these considerations, but they did offer some approaches in formulating these plans:
· Provide proven remote management techniques to managers of home-based agents.  Supervisors should have and use standard metrics to assess productivity and to communicate performance issues and expectations.  Supervisors need to develop designated times and a specific agenda for interacting with remote agents. 

· Create ways for customer service representatives to communicate with each other (i.e. instant messaging).  Offer regular process reports and feedback to remote agents on their skills in operating within the system to increase their effectiveness.  Ensure adequate and fair supervision and feedback are provided to rural staff.   Additionally, remote agents could attend and/or participate in most agent meetings and training remotely via teleconference and web-conference capabilities.

· Create baseline measurements of how benefits and rewards are distributed before the new program is implemented and measure/tweak future benefits and rewards against that baseline.

Potential Program Benefits
While employing an often overlooked population is the goal of this initiative, many other potential benefits make it an attractive option.   G3C members identified some of these:

· A “green workforce” (employees who aren’t using cars to get to work – or any other energy-dependent, pollution inducing vehicle)
· Flexibility of scheduling and call surge handling

· Support of individuals with disabilities who cannot easily travel to join the workforce
· A more widely dispersed workforce (an emergency consideration)

· Reduced central facility costs with fewer agent seats needed

For every 100 remote agents it is possible to avoid using 27,600 gallons of gasoline annually and saving each driver an average of $828. This savings is based on information from the U.S. Census Bureau and the Texas Transportation Institute. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the average roundtrip work commute is 24 miles per day.  The Texas Transportation Institute says commuters burn an additional 26 gallons of gas each year idling during their nearly 2-hour commutes. So if one uses an average fuel cost of $3 per gallon, a fuel efficiency of 24 miles per gallon and adds in the loss of fuel efficiency (26 gallons per year idling in traffic), a conservative estimate for the cost of one person's commute is $828 per year or $82,800 for every 100 remote agents.

A blend of home-based agents and center-based agents would be ideal, serving many needs and offering many benefits.

In the event of a disaster, or something far less severe than full scale disaster but which still disables a center for a short period of time (e.g., a snow storm paralyzing a city), home-based agents disbursed throughout the country could continue to provide contact services unimpeded.
Employing home agents allows for an incredible amount of flexibility in scheduling for both employers and employees.  Agents could maintain their availability on automated toolsets that management uses to finalize work schedules.  In some instances, agents can self-schedule in blocks as short as one-half hour.  In many cases, this flexibility enables the home agent model to achieve higher service levels than that of a brick and mortar center while also providing strong back up for continuity of services.  This productivity gain is due in part because remote agents who can schedule around home and family issues will not lose productivity to deal with them during scheduled work time.
Cost Perspectives
Every proposed initiative involves cost implications and potential benefits.  Requiring agencies to use more home-based agents, particularly home-based agents in rural communities, includes the following cost considerations:
· Occasional necessity for government personnel to travel to an agent’s home to handle equipment and management issues
· Training costs beyond what a contact center-based agent requires
· Recruiting costs beyond those of traditional methods

Ever cautious and cost-conscious, G3C members were obviously worried about the costs of implementing such a project:
“Who will pay for the technology necessary to link in people in rural areas as remote agents?

Investment in technology and equipment and training potential remote agents - the costs cannot be shared with them otherwise inconsistent equipment and access create gaps in quality and performance.”

“[This new initiative] will require purchase of additional equipment for CSRs.
Making this change will require additional management and equipment costs to meet its political targets, and so will have to be accompanied by increases to the program’s funding.”
“Who will provide the additional funding necessary to implement the initiative?”
“As the overall objective of this policy would be driven by political objectives rather than operational efficiency and customer satisfaction, a considerable financial investment would be required, with an uncertain breakeven point at which time the contact center would be able to function within its assigned budget ceilings.”
“If this initiative is to become government policy, it should not be an unfunded mandate, and the responsible agency should be able to provide annual funding for the expected cost differentials.”
“There would be no off-setting cost reductions given our current location.”
But while they were quick to list the new cost implications, G3C members also saw clear potential savings in a large virtual workforce.

In terms of cost, every home-based agent means less floor space in an actual contact center dedicated to agents, less energy costs, and less furniture and maintenance costs. The savings obtained by reducing the size of actual contact centers should easily outweigh the cost of a one-time computer purchase and occasional travel to the home-based agent's home. Even the additional cost of an initial period of onsite training and indoctrination, if desired, could be absorbed. There is no reason to believe that costs, across time, would be substantially greater for home-based agents than for onsite agents. In fact, long-term savings may very well far outweigh initial cost outlay.

Role of Remote Home-Based Agents in Overall Contact Operations
A blending of home-based and “brick-and-mortar” centralized facilities may be required for each job task.  

“The more dispersed call center services are, the more difficult they are to manage in terms of assuring consistency of message, content, and quality.   Immediate interaction is vital to succeeding in an endeavor where the operation is fluid and content changes regularly.   Having a core actual contact center, with onsite agents immediately available for interaction, validation, and centralized standardization, gives an agency or contractor a solid base from which it can disseminate operating procedures and information, and against which it can calibrate and control out-lying performance in its virtual center.”
A possible approach to facilitate the required learning curve is to launch initially with only traditional call center agent functions, such as phone calls, and systematically expand to online chat, web contact, and other channels as maturity occurs and dictates.

Many agencies lack experience with home-based agents.  However, there are vendors and agencies that have had great success with home-based agents and have tremendous experience establishing and managing this workforce, honed through doing this over and over as their primary work.  For example, The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) has 100 home-based agents in rural Pennsylvania.  But despite OPM’s success, it is generally believed that it would be much easier for agencies with contractor-run centers to transition to this new virtual environment than in-house agencies, which would naturally be treading in totally new and unknown waters.  Many of the companies that use home-based agents do so to accommodate hiring the disabled.  The National Institute for the Severely Handicapped and the National Industries for the Blind work with companies to make it possible for disabled individuals to work from home, and these organizations are skilled in working through the special accommodations needed for the disabled.  For people in rural areas with disabilities, they would be an invaluable resource.

“[Employing home-based agents] would be a BIG shift in focus.  We would need resources, best practices, lessons learned. Be clear on what contributions are required from the remote agents as a business unit to the whole operations – they may need to be “evaluated” on different criteria.”  

“Depending upon the niche fulfilled by the contact center, jobs could be dissected and parsed out.”
“In the event contact center jobs need to be dissected in order for them to be staffed by rural agents, additional FTE over current levels may be required.”
Beyond that, one agency was insistent that we note some Federal contact centers already operate in economically depressed areas, some of which are rural, but that this doesn’t mean a work-at-home environment is required.   
“…please make sure that the White House understands that many of the US government agencies currently have contacts with vendors who operate in very ‘economically depressed rural areas’ because we are already trying to save the taxpayer money and also trying to assist towns that need our jobs.  We are currently very good community players.”
“My question is: what will happen to all of these people we employ should we suddenly have to re-write contracts?  Current employees like coming to work in an office that might be next to their University and they like their flexible hours so they can attend classes.  Perhaps the White House needs to be advised that many of us currently operate in ‘Economically Depressed Rural Areas.’”
“Lawrence, KS – we employ many students who could not go to school if they did not have their jobs with Vangent in Lawrence, KS.”
“Nigara Falls, NY – very economically depressed and we employ over 175 people in that city that has no other major industry at all.  It is very much a dying community apart from the casino.  We have employed many of these individuals for over 6 to 8 years.  What will happen to them?”
“And what will happen to the employees in Utica, NY – Bakersfield, CA – Coralville, IA – Montgomery, AL?”

It seems clear that a blend of both brick-and-mortar agents and work-at-home agents might best fulfill a mandate to employ more Americans in economically depressed areas.  Some of this activity is already in place.

Conclusion
Overall, the possibility of using more home-based agents in economically depressed rural areas is exciting: it means creating jobs for an available workforce while concurrently helping the government.  Although actual costs and benefits for this possible new program cannot be fully quantified in this brief analysis, the project does appear to be viable long-term. While long-term savings may exist – or at least make the program cost-neutral -- it is important to remember that start-up costs for such an initiative do not exist in agencies’ budgets today.  Funding outside an agency’s normal budget might be needed to implement such a plan, at least initially.

Precedent exists, both in government and in the commercial world that demonstrates home-based agent work is viable.  However, incorporating a new contingent of home-based agents may be problematic for agencies whose employees are currently in-house (government employees as opposed to contract employees) because those agencies have no experience implementing such an initiative.   The component of this initiative that is most likely to present obstacles, in terms of both feasibility and cost, is not the concept of a home-based agent, but rather the remote rural aspect – how to provide high speed Internet access and how to accomplish necessary training.  How difficult and how costly such a transition would be for agencies to include home-base agents may ultimately depend largely upon the availability of broadband access in rural areas.   

We can learn from current successes by identifying and capturing lessons from existing related programs (such as at the US Patent and Trademark Office and the Office of Personnel Management) and organizations (such as the Telework Coalition) with applicability.  It will be critical for success to create agency buy-in early on, and agencies can be incentivized through a rewards program for creating jobs through this program.

“The focus on rural communities works to enable recession-impacted communities to get access to significant jobs without leaving their communities; in addition, a potential policy change may also want to encourage using military spouses ( ie co-locating near a military installation)  to enable work for military spouses.”
A cycle of continuing program evaluation and adjustment will be key to success.  This cycle must incorporate a robust evaluation plan to prove program feasibility based upon clear, workable, and meaningful goals and objectives against which to measure success.
One possible next step for the federal government would be to find an agency with the resources and willingness to conduct a pilot program.  Using some of the issue-mitigation suggestions from this paper, such as partnering with a state’s programs, a pilot project can go a long way towards developing a reusable model for the government to follow in future contact center programs.
While such an initiative involves obstacles, none are really insurmountable. G3C members are mixed in their levels of support and enthusiasm for it.  But for many their reactions are dependent upon their current contact center operating model and in fact upon the nature of the work their particular agency does.  Clearly, if judiciously implemented to avoid information security issues, and if the broadband availability obstacle is overcome, an initiative to require this population’s employment appears very do-able and might offer a host of benefits beyond the obvious. 

For more information about this paper please contact 
Robert Smudde, Chairman of the Government Contact Center Council
at robert.smudde@gsa.gov
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