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Forging a True Partnership with  
a Contact Center Vendor

What to Do Before the Contract is Signed
Partnering with an outsourced contact center can be an effective solution for businesses who want to supplement 
or even completely replace their own call center functions. A contact center vendor can bring to the table expertise, 
technology, resources and best practices that some companies simply don’t have in house. These capabilities can, in 
turn, greatly benefit an organization’s customers as well as their bottom line.

There’s a lot on the line when a company outsources its customer care. After all, taking this step means putting a large 
portion of the customer experience in the hands of a third party. Nevertheless, a significant number of businesses 
have done just that. In fact, in a recent survey of 300 companies with call center functions, Deloitte found that 35% 
of respondents outsource at least part of their call center services.i That same survey also revealed that 96% of the 
respondents were planning to add to their call center capacity. This demand is being driven by business growth 
and customer experience requirements. Outsourcing to a competent, experienced contact center vendor is a viable 
solution to this business problem.
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Why do Companies Outsource?
In addition to solving capacity demands, there are many reasons businesses seek 
outsourcing partners. Reducing costs has traditionally been a primary driver 
behind the decision to outsource a business function. In addition to call centers, 
many companies also outsource services like IT, legal and HR. A 2016 global 
outsourcing study by Deloitte found that when outsourcing any type of business 
function, cost cutting is still the most cited business driver at 59%.ii However, 
allowing a company to focus on their core business is a very close second at 57%. 
Rounding out the top five reasons are ‘solves capacity issues’ (47%), ‘enhances 
service quality’ (31%), and ‘critical to business needs’ (28%). This data indicates that 
businesses recognize that outsourcing partners can offer benefits beyond simple 
cost savings. Contact center vendors who know how to deliver value, rather than just low costs, are well suited to meet 
these expectations.

Selecting a Partner
The decision to outsource even a portion of a business’s contact center functions is typically not a simple one to 
make. After all, 85% of companies view customer experience as a competitive differentiator.iii Not only are there cost, 
HR, technology and logistics complexities to consider, but the business needs to carefully weigh any risks it might 
introduce by entrusting a vendor with caring for its customers.

With so much at stake, companies need to have a very structured approach to selecting 
their contact center vendor and they have to be willing to commit the time and 
resources to properly executing this process. This assertion is supported by the Deloitte 
contact center study, which lists as one of its key findings that businesses need to “invest 
additional time during the initial stages of the outsourcing relationship to ensure value is 
achieved throughout the process.”iv 

Typically, once they decide to assess the viability of outsourcing, a company will develop 
a business case. The “meat” of the business case is a multi-year financial assessment of 
the outsourcing initiative. If the business case proves to be favorable, it’s followed by 
vendor selection activities. Vendor selection activities may include a formal, competitive 
RFP process, but some companies have adopted alternative, and still effective, means for 
soliciting sales proposals. In either case, vendor selection ends with the signing of the 
contract.

The ultimate goal should be for a company to find a vendor who will act as a true 
business partner. In a recent study conducted by KPMG, 46% of survey participants from 

large companies indicated that this is precisely the role they want their outsourcer to play — that of a true partner.v 
However, this same survey also shows that some of the relationships are coming up short, as less than a quarter of 
respondents indicated that their current providers have reached “true partner” status.

This is why it’s so important to put in the effort at the front end of the relationship. The vendor selection process is the 
time when clients assess not just the practical capabilities of vendors but also their potential fit as a partner. And it’s a 
two way street. Vendors are also judging the prospect. Vendors have been known to walk away from deals when they 
determined that the partnership didn’t have the potential to be successful. 
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Here’s another interesting finding from that KPMG study: smaller businesses just want a vendor that’s competent, 
versus having that higher aspiration of forging a true partnership.vi KPMG’s interpretation of this information is that 
these smaller companies were being underserved by their current providers and had therefore adopted an attitude 
along the lines of “we’d be happy if our vendor just did its job.”

Are these companies settling for a lower standard? Maybe. But the fact is that there are a lot of outsourcers to choose 
from and even ones with a great track record won’t be the best fit for every company seeking a vendor. This is because 
they all have unique strengths, technology, resources, priorities and pricing methodologies. Determining what these 
are and if they’re consistent with what a business wants in a partner is the goal of the vendor selection process.

But how can a company successfully choose a partner during such a formal process when vendors are on their best 
behavior? The rest of this white paper provides insights and examples that help illustrate how companies can set 
themselves up for a successful partnership very early in the new relationship.

Keys to Success
A successful partnership is built on a foundation of trust, understanding, competence and respect. There are several 
time proven keys to success for establishing this solid foundation. These include:

• Understanding each other’s business model
• Not using an arm’s length vendor selection process
• Finding an accommodating vendor
• Being a realistic purchaser

Understanding each other’s business model
To understand how best to serve its partner, a contact 
center vendor needs to have a good understanding of the 
partner’s business model. The business model typically 
drives what happens in the contact center. It’s the basis for 
establishing goals for conversion rates and handle times. 
It drives staffing requirements, including those impacted 
by intraday marketing pushes and seasonal purchasing 
fluctuations. It dictates refund policies and product 
guarantees. These all have implications for the contact 
center, so it’s critical that vendor partners are able to grasp 
the basics of the model and structure their services to 
support it.

Therefore, during the vendor selection process, purchasers 
should look for cues that vendors are trying to understand 
their business. Are vendors asking the right questions? Have vendors done some of their own legwork to better 
understand the prospect’s industry? Do vendors already have clients with similar business models?

It’s also critical to the success of the relationship that purchasers of outsourced services understand their vendor 
partner’s business model. This will provide context for things like pricing decisions and resource allocation both during 
vendor selection and also once services go live with the vendor. 



4FORGING A TRUE PARTNERSHIP WITH A CONTACT CENTER VENDOR

Simply put, outsourced contact centers have to cover 
100% of their costs with the prices it charges its clients, 
plus add in a little extra for profit. As obvious as this 
seems, it’s an important point to make because it’s 
different from a business’s internal call center, which 
typically only gets allocated a portion of things like 
executive pay, facilities costs and other types of overhead. 
Vendor pricing has to include not just direct costs, like 
agent wages and line charges, but also allocations for 
a whole lot of indirect costs, like marketing, HR and 
accounting staff wages and even office supplies. Most of 
these costs get baked into the per-minute or per-hour 
pricing, but sometimes vendors will quote separate 
pricing for things like account management fees, 
reporting etc. You should also expect training costs to be 
charged, as well.

But the good news is that, with an established vendor, 
there are other clients to spread many of these costs 
across, so no particular client should be unduly burdened 
with carrying a vendor’s overhead. And this brings us 
to another critical part of a contact center provider’s 
business model: occupancy.

Occupancy is the percentage of time an agent who is 
available to take calls is actually taking calls. Vendors 
want this to be high. Their business model depends on 
it. To increase occupancy rates, vendors will often multi-
skill their agents, which means that during the course of 
an hour, the agent could field calls for several different 

clients. When done well (good training and technical 
tools), this benefits clients by keeping their pricing down. 
However, any operational requirements that interfere 
with a vendor’s ability to multi-skill, such as a demand 
for dedicated agents, can also be managed effectively as 
long as there is enough call volume to provide plenty of 
activity for the dedicated agent. Too much idle time will 
equal inflated cost.

This information is important to know for business case 
development because businesses need to make sure they 
are fully allocating appropriate costs to their internal call 
centers. If they include the types of cost categories that 
vendors load into their pricing, it will get them closer to 
an apples to apples comparison and therefore increase 
the accuracy of their business case.

An accurate business case is also part of the foundation 
of developing a solid partnership. A client of ours couldn’t 
understand why our charges were equal to or sometimes 
3–5% higher than their own internal costs. It began to be 
the source of some tension, so we worked with them to 
do a deep dive on their costs. Together, we discovered 
that they were not allocating everything that should have 
been allocated to their own call center, such as payroll 
taxes, technology and depreciation. A more thorough 
business case probably would have prevented the 
tension, but on the plus side, it gave us an opportunity to 
partner with our client to get to the heart of the matter.

Not using an arm’s length vendor selection process
Letting a purchasing department independently choose the call center vendor is a bit like allowing a marriage broker 
to pick your spouse. That’s not meant to be a criticism of purchasing departments. Rather, it’s meant to emphasize the 
importance of establishing early communication between the vendors and whatever stakeholders will be managing 
them and internally responsible for their performance. Purchasing departments certainly bring specific expertise to 
the vendor selection process, but the ones who will manage the relationship are in the best position to assess the 
viability of forming a true partnership.

Research shows that companies don’t actually begin 
speaking to potential vendors until they are already 57% of 
the way through the purchasing process.vii Much of that is 
understandable — companies have to do research, crunch 
numbers and get internal alignment on the concept of 
outsourcing. But that still seems late in the process to begin 
conversations with potential partners.
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Companies should start talking to outsourcing vendors 
well before they request a proposal or issue a formal RFP. 
This gives them an opportunity to begin understanding 
vendors’ capabilities, areas of specialization and 
partnership approach. Businesses can begin assessing 
qualities like responsiveness, knowledge and attention to 
detail. And who better to weigh in on these qualities than 
the people who are ultimately going to have to work with 
the selected vendor? 

There is also a very practical reason to begin having 
these early conversations with potential partners. If 
companies want to have a decent sized pool of sales 

proposals to consider, they need to engage vendors 
and begin to create a relationship before they ask for a 
proposal or send out the RFP. Receiving an RFP from a 
company with whom they have never spoken is a big red 
flag to vendors. This is because this scenario can mean 
the prospect already has a finalist (like an incumbent) 
in mind but has to go through the motions of getting 
X number of proposals. The odds are against winning a 
blind RFP, so some vendors may not think it’s worth the 
effort to develop a proposal. Therefore, businesses that 
genuinely want a sizable number of prospective partners 
to choose from need to start engaging vendors earlier in 
the selection process. 

Finding an accommodating vendor
While these pre-selection conversations will enable companies to 
begin assessing certain vendor characteristics, the proposal or RFP 
process will reveal even more about each vendor’s true nature and 
capabilities. 

First, let’s be honest. A lot of hard work goes into creating a high 
quality sales proposal, and at the end of the day, there’s no guarantee 
that the effort will pay off. So, the proposal process is a good chance 
to assess how vendors perform when they have to do a task that isn’t 
much fun and has an uncertain payoff. It’s a good proxy for how they 
will behave post-implementation. Do they roll up their sleeves and 
deliver something customized and unique, or do they just copy and 
paste a lot of boilerplate language? 

As an example, we have designed multi-year budgets for prospective 
clients so they could better forecast costs. In one particular case, a 
prospect asked us to develop a budget assuming their calls would 
be handled in a shared (multi-skill) environment. Then they asked 

us to run the numbers for a dedicated model, and then for a hybrid (combination of dedicated and multi-skill agents) 
model. We were happy to develop the three detailed budget scenarios because we wanted this prospect to become a 
partner and going the extra mile is what partners do.

Similarly, the sales presentation is an opportunity to evaluate whether vendors have put the effort into addressing a 
prospect’s specific business requirements. For example, we were working with a prospect who was having difficulty 
understanding how their calls would work with our CRM solution. So we had our programmers develop a basic, 
customized script that included branching, product photos and disposition options. When we demonstrated the script 
at the sales presentation, it not only answered their questions, but also gave them an example of what type of partner 
we would be.

The vendor selection process can be a good time to assess a vendor’s accommodation gene. Purchasers just need to 
know what types of behavior to look for. 



6FORGING A TRUE PARTNERSHIP WITH A CONTACT CENTER VENDOR

Being a realistic purchaser
When a company develops its outsourcing business case, it has to make reasonable assumptions about some of the 
unknown costs and benefits. The quality of these assumptions can impact whether or not the new partnership is set 
up to succeed. This is especially true of any cost targets the new vendor will be expected to meet.

In the business case phase, the purchaser doesn’t have solid pricing estimates yet, so it may need to use a tool such 
as benchmarking as the basis for vendor cost estimates. Regardless of the source, the business case data needs to be 
realistic. Businesses have to be careful about not falling into the wishful thinking trap, which isn’t uncommon when 
doing business cases. One example we encountered of this behavior involved a company that was outsourcing their 
call center services to the Philippines but wanted to bring it back to the U.S. They erroneously thought they could get 
similar pricing from a U.S. provider as they were getting in the Philippines. This was an unrealistic expectation and 
really skewed the business case.  

Even if the business case numbers aren’t exactly what a company is hoping for, it’s important to go back to that 
Deloitte study that shows that there’s a lot more to outsourcing than simply reducing costs. Outsourcing also yields 
benefits such as increasing capacity and enhancing service quality and many companies are considering these 
benefits as well as the business case numbers when deciding whether to proceed with vendor selection.  

However, assuming extreme benefits can also test a new partnership, especially when the new vendor is accountable 
for delivering the benefit but isn’t consulted about the target. We experienced this with a new client that sold health 
supplements. At the time, we had been serving another client with a similar product for four years and therefore 
had a good understanding of what type of conversion rate to expect. Despite our guidance, however, the new client 
pressed us to accept a conversion rate target that was twice what we had achieved with the other client. It took 
much negotiating to come to agreement on a more realistic target and it was an unfortunate way to begin a new 
partnership. A primary reason they were so adamant about staying with that original, unrealistic goal — the business 
case depended on it.

Being a realistic purchaser doesn’t mean that companies should not challenge their vendors. Clients should have high 
expectations and standards for their providers to meet. But stretch goals need to be based in reality and established 
collaboratively.
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Conclusion
A successful partnership can yield significant benefits 
to both purchasers and vendors. However, finding and 
establishing the new partnership takes effort and a certain 
degree of knowledge. Following these keys to success 
should help businesses better position themselves for a 
long-term, fruitful relationship.

USA800 is an award winning, US Based, 100% employee 
owned contact center with more than 40 years experience 
servicing many industries as a contact center BPO.  
Visit www.usa800.com for more information.
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