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The case company of this study has been growing fast and the contact volumes received in 
the customer service have simultaneously been increasing. Customers have been offered 
new service channels and the number of employees in the customer service unit has been 
growing. This has led to a situation, where shift planning has become challenging and time-
consuming. At the same time, there has been issues with efficiency of the customer service, 
which can be seen as missed service level targets. 
 
The purpose of this study was to find ways to tackle the shift planning challenges in the 
customer service of the case company. As modern workforce management systems offer 
comprehensive features, the objective was to create a suggestion of possible digital tools 
for effective organizing of work in versatile customer service. 
 
To identify the challenges and the problem scope, the thesis started with the current state 
analysis. It consisted of an analysis of the customer service statistics, employee survey re-
sults and the manager interview, therefore the research methods used in this study were 
mainly qualitative. The current state analysis showed that there were versatile challenges 
with the shift planning in the customer service. 
 
The conceptual framework was built around three main areas of improvement identified in 
the current state analysis. They were focused on how to increase productivity and flexibility 
and ensure fairness in work division. Based on the existing knowledge and best practices 
found in available articles and studies, it was clear that there would be a need to implement 
a system for workforce management in the customer service.  
 
In the proposal building phase, five systems were chosen for prequalification and thereafter 
three for the final qualification. Finally, the recommendation to the case company was to 
implement Teleopti, which met the requirements set for the system. The proposal was vali-
dated by the Services Management team, which however rejected Teleopti due to its heavy 
pricing. As the final outcome, the case company decided to implement Tymeshift, which had 
lower monthly fees, but could also meet the main requirements. 

Keywords Workforce management, shift planning, service supply chain, 
contact center 
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1 Introduction 

Most likely everyone at some point in life has ended up in a customer service queue and 

knows, how frustrating it sometimes can be to wait for the service. In the business world 

of today, time is very valuable, and we do not want to spend it on waiting but we want to 

get the service fast, whenever we need it. In most cases, the customer service unit is the 

customer’s primary contact point to the company, and it can even act as a competitive 

advantage for the company. Therefore, it is no wonder that regardless of the line of busi-

ness, companies all over the world are paying attention to the quality and efficiency of 

their customer service operations and putting an effort to get the satisfaction measures 

of the service as high as possible.  

 

One popular way to improve customer service is to add as many different service chan-

nels as possible. This kind of approach for a multi-channel contact center enhances the 

customer experience as it gives the opportunity for the customer to freely choose, which 

contact channel to use and when to use it. In addition to customer experience, offering 

multi-channel service may also have a positive effect on the employee satisfaction, as 

the different channels create variability to the content of the working days. 

 

Along with the positive effects, offering service in multiple channels creates also chal-

lenges to the company. From the managerial aspect, managing the service operations 

become more complex as the same performance and service quality should be main-

tained regardless of the contact channel. The companies tend to have versatile ways 

and metrics to measure these features of the customer service but usually performance 

and service quality are connected for example to answering rates, resolution times, cus-

tomer waiting times and customer satisfaction rates. To reach the levels set for each 

different metric the company has implemented for its customer service, the managers 

should be able to allocate available resources to different channels. This means that they 

should know, what is the right number of employees needed to be ready to serve cus-

tomers in a specific channel during a certain timeframe and what skills the employees 

are expected to have.  

 

With an intelligently and well-managed shift planning, the company can have a positive 

effect on the efficiency of the customer service and this way also improve the quality, as 

customers usually value the speed of the service. On the other hand, employees have 

their own requests and preferences related to the shifts assigned to them, as well as 
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specific skills such as different languages. It should be possible to consider all these 

factors and dimensions, when planning shifts. 

 

1.1 Case Company 

The case company of this study is a Finnish provider of cloud-based financial manage-

ment software, which operates in Finland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden. The software 

is used by over 23,000 companies and 800 accounting offices in the four countries. The 

company is divided into different functions, which, depending on the function, have their 

different teams for two product lines. The main functions are product development, mar-

keting, sales and services and there are also support functions as HR, business support, 

strategic partnerships and business development and local partnerships. The services 

function is responsible for providing support for deployment and usage of the software, 

which means training, consultation and customer service.  

 

This study focuses on the case company´s customer service, which by the time of writing 

consists of 21 customer advisors for product line A and 9 customer advisors for product 

line B. The customer advisors help both companies and accounting offices with ques-

tions regarding the use of the software without charge on weekdays from around 8.00 to 

17.00 via phone, email and chat. The phone service differs from the other service chan-

nels so that it is open from Monday to Thursday from 8.30 to 16 and on Fridays from 

8.30 to 12.00 Friday afternoons are mostly dedicated for internal team meetings and 

trainings. 

 

1.2 Business Challenge and Objective 

The aim of this study is to examine the shift planning challenges in a multi-channel con-

tact center and strive to find a suggestion for improvement to tackle the challenges in the 

case company. The eventual objective therefore is to create a suggestion of possible 

digital tools for effective organizing of work in versatile customer service. 

 

As the number of the customers of the case company has been constantly growing, the 

contacts received in the customer service have also been rapidly increasing. As a result, 

the number of staff in the customer service has been growing and the company has 
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implemented new service channels, such as chat service, to be able to serve the cus-

tomers better. However, the customer service has been suffering from the lack of suffi-

cient personnel, which can be seen as growing answering times of the email contacts 

and amount of unanswered phone or chat contacts. These issues are presented and 

discussed more detailed in thesis Chapter 3. 

 

High customer satisfaction has long been one of the selling points of the case company. 

One aspect of customer satisfaction is the ability to get help from the customer service 

fast and reliably. In case the customers have to wait for service longer than before, they 

easily lower their customer satisfaction ratings, which would degenerate the selling point 

of the company. Additionally, customer satisfaction has been one of the targets for the 

yearly bonus payments of the employees and the decrease in it would therefore mean 

lower bonuses and thus lower employee satisfaction, which in turn is one of the bonus 

targets of the managers. 

With a larger number of staff, employee wishes for shifts and versatile service channels, 

the shift planning has become challenging and time-consuming. The shift planning of the 

customer service is currently implemented with a calendar functionality built in to the 

intranet of the case company. It does not enable reporting or forecasting, which would 

be essential for improving the efficiency of the customer service. Additionally, the man-

agers of the customer service have been maintaining a backup of the planned shifts in a 

separate Excel sheet, because some situations have occurred, where the intranet cal-

endar functionality has not been working correctly and the planned shifts have been de-

leted. In the worst case, this has caused several hours manual work for the service man-

agers. These occurrences also indicate that there is a need for new shift planning ways 

or tools, which can be relied on. 

1.3 Structure of the Thesis 

This study will first establish a solid understanding of the challenges in the current shift 

planning processes of the case company. Based on initial discussion with the customer 

service personnel, the study will provide the analysis of its challenges in general. 

Next step is the literature review. The target here is to create a theoretical basis on the 

subject and find best practices to resolve challenges. Therefore, in the respective sec-

tion, the main focus will be on the characteristics of a modern-day contact center as well 
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as on the challenges in organizing work in that environment, and how to make the service 

supply chain more efficient. 

The literature review is followed by the proposal building phase, which consists of quali-

fying and evaluating different solution options. This leads to description of the recom-

mendations given to the case company and validation of the proposal, after which the 

final outcome of the study is presented. The thesis will end with chapter where the study 

is summarized and briefly evaluated. 

1.4 Scope 

Term workforce management is often used in different contexts with varying scopes. In 

this thesis the term is more limited to refer mostly on the shift planning and the processes 

related to it. For instance, recruitment and the strategic level practices related to work-

force, which are often seen as part of workforce management, can be mentioned but are 

excluded from the scope of this thesis. 

This thesis will concentrate only on the Finnish customer service function of the case 

company and not on other functions of the organization. Moreover, the data analysis 

section the statistics will concentrate on the customer service team of product line A, as 

there is better access to its reporting data. Additionally, based on the discussions with 

the customer service manager of product line B, there has not been similar challenges 

as with product line A. This has most likely been due to the different nature of customer 

service operations and the fact that the customer service for product line B has been 

separately charged, which has lowered the volumes of the received contacts. Although 

for now the product lines have separate customer service teams, which have for example 

separate reporting systems, it should be taken into account during the research, that it 

is very likely that in the future the teams will be united. 

It would also have been interesting to be able to include to this thesis an additional step 

for feedback research, where the impact of possible improvement actions would have 

been studied. However, this would have required more time between the original re-

search and the feedback research, which was not possible at this point. Therefore, the 

feedback research is excluded from the scope of this thesis but can act as a recommen-

dation for further study in the future.  
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2 Method and Material 

2.1 Research Design 

This study is done in five steps. Figure 1 below shows the research design of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The study starts with setting the objective. In the case company, there was a clear need 

felt already for some time to improve the shift planning in the multi-channel contact cen-

ter, but there was no clear approach how to do it. After setting the objective, the study 

proceeds to creating a clear view of the challenges and finding out, whether there is a 

SETTING a THESIS OBJECTIVE 
to create a proposal of possible digital tools for effective or-

ganizing of work in versatile customer service. 

OUTCOME 

Conceptual framework 
based on selected ele-

ments from existing 
knowledge 

  

OUTCOME 

1. Current practices 
 

2. S&Ws of the current 
practices. 

EXISTING KNOWLEDGE  
and Concepts of: 

(a) modern multi-channel contact center and  
(b) workforce management & shift planning, and  

(c) value of technology in workforce management  
 

CURRENT STATE ANALYSIS 

to identify the challenges in shift planning in a multi-
channel contact center 

1.HOW current practices are done 
2. WHAT are the strengths and weaknesses in the 

current practices 

 
BUILDING an INITIAL PROPOSAL 

for possible digital tools for effective organizing of 
work in versatile customer service. 

 
VALIDATION of the PROPOSAL 

for possible digital tools for effective organizing of 
work in versatile customer service. 

 

OUTCOME 

Initial proposal  

OUTCOME 

Final proposal  

DATA 1 

Internal docu-
ments, inter-
views & em-
ployee survey 

DATA 2 

Evaluation of 
the tools & 
discussions 

DATA 3 

Discussion 
with selected 
stakeholders  
 

Figure 2.1. Research design of this study. 
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need for a modern workforce management system. This is done in the current state 

analysis.  

The current state analysis consists of three parts, a calls and tickets analysis, an em-

ployee survey, and a manager interview. The purpose of the calls and tickets analysis 

was to demonstrate the scale of the problem. The employee survey was to find out the 

challenges the employees are experiencing with the current solution. The interview 

strived to get the managerial point of view.  

 

Based on this analysis in Section 3, literature and best practice review was done in Sec-

tion 4. Choices of pain points were informed by the main weaknesses revealed by the 

current state analysis. The study proceeds then to qualification and evaluation of a suit-

able system for workforce management, for which purpose requirements for the system 

were developed and a selection among the three suitable candidates was done from a 

larger pool of options in Section 5. These candidates were found by the researcher by 

doing internet searches, reading relevant research papers and by asking for recommen-

dations from colleagues or other professionals.  

 

Finally, the study planned validation of this proposal for possible digital tools for effective 

organizing of work in versatile customer service with a few key stakeholders.  

 

2.2 Data Collection  

The type of the research methods used in this thesis is mostly qualitative, as it involves 

information, which is not numerical. Figure 2.2 shows main data sources for the thesis. 
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This study strives to mostly find out opinions and feelings, which is rather typical for 

qualitative research, such as survey and interview. The data plan is presented below, 

and its purpose was to validate the business problem of the case company. Data was 

collected in three separate dimensions, employee aspect, managerial aspect and basic 

numbers of calls and tickets, as shown in Figure 2.2 below. 

 

The research data can be divided into three different steps, which are current state anal-

ysis, building the plan for improvement, and the validation stage. Table 2.1 shows the 

details of the data collection during the three steps. 

 

Data round Contents Data source Date & ap-

proach 

Purpose/Outcome 

Current State 

Analysis, 

Data 1 

Basic numbers 

of the phone 

call and email 

contacts 

Zendesk, the ticketing 

system of the case 

company 

July 2017, 

statistics 

gathered 

from the cus-

tomer service 

reports 

Understand the scale of 

the challenges related to 

the efficiency and perfor-

mance of the customer 

service in the case com-

pany 

 Answers to the 

employee sur-

vey 

A survey sent to the 

employees working in 

the customer service 

of the case company 

December 

2017, a quali-

tative survey 

created with 

Google 

Forms 

Create a comprehensive 

view on how the employ-

ees see the current state 

and possible issues in 

workforce management 

Managerial
aspect

Basic numbers 
(calls and 
tickets)

Employee
aspect

Figure 2.2. Data sources for the thesis. 
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  Meeting notes 

validated by 

the interviewed 

managers 

An interview with two 

service managers 

leading the customer 

service teams 

January 

2018, discus-

sion about 

the employee 

survey re-

sults and an 

interview 

Obtain understanding of 

how the managers see the 

current state and future of 

workforce management in 

the customer service 

Building the 

plan for im-

provement, 

Data 2 

Qualification of 

different work-

force manage-

ment tools 

WFM providers' online 

materials, discussions 

with their salespeople 

and testing the sys-

tems 

From March 

to May 2018 

Create a plan for possible 

digital tools for effective 

organizing of work in ver-

satile customer service. 

Validation 

with selected 

stakeholders, 

Data 3 

Discussion 

with key stake-

holders 

Discussion with key 

stakeholders 

May 2018 Validating the plan for 

possible digital tools for ef-

fective organizing of work 

in versatile customer ser-

vice. 

 

Table 2.1. Details of data collection. 

 

2.3 Data analysis 

The case company is using Zendesk ticketing system for processing all the contacts 

received in the customer service. Zendesk enables comprehensive reporting based on 

the contacts and also allows building customized reports to meet the reporting needs of 

the company. The case company has been utilizing the reports efficiently, due to which 

it was easy to view first reply time and response rate and their development over the 

longer term from the reports.   

The employee survey included in the data round 1 was implemented with Google Forms, 

which is a free online survey tool. It allows easily creating, editing, and sending the form 

for the target audience in addition to gathering and viewing the responses either individ-

ually or as summaries per question. The responses received to the survey were saved 

directly inside the form, which made it easy to process them. The tool also provided 

ready-made visualizations of the response divisions. The survey responses were pro-

cessed and analyzed by the researcher and additionally the summary of the responses 

was examined in the interview with the customer service managers. 
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The manager interview was implemented by a face-to-face meeting with the two cus-

tomer service managers in the case company premises. The meeting notes were written 

in a basic Word document, which was shared with the managers after the meeting. Af-

terwards, the notes were analyzed and summarized by the researcher. The customer 

service managers were also involved in Data round 2 by testing the different WFM sys-

tems and providing opinions on the features and the usability. 
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3 Current State Analysis of Shift Planning Challenges in the Multi-channel 
Contact Center  

3.1 Overview of the Current State Analysis 

In the case company, there was a clear need felt already for some time to improve the 

shift planning in the multi-channel contact center, but there was no clear approach how 

to do it. This analysis aims to create a clearer view of the challenges and find out, whether 

there is a need for a modern workforce management system. 

 

The analysis consists of several parts, a calls and tickets analysis, an employee survey, 

a manager interview, and a mapping of a suitable system for workforce management. 

The purpose of the calls and tickets analysis was to demonstrate the scale of the prob-

lem. The employee survey was to find out the challenges the employees are experienc-

ing with the current solution. The interview strived to get the managerial point of view.  

 

Based on this analysis in Section 3, the requirements for the system were developed 

and a selection among the three suitable candidates was done from a larger pool of 

options in Section 5. These candidates were found by the researcher by doing internet 

searches, reading relevant research papers and by asking for recommendations from 

colleagues or other professionals. 

 

3.2 Background for the Analysis 

During spring 2017, the case company was facing a merger, where another financial 

management software was introduced into the company offering and it became clear 

that the aim is to strengthen the market position and reach strong growth. In March 2017, 

the management teams of both companies initiated a project, whose aim was to get 

altogether 100 000 digital end customers by 2020. In September 2017, the management 

team created a strategy statement for the new common brand for the two separate prod-

ucts. The target of 100 000 digital end customers was very visible in the statement but 

there were also cornerstones as smart and scalable operating model, which were essen-

tial for reaching the target. 
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For the customer service teams of both product lines A and B, the target presented in 

the strategy statement meant that the amount of contacts received will grow substan-

tially. The recruitment in the customer service function has always been based on the 

estimated number of customers, as there is a clear correlation between the customer 

amount and the number of received contacts. However, from the cost perspective it is 

unbearable for the company to keep recruiting employees to the customer service at the 

same pace as before with the current target of 100 000 digital end customers. Therefore, 

the company should also find ways to increase the performance of the operations and 

create scalable operating models in every function. 

 

In the customer service teams, the scalable operating model meant that the capacity, 

which in this case is the amount of customer advisors, should be able to process a grow-

ing volume of contacts. As from the cost perspective this cannot be solved by hiring more 

employees constantly, there should be a way to allocate the current available resources 

more effectively. The scheduling for different intraday shifts (for example chat, email, and 

phone) has currently been completely manual. 

 

3.3 Analysis of Calls and Tickets 

During spring 2017, the customer service for product line A was facing serious problems. 

In the past, the response rate of inbound phone calls had largely maintained near 90% 

but it started to decline since December 2016 and eventually was at its lowest at 73% in 

March and May 2017. Additionally, the variance of first reply time, which is the amount 

of time between when a customer submits a support ticket and when a customer advisor 

provides an initial response, increased from 2 hours to even 23 hours.  

 

These numbers practically mean that customers have not been able to reach the cus-

tomer service by phone and a customer has had to wait to get a first response to his/her 

contact this long at the worst-case scenario.  

 

In Figure 3.1. below, the horizontal axis shows the monthly timeline starting from January 

2016 to July 2017. The vertical axis on the left side represents the amount of inbound 

phone calls to the customer service and the vertical axis on the right side represents the 

response rate in percent.  

 



    

12 (52) 

 

 

Figure 3.1. Zendesk ticketing system of the case company, 2017. 

 

In Figure 3.2, the horizontal axis shows the monthly timeline starting from January 2016 

to July 2017 and the vertical axis shows the number of hours. The green line indicates 

the median value of first reply time in hours and the blue line indicates the variance, 

which is the average of how far the values in the data set vary from the average of the 

data set. 

 

 

Figure 3.2. Zendesk ticketing system of the case company, 2017. 
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These statistics shown in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 explicitly show that the demand of the 

service has exceeded the optimum capacity and waiting time for the customers to get 

service has grown significantly. This leads to a decrease in customer experience and the 

staff of the customer service team gets overloaded.  

 

Therefore, at least two important goals of service industry supply chain, minimisation of 

waiting time for customers and maximisation of experience for customers, have not been 

met. This means that there has not been efficient matching supply with demand, and 

something should be done for it. 

 

This data analysis of calls and tickets strongly indicates that there is room for improve-

ment in the efficiency of the customer service operations of the case company. Based 

on the earlier discussions with the employees and managers, it has also become clear 

that there are challenges with the workforce management in the customer service unit. 

Employees have been unsatisfied for example of how the workload is divided between 

the team members and both managers and employees have been complaining about 

the usability of the current solution used for work shift planning.  

 

3.4 Analysis of the Employee Survey 

In December 2017, a survey regarding the current status of work shift management and 

possible subjects of improvement was sent via email to the employees working in the 

customer service teams of both product lines of the case company. The survey, created 

by the researcher with the free survey tool Google Forms, included altogether 11 multi-

ple-choice questions and one open question. The list of questions is provided in Appen-

dix 1. 

Only two of the multiple-choice questions were related to the background of the employ-

ees, as there was no need to ask more background details from the subject’s point of 

view. The first background question asked which was the product line the respondent 

was working for, and another background question was to find out how long the respond-

ent had been working in the customer service of the case company. 
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The survey was sent to 30 employees, including 21 people from the customer service 

team of product line A and 9 people from product line B. The response was received 

from altogether 25 people, where 18 was from product line A and 7 from product line B. 

Eventually, the response rate for the survey was 83,33 %, which can be considered high 

and indicates that the survey subject was important for the employees in the customer 

service. All 25 respondents had submitted an answer to the multiple-choice questions 1 

to 11 and additionally there were 14 responses to the open question number 12, “In your 

own words, share your thoughts on current customer service shift planning and how you 

think it should be developed”.  

It should be noted that all employees in the customer service were Finnish-speaking and 

therefore the survey was implemented in Finnish, so that the language would not create 

an obstacle for responding the survey. In this thesis, translation of the survey questions 

and answers was done by the researcher. 

Based on the responses received to the survey, there were following issues, which 

emerged in particular: 

1. Managing exceptional situations (e.g. employee gets ill and needs a re-

placement) 

2. Uncertainty regarding the fairness of the work task cycle 

3. Partial ambiguity and difficulties in editing the work shift list 

4. The work shift list is not available on mobile devices 

5. Lack of flexibility, for example half-day shifts have not been possible. 

Figure 3.4. Response distribution in survey question number 2. 
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Next, the analysis goes through these issues in more detail by presenting the distribution 

of received answers to the respective questions. Additionally, the comments received to 

the respective open survey questions are analysed. 

 

The survey question number 6 was “In your opinion, how does managing the exceptional 

situations related to work shifts (e.g. when colleague gets ill) currently work”. 

  

 

 

As seen in Figure 4.2, 9 respondents have answered “Quite poorly” and 1 respondent 

has given an answer “Extremely poorly”. This means that altogether 40% of the respond-

ents feel there are issues related to exceptional situations. In the open survey question, 

4 out of the 14 responses included comments related to these issues. The comments 

are listed below (my free translation from Finnish): 

If a colleague falls ill, someone is asked to go to the phone. If no volunteers 

are found then usually someone is chosen (perhaps in alphabetical order). 

For example I usually plan my own remote working based on the shift list, so 

I do not want to suddenly end up in the phone, if I'm working from home. 

Some phone substitute could be okay. 

 

How well the sick leaves are managed, depends pretty much on how many 

people there are at work. Nowadays, with more people at work, this has 

Figure 3.5. Response distribution in survey question number 6. 
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improved. It is important to react to absences immediately in the morning and 

see how the problem can be fixed. 

 

2nd line support and integration support emergency service (during sick 

leaves, customer meetings, customer events, fairs, trainings, etc.). 

 

The shift planning system should be as "self-guided" as possible. In other 

words, it would be able to change a few shifts if necessary if telephone lines 

become congested or the number of e-mails explodes, for example due to 

an error situation. Also in the event of possible absences, the system should 

change the daily shift planning so that the quality of service is measured in 

terms of the number of agents. 

 

These comments show that the respondents are strongly experiencing the issues with 

managing the exceptional situations. It is obvious that with manual processes related to 

managing workforce, it is almost impossible to react quickly to sudden absences or other 

similar situations, where the resourcing should be adapted to quick changes. In the last 

comment, the respondent has even given examples, how an ideal shift planning system 

should work. When building the proposal, these issues should be kept in mind and if 

possible, try to find a solution, which also solves them. 

 

The survey question number 7 was “Do you consider the current work task cycle as fair?” 

 

 

As seen in Figure 4.3, 20% that is 5 respondents answered “No” to survey question 7. 

There were 16 respondents (64%) who answered “Yes” and 4 respondents (16%) who 

Figure 3.6. Response distribution in survey question number 7 



    

17 (52) 

 

had chosen “No opinion”, which raises a question, should it have been explained, what 

fair means in this context or should the answer choices have been formulated differently. 

One of the open survey responses included a comment related to this: 

There is no certainty that telephone, chat and e-mail shifts are evenly distrib-

uted for example during the year, so it is difficult to take stand on fairness. 

This comment would indicate that respondents who have chosen option “No opinion” 

would see that it is not clear, whether they are treated fairly or not in the workplace. There 

are several recent studies (for example MIT, 2015) showing that the perception of fair-

ness is linked to employee commitment, which in turn influences employee productivity. 

As the customer service team in the case company has had issues with performance, 

the fairness should be taken into consideration, when building the proposal.  

 

In survey question number 4, the respondents were asked how they see the current work 

shift list. 

 

 

Here, as Figure 3.7. shows, the answers were divided rather evenly to “Clear” and “Quite 

clear”, in both of which the response count was 12, that is 48% per each. Only one per-

son, which is 4%, had answered “Quite ambiguous” and none of the respondents had 

chosen “Ambiguous”. There were comments regarding this in two open survey re-

sponses: 

The weekly work shift list is a bit confusing and it is numbing to constantly 

look at it due to possible changes. Perhaps it would also be good to think 

Figure 3.7. Response distribution in survey question number 4. 
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that certain lunch breaks would be tied to a specific shift (each shift would 

have its own number, there can be e.g. 3 telephone shifts), that they would 

not need to be monitored separately. 

The current one is rigid, and the loss of information is a matter of chance. 

Even if you for example think you are doing the “Working remotely” entry 

correctly, data may be lost on that same day. Either you dare not to do any-

thing with that, or just go with the risk ;) Lunch breaks also difficult to see. 

Both of these responses indicate, that there are issues with the usability of the current 

work shift list. In the first response, there is also a comment related to the possible shift 

changes, which have to be monitored. In this case, one way to solve this challenge would 

be to implement a workforce management system, which would send notifications of the 

shift changes to the employees concerned. 

 

The survey question number 5 asked “If you need to change the shift, how is it in your 

opinion”. 

 

 

From the 25 responses, there were 8 “Easy” responses (32%), 16 “Quite easy” re-

sponses (64%), 1 “Quite difficult” response (4%) and no “Difficult” responses. 

Here, vast majority of the respondents have chosen a positive answer. This indicates 

that changing the shift has been working well from the employees’ perspective. There-

fore, this can be left out from the requirements, when building the proposal for the case 

company. 

Figure 3.8. Response distribution in survey question number 5. 
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Survey question 11 asked “Do you think it would be important to be able to check the 

work shift list on a mobile device?” 

 

 

As Figure 3.9. shows, the responses to survey question 11 were very clear. Here the 

respondents’ opinion was rather strong, as there were 18 “Yes” responses, which covers 

72% of all responses. There were 6 “No” (24%) and 1 “No opinion” (4%) response. 

It has not been possible to check the work shifts on a mobile device before. The distri-

bution of responses to this question shows that a clear majority of the respondents would 

consider this feature as important, so this should be considered as a requirement, when 

building the Proposal for the case company. 

One reason behind this need is probably also that remote ways of working have been 

increasing in the customer service. As the employees are working from other places than 

the office and moving more around, it would be useful to easily see the allocated shifts 

on the mobile device. 

Survey question number 8 asked “What kind of work cycle would you think would be the 

most effective?” 

Figure 3.9. Response distribution in survey question number 11. 
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Here, as seen from Figure 3.10., the answer choices were “Current work cycle”, which 

means that one shift lasts for one day and “Half day shifts”, which would mean that for 

example an employee would have phone shift until lunch break, whereafter he or she 

would have email or chat shift during the afternoon. Half day shifts have not so far been 

taken into use in the customer service, mostly because the current work shift list would 

not then be readable and creating the list would take even more supervisors’ time. The 

question number 8 also had a choice “Other”, where the respondent was able to give his 

or her own suggestion for a new work cycle. 

There were 16 respondents (64 per cent), who were in favor of the current work cycle 

and 6 respondents (24 per cent) felt that half day shifts would be the most effective. 3 

respondents (12 per cent) had answered “Other” and provided own suggestion for the 

work cycle. I have listed these suggestions below: 

The current "all day same shift" cycle, but so that the shifts are evenly dis-

tributed among all agents (email and phone days per month). 

The current cycle, in which the “Notifiable” shift also alters so that everyone 

is obliged to do it, and not so that one person is ordered to do it. 

In a perfect world, everyone would know how much time is equally calculated 

for each employee on each shift. Based on these counters, the employee 

could select the desired shifts, for example, 5 weeks in advance. If no selec-

tion is made, shifts would automatically be determined based on a need cal-

culation. In exceptional circumstances (such as illnesses), the system would 

Figure 3.10. Response distribution in survey question number 8. 
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automatically send (immediately after the employee has notified the supervi-

sor that he or she is ill) a request to those who, based on the calculation, 

could be a substitute in the shift. In these cases, anyone to whom an ex-

change request has been made would also see the basis on which each has 

indicated that he or she does not want / is unable to change his or her shift; 

as someone has to change the shift, anyway. The system would also be able 

to take into account in real time how many (how many hours) each person 

has done on each shift, and the hours taken for each shift would be balanced 

for each, e.g. every three months. In addition, the system would consider 

that, for example, the opportunity to participate in bi-weekly company meet-

ings is equal for everyone. 

The response distribution shows that well over half of the respondents would be in favor 

of the current, fixed work cycle. In one of the comments the respondent has wished for 

the current cycle, but so that the shifts are distributed evenly. This indicates that there is 

the experience of uncertainty with the fair division of work, which was also included in 

the question number 7 “Do you consider the currently work task cycle as fair?”. The 

second suggestion refers to a specific shift or task, where the employee is processing 

errors with payment and electronic invoices and contacting customers regarding them. 

The task has currently been manually assigned to a specific person and the suggestion 

indicates that there is no certainty that all employees have been assigned to it. This 

comment can therefore also be linked to the uncertainty of fairness. The third suggestion 

is rather comprehensive and here the respondent’s description is close to the features 

of a modern system capable of workforce optimization. Fair division of work seems to be 

a recurring theme in these responses. 

 

Finally, the open survey responses also included comments regarding the half day shifts: 

 

From time to time it might be a good idea to try "half day" i.e. half phone and 

half email. I also think that the current model is really good. 

Our current shift list doesn’t manage well mid-day meetings or other ab-

sences. Although the current work cycle in my opinion is good, too, I would 

like to try a half-day shift cycle. It would therefore be good if half days could 

also be placed in the shift system. The work cycle would also be easier to 
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manage if the system distributed email, telephone and chat shifts equally for 

all. 

That half-day phone, half-day e-mails cycle, etc. could be an option worth 

considering, at least during some of the days, somehow like there would be 

one or two whole-day phone shifts and then for example one or two half-day 

phone shifts. After all, Friday is practically half a day of the phone shift. 

There would then be a better opportunity to do investigation and other work 

after 12 / 15:30 if you do not have time to get things clarified after the calls. 

That post-call investigation often takes time, at least in this way, and if more 

than one person is eating and doing after-sales at the same time, congestion 

peaks may arise. In addition, that would increase variability, and you might 

not need to make transfers between different activities when people would 

be better reachable by phone. At the same time, those things could be clari-

fied with a "better conscience" when you would not have to worry about 

whether the queue is accumulating or not. 

The open survey responses clearly indicate, that the employees would expect more flex-

ibility with the fixed shifts, which are currently used. A modern workforce management 

system would most likely be able to support versatile shift cycles. 

 

To summarize the survey results, it is clear that from the employee aspect, there are 

multiple issues with workforce management in the customer service. In particular, the 

employees have experienced that there are challenges related to flexibility with the work 

shifts and the usability of the current shift list. One recurring theme in the open responses 

seems to be the uncertainty of fairness. This should be considered as important, since 

the perceived fairness is linked to employee satisfaction and thereby to employee com-

mitment, which in turn has a correlation with the employee productivity.  

3.5 Analysis of the Manager Interviews 

After the implementation of the employee survey, in January 2018 the researcher orga-

nized an interview with two service managers, who were leading the customer service 

teams of both product lines. Before the interview, the researcher sent the survey results 

to the managers in advance so that they could be better prepared for the discussion. 

During the interview, we went through and discussed the survey results together and the 
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researcher also asked the managers to give their own views on the current situation of 

the workforce management and possible challenges related to it. The list of interview 

questions is provided in Appendix 2.  

The managers raised the following issues or needs regarding workforce management: 

1. Current way of creating and modifying the work shift list is slow and cum-

bersome (for example creating the list for the following month takes ap-

proximately one working day in total) 

2. Current way of managing work shifts does not offer sufficient visibility 

backwards, so that it would be easy to check the number of employees 

in different shifts 

3. There is currently no possibility of checking the sufficiency of the re-

sources or forecasting customer service peak times (for example version 

releases or tax and salary reporting dates) 

4. It would be ideal to be able to give more responsibility to employees them-

selves in managing the work shifts (for example exchange of shifts with-

out a separate approval of the manager) 

5. Managing part-time employees and occasional absences, such as meet-

ings and trainings 

6. Automatic notification of the shift modification to the employee in question 

 

Two citations from the manager interview are presented below: 

 

When I look at reports, I would like to see the overall picture easily. Cur-

rently it is impossible for me to be certain that there are sufficient resources 

taking care of the calls, emails and chat contacts. 

 

It would not bother me at all to allow the employees to exchange shifts with 

each other without me providing an approval for the exchange. On the con-

trary, this would free up my time for “real” managerial tasks. 

 

 

 

The citations from the interview put an emphasis on the most pressing issues, the cus-

tomer service managers of the case company currently have. They would need reporting 
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capabilities, which would allow them to check whether there have been enough employ-

ees in specific shifts. There would also be a need for forecasting, which in practice is 

impossible, when using Excel as a tool for shift planning. Second citation indicates, that 

the managers would also like to promote autonomous shift planning, which will be dis-

cussed in more detail in chapter 4.2. in this thesis. 

 

We also had a short discussion on future prospects, as it would be important that the 

possible workforce management solution would also be futureproof. At this point, the 

managers also pointed out that in the future the implementation of two- or even three-

shift work could be possible, although currently there are not many contacts received 

during evenings or weekends and this would probably also require making the customer 

service chargeable.  

 

As mentioned earlier, currently there are two separate customer service teams for prod-

uct lines A and B but most likely Additionally, the target is to constantly encourage self-

guidance among the employees and try to reduce the dependence on the supervisors. 

Based on the discussions among other units’ managers, there are similar kinds of chal-

lenges with managing workforce in the IT operations team, so the same solution would 

most likely also help another team to improve its operations. 

 

3.6 Summary of the Current State Analysis 

The current state analysis of this study shows that there are several challenges with 

managing workforce in the customer service unit of the case company. Figure 3.11 below 

summarizes the results of the analysis.  
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In the first phase of the current state analysis, the statistics related to processing the 

calls and emails were analyzed. This demonstrates well the scale of the problem and 

here we could clearly see that the service levels have not been met. The answering rate, 

which is the number of answered compared to received phone calls, had declined from 

97 percent (at its best in August 2016) to 73 percent in March and May 2017. Additionally, 

the median time of the first reply to the customer had increased from under 1 hour (Au-

gust 2016) to 4 hours (February 2017). 

The second phase of the current state analysis was the customer advisor survey, which 

was created to find out the challenges the employees are experiencing with the current 

solution. The survey responses showed that there were multiple issues, such as difficul-

• Answering rate (answered/received) of incoming phone calls 
declined from 97 percent (at its best in August 2016) to 73 percent

• Median time of the first reply to the customer has increased from 
under 1 hour (August 2016) to 4 hours (February 2017)

Statistics of 
processing 
customer 
contacts

• Current way of creating and modifying the work shift list is slow and 
cumbersome

• No sufficient visibility backwards and not possible to forecast peak 
times

• It would be ideal to be able to give more responsibility to 
employees themselves in managing the work shifts

Interview with 
two managers of 

the customer 
service 

• Managing exceptional situations (e.g. employee gets ill and needs 
a replacement)

• Uncertainty regarding the fairness of the work task cycle

• Partial ambiguity and difficulties in editing the work shift list

• The work shift list is not available on mobile devices

• Lack of flexibility, for example half-day shifts have not been 
possible

Survey to 
customer 
advisors

Figure 3.11. Current state analysis results summarized. 
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ties in reading and editing the work shifts, challenges with managing exceptional situa-

tions and uncertainty of the fair division of different tasks. The employees also wanted 

mobile usability and more flexibility related to the shift rotation. 

The third phase of the current state analysis strived to get a managerial point of view 

with an interview with two managers of the customer service. The managers confirmed 

the same challenges that emerged from the employee survey results. Additionally, the 

managers were hoping for an easier way of creating the shift list, more visibility back-

wards to the shifts and opportunities to involve employees in managing the work shifts.  

To prioritize the weaknesses identified in the current state analysis, we should choose 

the organizational perspective, because the weaknesses are also related to the com-

pany-wide targets. For example, reaching the service levels would be essential for re-

taining the high customer satisfaction rates for the case company. The service levels in 

turn could most likely be reached, if there would be a possibility to monitor the perfor-

mance of the team and react to deviances and forecast the peak times based on historic 

data. Another important target for the case company is to maintain high employee satis-

faction, which is connected to the employee productivity. This can often be improved by 

ensuring that the workload is divided evenly and by enabling flexibility in work schedules 

and ways of working.  

 

Hereafter, in the next sections focusing on the Conceptual framework and when building 

the proposal for the case company, this study will concentrate on how to increase the 

efficiency and performance of the customer service. On a more detailed level, this means 

focusing primarily on the monitoring and forecasting capabilities. The secondary focus 

will be on how to ensure fair division of workload and tasks and to increase flexibility. 

Next, Section 4 will discuss existing knowledge and best practice related to these chal-

lenges.  
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4 Existing Knowledge and Best Practice on Shift Planning in Modern 
Multi-channel Contact Centers 

This section discusses three topics related to creating a proposal for possible digital tools 

for effectively organizing the work in versatile customer service. The structure of Section 

4 is summarized in Table 4.1. below. 

Theoretical 

background 

4.1 Nature of a modern 

multi-channel contact cen-

ter 

Build an understanding on the characteris-

tics of a modern multi-channel contact 

center and how the operations are man-

aged in it 

Theoretical 

background 

4.2 Workforce manage-

ment 

Describe what is workforce management 

and what kind of features are included in 

the workforce management tools 

Best practice, 

benchmarks 

4.3 Value of technology in 

workforce management 

Create an understanding on what kind of 

value automated workforce manage-

ment offers to the company 

Table 4.1. Structure of Section 4. 

 

4.1 Nature of a Modern Multi-channel Contact Center 

The main purpose of a contact center is to act as a centralized primary contact point for 

the customers of a company. The nature of a single contact center depends on the in-

dustry the company is in and the product or service the company is providing to their 

customers. For instance, a software company can offer their customers user support and 

advice on using the software. In such a case the customers are usually the main parties 

to initiate the contacts and therefore the type is inbound contact center, as opposed to 

outbound contact center, where the contacts are initiated by the employees of the com-

pany itself. Depending on the company, it may charge its customers for the services 

provided by the contact center or the services can also be free of charge. (Nielsen, 2009.) 

Compared to a call center, which usually has phone as the only service channel, the 

term contact center refers to a center, which provides services to the customers via mul-

tiple channels, such as phone, email and chat. The customers can then choose the ser-

vice channel according to their preferences and make the contact, when it is suitable for 
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them. Nowadays it has become more and more popular to offer the customers self-ser-

vice solutions, such as portals or knowledge bases, where the customers can search for 

information on their own or communities, where the customers can ask for help from 

other customers of the company. (Nielsen, 2009.) 

The nature of work in a modern multi-channel contact center can be rather challenging 

due to several factors. The customer contacts can be related to a wide variety of ques-

tions and require complex investigations. The customer behavior can sometimes be neg-

ative or even aggressive, despite which the employee processing the contact should 

remain calm. Especially during peak times, the workload can be very high and the num-

ber of individual contacts processed by one employee can be massive. Some of the work 

tasks in the contact center are also repetitive and monotonous, which can lower em-

ployee motivation. Additionally, the work can be very solitary, even though the contact 

centers usually work in teams. (Eliander, 2014.) 

Working in a contact center is demanding also because of the continuous monitoring. 

Usually there are both qualitative and quantitative indicators, by which the work is being 

measured. Very often every employee has his or her individual goals in addition to team 

and unit level targets, which all should be achieved. This can cause heavy pressure on 

the employees and can thus lead to absences, employee turnover or quality issues. (Eli-

ander, 2014.) 

Managing the operations in a contact center is a complex task, which requires versatile 

skills. The managers of a contact center are constantly balancing with the stakeholder 

expectations, which may conflict with each other. The main challenge is that in a contact 

center the degree of labor intensity is high, which in general means that large number of 

employees is needed and thus the labor costs are also high. While the contact center 

managers are expected to deliver high quality, at the same time they should maintain 

low operating costs. The demand for service is uncertain and fluctuating and still the 

managers should be able to know, what is the right number of required employees in 

different shifts. This means that managing the operations includes making decisions re-

lated to forecasting contacts, recruitment, scheduling and service delivery management. 

At the same time, the managers should keep in mind the employee experience, which 

has an effect to the performance of the team and customer satisfaction. (Aksin et al. 

2007.) 
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4.2 Workforce Management 

In this section, workforce management, its challenges and current trends are described. 

Additionally, the basic features of a workforce management system are presented. 

Term workforce management is often used in different senses so that it can also refer to 

a larger whole of activities related to workforce in the company. In this context, the focus 

will however be on the shift planning and the processes closely related to it. In any case, 

workforce management workflow typically includes several steps, which are illustrated in 

Figure 4.1. below. 

  

 

As seen in Figure 4.1, the first task in the workflow of workforce management is fore-

casting, which should be done by utilizing historical data related to contacts. Then, future 

observations can be predicted with different forecasting models, for instance regression 

models or time series. Next task is to determine the number of required employees or 

CSRs, which refers to Customer Service Representatives. After that, the schedule is 

created by assigning the actual CSRs to the specific shifts. The final step is processing 

the scheduled period, which includes storing the observed data, based on which the 

forecasting of the next period will then be done. (Kim et al., 2007.) 

4.2.1 Typical Challenges in Workforce Management 

There is industry-specific variance in the challenges related to workforce management 

but some general problem areas can be identified. These challenges and problem areas 

are listed below. 

Figure 4.1. Workforce management workflow (Kim et al., 2007) 
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• Employee availability and preferences 

• Employee turnover 

• Fluctuating demand 

• Last minute changes. (Quinyx, 2019.) 

 

The first item on the list above is employee availability and preferences related to the 

work shifts. For instance, some employees prefer morning shifts while some prefer night 

shifts. The preferences often arise from the employees’ characteristics or personal life 

and it would be important to be able to fulfil them to promote flexibility and work-life bal-

ance. Employee availability causes challenges especially when the shifts take place also 

during nights or weekends. Additionally, using part-time employees can be challenging, 

when they can only come to work on same weekdays instead of alternate days. Another 

challenge is employee turnover, which can be relatively high especially in larger contact 

centres. Organizing training and onboarding for new employees is time-consuming and 

different skill levels should be taken into consideration when scheduling the shifts. Fluc-

tuating demand in turn makes it more difficult to determine the numbers of required em-

ployees in specific shifts. As a result, overstaffing of shifts quickly becomes expensive 

for the company and on the other hand understaffing can cause multiple problems, such 

as high stress for employees and decrease in customer satisfaction. Finally, people’s 

daily lives are also full of surprises, which causes unexpected last-minute changes to the 

shift schedules. (Quinyx 2019.) 

 

Moreover, when focusing on contact centre shift planning, there are additional chal-

lenges due to the requirements and expectations from other stakeholders. The custom-

ers are expecting to get good quality service when they need it and the management in 

turn requires that the human resources are utilized productively and efficiently. When 

these are brought together with the problem areas mentioned above, the biggest chal-

lenge in contact centre workforce management is, how to find a balance between these 

different factor and dimensions. In best case scenario, the end result can be an excellent 

customer service with efficient operations and highly motivated employees. (Eliander, 

2014.) 

 

4.2.2 Trends in Workforce Management 

Alongside other industries, workforce management has been largely affected by the 

modern technologies. Additionally, the challenges related to workforce management 



    

31 (52) 

 

have been increasing and become more complex, which has also been a driving force 

for the changes. The challenges have been arisen for instance because of changes in 

working hours and locations, legislation and employee expectations. In practice, manag-

ing workforce with the different dimensions is impossible without the use of technology 

in some form. (Eliander, 2014.) 

Especially in shift planning, the latest development has been focusing on managing 

changing conditions and employee know-how. Employees have also been able to par-

ticipate more in planning their own shifts, which will clearly be an increasing trend in the 

near future. This kind of autonomous scheduling means that it is possible for an em-

ployee to choose shifts, which suit his or her life situation in the best possible way. An-

other similar trend is ergonomic workforce scheduling, which strives to support the well-

being, functional capacity and health through suitable rotation of work and rest. Both the 

autonomous and ergonomic scheduling can be linked to increasing employee commit-

ment, which decreases the employee turnover. (Eliander, 2014.) 

4.2.3 Features of a Workforce Management System 

Improving contact centre performance has become a rather popular subject especially 

during the recent ten years. Many articles regarding this subject can be found, and it 

seems that these articles often have a recurring theme: workforce management system. 

If we first consider what this kind of system is able to do, Gartner (2020) has described 

it in their Information Technology Glossary comprehensively as follows: 

 

“A system intended to maximize the use of agent labour by projecting incoming call vol-

umes and scheduling staff to meet needs exactly, by time of the day, day of the week, 

week of the month, etc. WFM systems use historical calling records, which are collected 

from the automatic call distribution system, to project future calling patterns and volumes 

for specified time frames. Features include: 

 

• Call volume forecasting 

• Calculation of the required number of agents, based on the desired aver-

age speed of answer 

• Agent scheduling 

• Meeting and vacation planning 

• Reporting 

• “What if” analysis”. (Gartner 2020.) 
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When comparing the feature list to Figure 4.1. of the workforce management process, 

we can see that a WFM system is able to complete the tasks included to the workflow. 

Such systems are also able to perform the forecasting calculations, which require com-

plex algorithms built in them. 

4.3 Value of Technology in Workforce Management 

Introduction of modern technological tools has proven to have positive impact on the 

contact centre performance. Thus, multiple articles have been written and research has 

been done around this subject, both on a local and global scale. Majority of this kind of 

research is done by larger technology companies but the subject has also been of inter-

est to more independent consulting and market research companies around the world. 

For example, technology company Cisco’s research report (2012) of 143 contact centres 

from different industries provides evidence, that current technologies can potentially en-

able superior performance. According to the report the technologies can for example 

reduce queue time, increase calls handled per agent per hour and improve customer 

satisfaction, all of which are related to the most critical goals of service industry supply 

chains. Cisco’s report covers a wider variety of technologies, including also for example 

CRM systems. (Cisco 2012.) 

 

If we look only at workforce management systems, for example a study from Aberdeen 

Group (2013) shows strong evidence that workforce optimization has positive effects on 

for example agent productivity, first contact resolution and contact processing times. 

Their study of altogether 261 respondents shows rather significant benefits of introducing 

the system, as shown in Figure 4.1. (Call Centre Helper magazine, 2010): 
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Figure 4.2. Aberdeen Group, June 2013. 

 

Several key workforce management system vendors have also carried out their own 

case studies of how the system has helped their customers. Call Centre Helper maga-

zine (2010) has collected case studies of six vendors from different industries in one 

place. In their article, they also have contact centers represented and there are four 

studies which all indicate that the system has benefits to the organizations, especially 

when it comes to efficiency and cost savings.  

4.3.1 Increased Flexibility and Productivity 

One example of the case studies presented in the article by Call Centre Helper magazine 

is dealing with Ingenico, which is a global provider of products and services related to 

payments. Ingenico’s challenges with workforce management were related to inflexible 

shift patterns and inefficient utilization of the workforce. Additionally, forecasting, sched-

uling and intraday management required manual processes, which were very time-con-

suming. Due to the lack of visibility, the managers of Ingenico’s contact center were not 

able to assess and anticipate the possible peak times in contact volumes, either. After 

thorough evaluation, at the end of the year 2006 Ingenico implemented a modern WFM 

solution in their support unit consisting of 54 agents and simultaneously changed their 

employee working terms, which offered more flexible and longer working hours. (GMT 

Europe, 2009.) 
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According to the case study, after the implementation of the WFM solution, there were 

significant improvement in the productivity of the support unit. Ingenico was able to raise 

their service level targets for incoming phone calls to an average of over 80 per cent. 

Additionally, the WFM system removed the manual processes related to intraday man-

agement, which eventually reduced the time spent on the resourcing by over 87 per cent. 

The costs for overtime had also come down with 25 per cent due to the system’s ability 

to route the contacts to more skilled employees, when the call volumes were particularly 

high. The case study does not reveal numbers of the increased agent satisfaction, but 

mentions that it had also increased, because they were able to manage their own holiday 

and leave requests in the WFM system. (GMT Europe, 2009.) 

4.3.2 Increased Fairness 

There are differences between individuals in how they understand fairness. It is affected 

by many things, such as the education, culture and previous life experiences of an indi-

vidual. In the context of shift planning, however, fairness can be achieved by following a 

few principles. First of them is to plan the shift schedule in such way, that the employees 

feel that they have been treated equally. In a multi-channel contact center this means, 

for instance, that the more unpleasant and burdening shifts are divided equally among 

the employees. Second principle is to take the employee preferences and wishes into 

account, whenever it is possible and follow the same guidelines and transparency, when 

accepting leaves and days off. Third, it is fair to offer extra shifts for part-time employees 

and substitutes, whenever it is possible. In a contact center with for instance dozens of 

employees following these principles becomes impossible. A modern workforce man-

agement system targets the available resources according to the customer flows and 

takes the employee wishes and fairness of shifts into account. (MaraPlan 2019.) 

 

4.4 Conceptual Framework of This Thesis 

The Conceptual framework of this thesis is described in Table 4.2. below. The table in-

cludes the key elements, which have been discussed in this section. It also provides the 

references to the key sources, which have provided the most relevant content related to 

the specific subject area. 
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4.1 Nature of a modern 

multi-channel contact 

center 

Build an understanding on 

the characteristics of a 

modern multi-channel 

contact center and how the 

operations are managed in 

it 

• Work in a contact center is de-

manding due to several rea-

sons, for instance: 

o High workload 

o Complex issues 

o Monotonous tasks 

o Stakeholder expecta-

tions 

(Eliander, 2014). 

• Managing the operations in a 

contact center includes making 

decisions related to forecast-

ing contacts, recruitment, 

scheduling and service deliv-

ery management (Aksin et al., 

2007). 

4.2 Workforce manage-

ment and its Challenges 

Describe what is workforce 

management, its typical 

challenges and what kind of 

features are included in the 

workforce management 

tools 

• Workforce management work-

flow consists of four main 

steps, which are: 

o Forecasting 

o Determining the num-

ber of required em-

ployees 

o Creating schedule 

o Processing scheduled 

period  

(Kim et al., 2007). 

• Using historical records, the 

WFM tools can predict incom-

ing contact volumes and 

schedule staff as needed 

(Gartner Glossary). 

4.3 Value of technology 

in workforce manage-

ment 

Create an understanding on 

what kind of value auto-

mated workforce manage-

ment offers to the company 

• There are positive effects on 

agent productivity, first contact 

resolution and contact handle 

times (Aberdeen Group, 

2013). 
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• Organizations can provenly 

benefit especially in cost sav-

ings and efficiency (Call Cen-

tre Helper magazine, 2010). 

 

Table 4.2. Conceptual framework of this thesis. 

 

The conceptual framework of this thesis consists of three main elements. First, the target 

was to form a basic understanding on the characteristics of a modern contact center and 

to explore, how the operations are managed in it. The second element is workforce man-

agement, which was described along with the workforce management tools in Section 

4.2. Third, in Section 4.3. the target was to create an understanding on what kind of value 

automated workforce management would offer to the company. The same section also 

included sub-sections, where it was discussed, what kind of effect technology would 

have on the efficiency and fairness and flexibility related to work in a contact center en-

vironment. 

 

In the following Section 5, the results of the current state analysis will be first linked 

together with the conceptual framework. Thereafter, the process of the proposal building 

and the actual proposal for the case company will be presented. 
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5 Building the Proposal 

This section merges the results of the current state analysis and the conceptual frame-

work towards the building of the Proposal using Data 2. The recommendations given to 

the case company are presented at the end of the chapter. 

 

5.1 Overview of the Proposal Building Stage  

The current state analysis results show that there are obvious challenges with managing 

workforce and especially shift planning in the customer service of the case company. 

Based on the statistics related to processing contacts, it could be seen that the service 

levels had not been met as there was a decline in the answering rate of the phone calls 

and increase in the median first reply time of the emails. According to the results of the 

employee survey and the interview with customer service managers, there were several 

issues and pain points in the shift planning processes in the case company. 

 

After analyzing the survey and interview results, it became easier to identify the most 

critical challenges related to the shift planning. Additionally, a picture of how these chal-

lenges were linked to the issues with efficiency began to emerge. When the challenges 

were examined from the organizational perspective, it became clear that, first, increasing 

efficiency and performance of the customer service should have the primary focus in the 

study. Second, ensuring fair division of workload and increasing flexibility would be pri-

oritized. 

 

These two focus points created a basis for what kind of literature were chosen for the 

conceptual framework, which was developed in Section 4 in this study. Based on the 

existing knowledge and best practice found in the available literature, there was strong 

evidence, that the proposal for the case company should focus on a recommendation for 

the introduction of a digital tool for workforce management and more specifically for shift 

planning. The following Figure 5.1. illustrates the process of how the proposal was built: 
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Figure 5.1. Process of the proposal building. 

 

Based on the results from the employee survey and manager interview, the researcher 

created a requirement analysis for the new workforce management system. The analysis 

consisted of the required features and those features, which would not be required but 

would be useful or nice to have. Second phase of the proposal building was prequalifi-

cation, where five software pieces were chosen. In the third phase, there were meetings 

arranged with the representatives from the five software companies, thereafter the five 

software pieces were tested within short trial periods. Fifth phase of the proposal building 

was final qualification, where three from five initial candidates were selected. Finally, 

after a careful analysis based on the requirements and results from the software trials, a 

proposal for the case company could be created. 

 

The stakeholders, which in this context means the customer service managers, were 

tightly involved in the proposal building. There was an ongoing discussion throughout 

the proposal building process with the customer service managers, who actively brought 

up suggestions for the proposal, attended the meetings with the software company rep-

resentatives and participated in software testing. 

•The requirements were gathered and the 
required and nice-to-have features were 
separated

1. Requirement 
analysis

•Five software were chosen in the 
prequalification phase2. Prequalification

•The representatives from five software 
companies were met with the customer 
service managers

3. Meetings with 
software providers

•The software were tested by the researcher 
and the customer service managers4. Software trials

•From the five software, three were selected 
for the final qualification5. Final 

qualification

•The proposed software met the 
requirements and proved to be suitable for 
the case company in the software trials

6. Proposal
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5.2 Software Prequalification Phase 

The case company belongs to a software division of a larger corporation and therefore 

the management team had an additional request, that the mapping should include at 

least one option from the HR software offering of the division. From this offering, two 

systems, TyövuoroVelho and MaraPlan were chosen for the initial analysis. In addition 

to them there were three software, Teleopti, Tymeshift and Koho, from which the last 

one was already used by the consultancy team of the case company for work time man-

agement.  

 

At the time of the project, Koho was actually more of a project management system, but 

the system provider offered a possibility to customize the system so that it would also be 

suitable for a contact center to use in workforce management. Therefore, altogether five 

software were chosen for the prequalification phase.  

 

After a short software trial period and a meeting with the consultants from TyövuoroVelho 

and MaraPlan, it was however found out that either of the software cannot be considered 

in the final analysis, because they did not match the requirements. The biggest problem 

with the two software was their dependency with the collective agreement, which seems 

to be common especially with similar Finnish software. In this specific case, the need 

would be instead of doing scheduling based on working hours, only to divide intraday 

tasks among team members.  

 

It was also noticed while using the trial version of TyövuoroVelho, that the dependency 

with the collective agreement makes it more complicated to divide tasks and decreases 

the flexibility in planning. Some of the challenges could have been avoided by tailoring 

the software, but the service managers of the case company saw that this would only 

cause too many possibilities for errors. 

 

5.3 Final Qualification Candidates 

In this section, the three software candidates, Teleopti, Koho and Tymeshift, which were 

chosen for the final qualification, are briefly presented. 
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5.3.1 Teleopti 

Teleopti WFM (Workforce Management) was originally created and provided by a Swe-

dish workforce management software company Teleopti Inc., which was acquired in 

2019 by an American software company Calabrio Inc (Minneapolis/St. Paul Business 

Journal 2019).  

 

Teleopti WFM is a comprehensive and flexible solution, which is suitable for different 

companies regardless of the size and industry. It is offered either as on-premises or cloud 

installation, can be integrated to other platforms used by the company and includes a 

mobile app, where the users can view and manage their work schedules. The basic setup 

of the product (Base) includes functions for example for multichannel forecasting based 

on the historical data of the company, multi-skill scheduling, shift planning and optimiza-

tion and intraday shift management. The optional, additional modules and packages al-

low for example vacation planning, trading shifts between employees, calendar synchro-

nization, integrations, and more comprehensive reporting. An important goal for Teleopti 

WFM is employee involvement, as the employees can check and trade shifts, express 

wishes for shifts and holidays and mark their availability for example for overtime. (Tele-

opti 2019.) 

 

 

Figure 7.1. Teleopti (2019). 
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5.3.2 Koho 

Koho is a comprehensive, cloud-based ERP (Enterprise Planning) system provided by 

a Finnish software company Koho Sales Ltd. The main focus of the system is on project 

management and therefore all of its features are connected to activities related to project 

management. 

 

 

Figure 7.2. Koho (2019). 

 

Koho is already been used in the case company to manage projects related to the finan-

cial management system implementations for the customers. Instead, in the customer 

service unit the need would be only for the features related to time tracking. However, 

while discussing with the sales person from Koho, it turned out that the time tracking 

would not be suitable to the case company as such, but it would require both some tai-

lored features to the system and possible changes in the processes related to workforce 

management in the case company. 
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5.3.3 Tymeshift 

Tymeshift workforce management is an application created and provided by an Ameri-

can software company Tymeshift Ltd. Key features of Tymeshift are listed below 

(Zendesk Marketplace 2020): 

 

• “Time & attendance: automatically track time spent on Zendesk tickets, chats, 

and calls. Track your agents Zendesk Talk states and create custom AUX states 

for lunch, breaks, and other activities. 

• Real-time monitoring: see what your entire team is doing in real time and across 

all channels. 

• Occupancy & utilization: understand what percentage of time agents spend 

working on their core support activities. 

• Scheduling: fast and easy! Create detailed intraday schedules and view staffing 

across all channels. Even better - agents can view their schedule without ever 

leaving Zendesk. 

• Schedule adherence: understand how well your agents are adhering to their 

schedules by overlaying their actual activity vs. expected schedule or via a per-

centage score. 

• Agent scorecards: transparency boosts productivity! Make custom scorecards 

for your agents with the metrics that matter to your organization. Agents can 

check their scorecards inside of Zendesk. 

• Notifications: configure custom rules and get alerted when things are going 

awry. Notify team leads at their emails, Chrome, or Slack, when an agent logs in 

late or if they’re in an idle state for too long. 

• Forecasting: plan by forecasting the number of contacts you can expect across 

all channels and how many agents you’ll need to handle them.” 

 

5.4 Summary of the Proposal Building 

After the current state analysis, the challenges in the customer service of the case com-

pany were confirmed. Increasing efficiency and ensuring fairness and flexibility were 

chosen for the focus points in this study. The actual proposal building included altogether 

six phases, of which the first one was to create a requirement analysis for the workforce 

management software. Second phase was prequalification, where five software candi-

dates were chosen and thereafter there were meetings held with the representatives 
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from the software companies in question. Fourth phase consisted of short software trial 

periods, thereafter three candidates were chosen for the final qualification. Finally, a pro-

posal was created based on how well the requirements were met and what were the 

results from the trials. There was a close collaboration between the researcher and the 

customer service managers throughout the proposal building and the project as a whole. 

5.5 Recommendations for the Case Company  

For a service supply chain, it is critical to be able to match the supply with demand effi-

ciently. It can be very difficult and complicated to achieve, as services are intangible and 

perishable, which does not offer service manager a buffer that is available to manufac-

turing managers and establishing and measuring suitable capacity levels for a ser-vice 

operation are often highly subjective and qualitative tasks (Sasser, 1976). In a multi-

channel contact center, this can lead to issues as poor resource utilization and therefore 

long waiting times for the customers and eventually decrease in customer satisfaction. 

 

Modern technological solutions as especially automated workforce management can 

however improve the contact center performance. Based on historical data and given 

parameters and with complex mathematical algorithms it is able to for example forecast 

contact volumes which with it can calculate the required number of agents at given time 

and make scheduling automatically even in few minutes. In addition to this, it can take 

holidays and other absences into account and react to exceptional situations or contact 

volume peaks. With around 30 agents, which the customer service in the case company 

currently has, it takes almost two days to make the schedule manually for two following 

months. When a workforce management system can do the same task in few minutes, 

it significantly saves working time from the service manager. Time savings can also be 

reached in exceptional situations as with sudden absences as the system can react au-

tomatically to them. As discussed in chapter 4.3., first contact resolution rates and agent 

productivity can be increased compared to manual workforce management which means 

that resource utilization can be improved and customer waiting time reduced, when also 

customer experience is improved.  

 

If we look back at the research problem in the customer service of the case company, 

the issues in the service supply chain are related to resource allocation and utilization 

and the question was, could automated workforce management be one solution for the 
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situation. The evidence based on articles and case studies shows that automated work-

force management can improve the performance of the service supply chain. Moreover, 

embracing technology in workforce management has based on the best practices dis-

cussed in Section 4, helped other companies to increase efficiency and ensure fairness 

and flexibility. Therefore, it would be recommended for the company to introduce this 

kind of system in the near future. 

 

After analyzing the selected software based on the requirements and results from the 

software trials, Teleopti has clearly the most comprehensive capabilities. It would help 

the case company to tackle most of the issues brought up in the current state analysis. 

 

As for the focus points for this study, Teleopti would enable multichannel forecasting 

based on the historical data, which would most likely help in increasing efficiency in the 

customer service. More comprehensive reporting would also give customer service man-

agers tools for how to ensure that the workload and shifts are divided fairly. Cloud instal-

lation of the software and mobile app would offer more flexibility to the employees, as 

well as the possibility to trade shifts among each other.  

 

Based on the experiences from the trial with Teleopti, it was noticed that the scheduling 

could be performed fast even for a long period ahead and the shifts were easy to check 

and modify, if necessary. Teleopti has the basic setup of the product (Base) and it can 

also be expanded with several additional modules and packages, which could become 

useful when the customer team keeps growing. Therefore, the secondary recommenda-

tion for the case company is to implement Teleopti as a tool for workforce management. 
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6 Validation of the Proposal 

This section provides a report on how the proposal was validated in the case company. 

The final outcome of the project is presented at the end of this section. 

6.1 Overview of the Validation 

In the beginning of the project, it was agreed that the validation of the proposal will be 

done by the Service Management team of the case company. The team consisted of the 

Service Lead, who was also part of the Management team of the case company and 

seven Service Managers leading the customer support and consultancy teams. The two 

customer service managers, who were participating the software representative meet-

ings and software trials, also belong to the Service Management team. The proposal was 

presented to the team in their monthly meeting. The presentation lasted for half an hour, 

whereafter the proposal was discussed by the participants for half an hour. 

6.2 Feedback Received on the Proposal 

The feedback received from the Services Management team was very positive and the 

team members were especially impressed with the broad spectrum of the features a 

workforce management system can include. They were also praising the comprehensive 

research on the system requirements and evaluation on the different system options. 

Team members also considered the employee input and activity during the project as 

surprisingly positive. 

As the issues, which the customer service team was facing, had already been discussed 

for a longer time period, the meeting participants agreed that the need for a modern 

workforce management system would be justified. There was a short discussion on 

whether the shift planning could be still continued with Excel but it became clear very 

soon that this would not be possible. The main reasons for this according to the discus-

sion were the lack of forecasting and reporting possibilities and difficulties with the shift 

planning processes. 

From the feature and usability perspective, the Services Management team members 

agreed that Teleopti would be the most suitable choice for the customer service. How-

ever, the price of Teleopti software was relatively high and it became problematic since 
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there was also an ongoing cost reduction initiative in the case company and the cost 

could not be accepted by the Services Management team.  

6.3 Final Outcome 

After the initial proposal for the software was rejected, there was a brief discussion on 

other software candidates, which were chosen for the final qualification.  

Out of the three candidates, Tymeshift WFM was the second to fulfil most of the require-

ments and it was also preferred by the customer service managers due to its usability 

and ready-made integration to Zendesk ticketing system, which was used in the cus-

tomer service for processing contacts received in different channels. The initial setup of 

Tymeshift would take under a week and the price for the software was five times less 

than the price for Teleopti. After the meeting, the decision was to implement Tymeshift 

WFM.  

There was also a brief discussion about the future prospects and the Services Manage-

ment team members saw that Teleopti could be taken into consideration again at some 

point in the future, when there would be a need for a more robust solution. As the pricing 

of Teleopti is based on volume, which means that the monthly fee will start to decrease 

after a specific number of agents, it would be more justified to implement it later in the 

future also from this perspective.   
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7 Summary and Conclusions 

This section contains a brief summary of this thesis in addition to evaluation on how the 

initial objective is addressed. The section ends with closing words from the researcher. 

7.1 Executive Summary 

The aim of this study was to examine the shift planning challenges in a multi-channel 

contact center and strive to find a suggestion for improvement to tackle the challenges 

in the case company. The thesis objective was to create a suggestion of possible digital 

tools for effective organizing of work in versatile customer service. 

 

The case company of this study is a Finnish provider of a cloud-based financial manage-

ment software. In 2017, the software was used by over 23,000 companies and 800 ac-

counting offices in Finland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden. At that time, the customer 

service unit consisted of 30 customer advisors helping the customers with questions re-

lated to the use of the software. 

 

The target with the current state analysis was to create a comprehensive view of the 

challenges the case company was facing with the shift planning and to find out, whether 

there is a need for a modern workforce management system. The first phase of the anal-

ysis included examining the statistics related to how efficiently the customer contacts 

were processed in the customer service unit. The second phase was about finding out 

the main challenges with shift planning from the employee point of view and here a sur-

vey was used. In the third phase, two customer service managers were interviewed to 

get their view on the challenges.  

 

The results of the current state analysis show that there were versatile challenges with 

managing workforce in the customer service of the case company. First, according to the 

customer contact statistics, the service level targets were not met, as the answering rate 

had been declined and first-reply time had increased especially during the first quarter 

of 2017. Second, the employee survey showed that there were mostly issues with read-

ability and usability with the shift list, but the employees were also hoping for more flexi-

bility with the shifts. Third, in the interview the customer service managers brought up 
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also usability issues in addition to the lack of visibility backwards to the shifts and oppor-

tunity to involve employees in managing the work shifts. When viewed from the organi-

zational perspective, the most reasonable choice was to focus on how to increase the 

efficiency and performance of the customer service, which in practice meant concentrat-

ing on the monitoring and forecasting capabilities. The secondary focus was on how to 

ensure fair division of workload and tasks and to increase flexibility in the customer ser-

vice. 

 

The results of the current state analysis formed a basis for the choice of literature. Thus, 

the conceptual framework consisted of three main areas, building an understanding on 

the nature of a modern contact center, describing what is included in workforce manage-

ment and creating a view on what kind of value automated workforce management offers 

to the company. Based on the existing knowledge found in available literature, it became 

clear that the proposal for the case company should focus on a recommendation for the 

introduction of a digital tool for workforce management and more specifically for shift 

planning. Thereafter, the initial proposal for the case company was built by examining 

and qualifying different workforce management systems with input from the customer 

service managers. The system that best met the requirements was Teleopti, which would 

help the case company to tackle most of the issues brought up in the current state anal-

ysis. 

 

The initial proposal was presented to the Services Management team in their monthly 

meeting. Feedback received from the team, which also included the Service Lead, was 

positive, but due to relatively high costs of Teleopti, it was rejected. After further discus-

sion in the meeting, the decision was to implement Tymeshift, which had considerably 

smaller monthly fees. 

7.2 Thesis Evaluation 

The thesis objective was to create a suggestion of possible digital tools, which would 

facilitate organizing of work in a versatile customer service environment. In my opinion, 

this thesis manages to address the objective in full, as the proposal included a modern 

workforce management system. The research also consisted of logical steps starting 

with analyzing the statistics confirming the scope of the issues and continuing with gath-

ering views from both employees and managers of the customer service unit. 
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However, the main limitation with the research from my point of view is the lack of deeper 

analysis on the costs of the system. As there was a relatively large difference in the 

monthly fees of the software candidates, this should have been better taken into account 

when building the proposal. It could have included for example calculations for the Return 

of Investment, which is often used when evaluating new system, and reasoning for 

choosing the option with higher monthly fees. Another limitation is related to the criticism 

towards inhumanity and misuse of the modern workforce management systems, which 

seems to have arisen during recent years. It would have been interesting to include ar-

gumentation against the systems in the research.  

 

Additionally, the survey questions’ answer options could have been improved. For ex-

ample, some of the questions included “No opinion” option, which did not provide any 

value to the research. Therefore, those questions could have been formulated in a dif-

ferent way. It would also have been good to ask the survey respondents to mark the 

priority to each survey question, which would probably have helped with prioritizing the 

needs and requirements. Finally, it would have been interesting to include a feedback 

research to find out, whether the workforce management system had improved the situ-

ation but due to lack of time this was not possible at this point. 

 

7.3 Closing Words   

The process of completing this thesis was unexpectedly long and tough, as I was working 

full time during the whole thesis process. I had to learn to prioritize my time better and 

find more efficient ways to relax after long days of working and studying. At the same 

time, the process was very rewarding, as I got the opportunity to do the research for my 

former employer and to search for a solution to a concrete problem the company was 

having at that time. I feel that during the process my skills in analytical reasoning and 

critical thinking have been clearly improving. 

As final words, I want to express my gratitude to my family and closest friends, who have 

been supporting me with completing the thesis. I am also grateful to my former employer 

for giving me the opportunity for continuous improvement and my current employer for 

flexibility, when I was finalizing this thesis.    
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Appendix 1 

Employee Survey Questions (translated from Finnish) 

1. Which product line’s customer service do you work for?  

▪ Product line A  

▪ Product line B 

 

2. How long have you been working in the customer service of product line 
A or B? 

▪ 0-2 years  

▪ 2-4 years  

▪ 4-6 years  

▪ 6-8 years 

▪ Over 8 years 

 

3. Do you get to know your work shifts early enough?  

▪ Yes  

▪ No  

▪ No opinion 

 

4. Do you find the work shift list as:  

▪ Clear  

▪ Quite clear  

▪ Quite ambiguous  

▪ Ambiguous 

 

5. If you need to change the shift, how is it in your opinion?  
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▪ Easy 

▪ Quite easy  

▪ Quite difficult  

▪ Difficult 

 

6. In your opinion, how does managing the exceptional situations related to 
work shifts (e.g. when colleague gets ill) currently work? 

▪ Very well 

▪ Quite well 

▪ Quite badly 

▪ Very badly 

 

7. Do you consider the current work task cycle as fair? 

▪ Yes  

▪ No  

▪ No opinion 

 

8. What kind of work cycle would you think would be most effective? 

▪ Current cycle 

▪ Half day shifts (e.g. phone in the morning, email in the afternoon) 

▪ Other: ______________________________ 

 

9. Do you consider it easy to provide wishes related to work shifts?  

▪ Yes  

▪ No  

▪ No opinion 
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10. Have your own work shift wishes been fulfilled in the way you want?  

▪ Yes  

▪ No  

▪ No opinion 

 

11. Do you think it would be important to be able to check the work shift list 
on a mobile device? 

▪ Yes  

▪ No  

▪ No opinion 

 

12. Provide your own thoughts related to the current work shift planning in 
the customer service, and how should it be developed? 
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Appendix 2 

Questions of the Manager Interview (translated from Finnish)

1. What kind of wishes and requirements do you have for the possible WFM 

system? 

2. Which of those wishes and requirements you mentioned above, you 

would prioritize? 

3. What kind of requirements for reporting possibilities do you have? 

4. How long does it take for you to create a work shift list currently? 

5. What are the future prospects related to customer service operations? 

6. What are the service level targets in the customer service? 

7. Do you have some other things you would like to bring up? 


