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Over the past two decades, call centers (also called “Contact Centers” because of multimedia services such as email, fax, or chat provided) showed a tremendous growth and have become a major service channel between the public and private enterprises, and their customers. Effective planning and execution of operations at these organizations are critical management functions that affect customer satisfaction, operating costs and profits, and employee retention.  This presentation focuses on the new approaches to the unique challenges faced in the design and operation of call centers, and current research opportunities.  Specifically, we will discuss the following:

· Forecasting contact volumes, service times, and shrinkage with multiple seasonal patterns (intra-day, day of week, week of year),  

· Skills-based and non-skills based agent schedule optimization, 

· Maximizing “fairness” in employee schedule and vacation bidding

· Employee schedule assignment to maximize satisfaction,

· Real-time performance monitoring and optimization through re-forecasting and re- 

 scheduling,

· Change management

· Strategic planning

Although our focus in this talk is on call centers, the same issues and challenges also exist in other service systems such as hospitals, police organizations, limousine companies, etc.   We will also discuss challenges faced in these systems together with the design and management of virtual service systems where, for example, call center agents, diagnostic radiologists, medical experts, etc., may not be working at the same place but at geographically distributed locations (e.g. from their homes).   
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