


 
 
High Impact Coaching: The Five Step Process that Will Replace “Telling” With “Teaching” 
 
The Achilles’ heel in any call center is the quality of the coaching and feedback delivered by 
Supervisors and Quality Assurance Representatives. Most call center managers we interview 
and work with cite the ineffectiveness of feedback sessions as one of the top three reasons why 
their call center cannot achieve a truly world-class status. 
 
Most centers are monitoring plenty of calls. They have their coaches and supervisors monitor 
calls, they have dedicated Quality Assurance teams that monitor calls, and many even utilize 
third party monitoring companies to monitor their call center agents. But all this monitoring is 
useless without effective coaching and feedback processes. The only business reasons to 
monitor calls is to provide development and coaching to the agents being monitored, for the 
purpose of improving call effectiveness and quality. However, we find that there is a consistent 
lack of training and development of the people who are doing the coaching and delivering the 
feedback, and there is an absence of structured coaching practices to help our coaches and 
supervisors deliver highly effective coaching and feedback sessions. 
 
In order to address this industry-wide need, Interactive Response Technologies, Inc has 
developed and tested a highly effective Five Step coaching process that will ensure that call 
center agents: 
 

1. Are fully calibrated with their coaches specific to the feedback they are given; 
2. Demonstrate that they have obtained the skills being coached to; 
3. End every coaching session on a positive note, turning something they now dread into 

something they look forward to. 
 
Step 1: Throw Away the Checklist 
 
Do not review a checklist with your agents. Do not walk them through a 30-point QA form that 
scores them on a scale of one to five on any number of very specific, detailed activities. In fact, 
change the entire concept of a “QA form.” Instead focus on two to three key skills that the agent 
needs to work on based on the results of the monitoring session.   
 
The basis for this change is multi-fold: 

• People can only effectively learn and master two to three new skills in a given coaching 
session. You can “tell” them any number of things, but you can only “teach” them a few, 
so focus on the key activities that will have the biggest impact. There will be future 
coaching sessions to address new topics once they’ve mastered the ones you are 
coaching to. 

• When you base your QA process on an extensive checklist, the people monitoring stop 
listening for the customer experience and start listening to very detailed things (“did they 



remember to brand the call”; “did they remember to use the customer’s name”, etc.), 
reducing the effectiveness of the monitoring and then the coaching. 

• If you absolutely need a checklist for compliance reasons, separate compliance 
(checklist) monitoring from customer experience monitoring, and have separate teams 
performing these two very distinct functions, so that your call effectiveness monitoring 
group can focus on the two or three most important things that can be coached 
effectively. 

 
Step 2: Turn Off the Stopwatch 
 
Simple rule of thumb: One good coaching sessions is worth 100 poor ones. It doesn’t make any 
sense to set a time limit for a coaching session. The coaching session should be over when the 
person being coached has demonstrated that they have acquired the skills being coached to. 
Ending the coaching session before that happens makes the coaching session ineffective. So 
having a time limit (a common example is 15 minutes per agent) is a counterproductive directive 
that undermines the success of your coaching efforts. 
 
There are many reasons call center managers implement these types of artificial rules in their 
coaching processes. Among them are: 

• They’ve made another rule, saying that every agent must receive a set number of 
coaching and feedback sessions per week. This puts call centers in the unfortunate 
position of using long division to figure out how to coach. “If we have 100 agents, and we 
have five QAs, and every agent needs three sessions per week, then…” This type of 
strategy ensures only one thing, that the required number of sessions are performed. It is 
a classic “quantity over quality” mistake that the vast majority of call centers make every 
day. 

• They don’t trust their teams. They feel that if they don’t make sure their supervisors, QAs, 
coaches and team leaders have very specific, documented numeric metrics, that their 
teams won’t perform their jobs.  They are essentially putting a metric in place to “make” 
people do their jobs. Our theory is that if you need to build metrics to make your people 
do their jobs, then a better use of your time would be to hire a full time “talent scout” to 
make sure you have the right people in the jobs, rather than try and build a time-wasting 
tracking system to “make” people deliver coaching sessions. 

• They need to leave enough to documentation. Many call centers we visit spend more time 
in “documenting” feedback sessions than they do in giving effective coaching and 
feedback. Giant “coaching books” or huge Excel spreadsheets are meticulously updated 
with proof that these coaching sessions took place, and that the agent has been “told” of 
their areas of opportunity. In some cases, these documentation systems are the basis for 
terminating agents, essentially serving as HR’s required documentation for fair hiring 
practices. The problem is obvious: The “book” takes up as much time as the coaching 
sessions, and the coaching sessions quickly become negative. Agents see them as a tool 
for documenting their shortcomings for the purpose of creating a justification for a 
potential future termination. This clearly does not promote a culture of learning. 

 
There are many ways to create accountability and performance tracking without building a 
tracking and documentation system that both consumes valuable time,  and creates a negative 



culture around training and feedback. For details on how to accomplish this, e-mail us at 
info@contactcenterperformancegroup.com. 
 
Step 3: Take Feedback Before Giving Feedback 
 
In the ideal coaching session, a digital recording of the call being coached to is available, and 
the coach and the agent can review the call together and use pause and rewind to highlight 
specific sections of the interaction. In the absence of this technology, the coaching session 
should be done shortly after the call being coached to is completed, to ensure that the call is 
fresh in the agent’s mind.   
 
In either situation, the start of the coaching session should include a self-evaluation. Rather than 
starting the coaching session with a review of all the things performed incorrectly, start with a 
simple question: “What did you think of this call?” Allow the learner to self evaluate. This gives 
the coach the basis for calibration, and makes the portion of the session that is focused on 
“telling” shorter, essentially filling in the gaps of the agent’s own evaluation. This process can be 
enhanced with questions such as, “What did you think of the way you responded when the 
customer said ‘that is going to take too long’?”  Or, “Do you have any ideas on how to improve 
on that part of the call?” These types of questions will increase the number of coaching points 
that are self-identified, and ensure that the person you are coaching understands the areas of 
opportunity.  Telling them what they did wrong is largely an unproductive exercise, but having 
them tell you what they did wrong is powerful, since in order to articulate the area of opportunity, 
they have to understand the correct way to handle the situation.  Plus it’s more satisfying to find 
a solution yourself versus having someone spoon-feed it to you. 
 
Step 4: Role Play the Call and Allow the Agent to Demonstrate the Competence 
 
The only true way to make sure that someone has acquired a skill is to have them demonstrate 
that skill. If I was teaching a baseball player the proper way to swing a bat, I would demonstrate 
the technique, then immediately hand the learner the bat to make sure their own swing 
incorporated the adjustment. Call center learning is no different. After explaining ways that a 
particular call could have been improved, the next step is to ask the learner (in this case the 
agent we are coaching) to demonstrate the newly acquired skill. This is done via a Role Play. 
 
The Role Play is one of the most powerful, and at the same time underutilized, tools in the 
training and coaching arsenal of call center managers and trainers. It should be the cornerstone 
of all training and coaching sessions, but instead it is largely ignored in favor of lectures and 
verbal recanting of mistakes made. Every coaching session should end in a role play. This role 
play should simulate the exact scenario encountered by the agent during the call being coached 
to, and the agent should incorporate the two to three key improvements agreed upon during the 
feedback portion of the coaching session. 
 
It is the obligation of the coach to document the key questions, rebuttals or responses given by 
the customer during the call. We call this documenting a Scenario. That scenario becomes the 
basis for the role play. The agent is essentially re-living the call, with the coach playing the role 
of the customer, and the responses essentially the same. The coach then observes the 



adjustments made by the agent versus what happened on the original call. This exercise should 
be repeated until the two to three key behaviors are exhibited on a single role play. At that point, 
the coaching session ends on a high note–the agent has demonstrated the acquisition of 
knowledge, performed a successful scenario, and leaves the coaching session with the 
confidence that they can execute on the new skills they’ve learned, because they’ve essentially 
already done it. 
 
And this is one of the key reasons why we cannot time coaching sessions–the learner needs to 
practice this role play until they’ve mastered it. Only then will we be assured that we’ve 
transferred knowledge, and therefore “taught” somebody, instead of “telling” them something. 
 
Step 5: Give Your Coaches the Time to Coach 
 
A coach, or a QA, should essentially have only three functions that they are ever performing in 
their job: 
 

1. Listening to calls; 
2. Evaluating calls and developing a coaching plan (which includes areas of opportunity as 

well as the documented Scenario in preparation for the Role Play exercise); 
3. Delivering a coaching and feedback session. 

 
If you have other activities on the job description of your employees who are responsible for 
coaching, you need to remove them and assign them to another job function. Things like payroll 
processing, bonus calculations, attendance tracking, etc. should never be done by someone 
who is responsible for coaching.  There should be separate administrative personnel handling 
those things. You want your coaches 100% focused on coaching and developing their people. 
And you don’t want to give them any other work that will distract them and keep them from being 
100% focused on the most important activity in any call center: Coaching, mentoring and 
developing the agents to deliver the highest quality and most effective customer care and sales 
activities possible. 
 
How Can I Reinvent My Processes to Achieve These Benefits? 
 
Interactive Response Technologies, Inc is dedicated to helping call centers deliver Extraordinary 
Customer Experiences over the phone. We have solutions that can immediately and 
dramatically bring performance improvement to your recruiting, training, coaching, quality 
assurance, and operations management teams and processes. In addition, we deliver 
technology solutions that focus on tracking and analyzing call center data to create actionable 
information that helps you learn what is working and what is not working in your call center. 
 
You can call us at (800) 700-3033 extension 2930 or email us at 
 info@callcenter.com or visit us online at www.callcenter.com. 


