


MAKING EVERY CALL COUNT

When a customer calls your self-storage 
facility, the way the call is handled can 
make the difference between making 

the reservation and losing the lead. For multi-
site operators, there is a new option that is 
fueling impressive increases in reservation 
rates and thereby boosting conversions. The 
solution: an in-house call center without the 
capital outlay or ongoing overhead of install-
ing and owning call center equipment.

This “on-demand” approach involves set-
ting up a centralized call center in which all call 
handling is provided over a broadband connec-
tion under the Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) 
model that many companies are adopting to 
cut costs. Charges are per seat or per user per 
month with little or no capital investment. 

With this strategy, calls can be answered 
by customer service representatives who 
aren’t pulled away when a customer shows 
up to see a unit. Vital information such as 
caller ID, prior customer history, the closest 
facility, the pricing and units available, and 
the trucking hours pops up on the computer 
screen even before the agent says hello. 

There are other advantages as well. Local 
mini-warehouse numbers can be routed to a 
central call center, giving callers the impres-
sion that they are phoning their local facility. 
Reps can work from anywhere, even home, 
using a standard telephone and computer. 
Calls are delivered to the next available agent, 
regardless of where they are located.

Yet there are no expensive phone switch-
es, automatic call distributors, interactive 
voice response systems, or related com-
ponents to purchase and maintain. Nor are 
there the limitations inherent with outsourced 
call center services, which range from curi-
ously low call volumes reported by some 

users (suggesting that some calls are being missed) 
to imperfect service-to-facility communications that 
can result in poor customer service. 

Dialing Up Success
One self-storage operator that cut ties with its out-
sourced service and switched to an on-demand call 
center scenario is Extra Space Storage, Inc., the Salt 
Lake City-based business with nearly 750 facilities. 
The decision produced almost immediate results.

The combination of a call center solution from 
inContact, Inc., and new customer relationship man-
agement software from Salesforce.com (both deliv-
ered under the SaaS model) has almost doubled the 
company’s reservation rates from phone calls since it 
opened its call center. 

The software and switch pass information to the 
Salesforce.com application which tracks all prior 
contacts with a customer as well as current accounts 
with Extra Space Storage. Both systems are also 
integrated with the company’s point-of-sale software 
which keeps track of mini-warehouse inventory at 
each facility. Therefore, agents can have one view of 
all the information they need on a single screen.

The entire project took only eight weeks, including 
building a 50-agent call center with telephones and 
computers from scratch. A conventional call center 
with on-site equipment would have required many 
months to deploy and cost considerably more. 

“We moved to an in-house call center because we 
needed to synchronize our sales channels. If someone 
called our outsourced call center, even though we had 
mechanisms in place for the service to send e-mails 
to the facility where they were making a reservation, 
people sometimes showed up in the store before the 
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manager saw the e-mail. We really wanted 
to improve the customer experience,” says 
Bill Hoban, chief information officer of Extra 
Space Storage. “Choosing a SaaS-based 
call center instead of premises-based was 
easy because of the lower expense and 
shorter deployment time.” 

As a fringe benefit of going the SaaS 
route, Extra Space Storage also has the 
option to add work-at-home customer 
service agents as the business grows, 
without expensive hardware and software 
installation at each remote site. 

“Right now we have enough seats in 
our new call center for everyone, but we 
have openly stated that our objective is 
to double the size of the business in five 
years. To support the extra volume, we will 
need to add customer service representa-
tives, and we don’t have room to double 
our call center space,” Hoban says. “With 
a SaaS-based solution, we have the flex-
ibility to support agents working at home. 
They can pick up the phone, and custom-
ers will never know where they are.”  

No Installation Required 
In-house call centers have never caught on 
in the self-storage industry, even among 
the largest multi-site operators, but not 
because of any shortcoming in the concept 
itself. There is no debate over the merits, 
beginning with assurance that customer 
calls will be answered by a live person. 
Otherwise, of course, callers will likely keep 
dialing until they find the first mini-storage 
warehouse that picks up the phone.

Centralizing incoming customer calls 
in a call center environment also puts 
prospective self-storage renters in touch 
with professional customer service rep-
resentatives who won’t be interrupted 
by customer walk-ins and, not inci-
dentally, know how to sell. It provides 

on-screen access to information that 
can help streamline and personalize calls 
for the best results. And it makes it pos-
sible to quickly implement new policies 
or promotions without having to spread 
the word to scores or even hundreds of 
store managers. 

The only problem with the in-house 
call center has been the prohibitive cost 
of the conventional buy-and-install model. 
The beauty of the on-demand call center 
is that it eliminates those restrictive cost 
barriers while at the same time providing 
added value to your self-storage facility. 
Advantages include:

Premises-based call center systems not 
only require a significant upfront capital 
outlay for equipment, installation, and con-
figuration, but incur substantial additional 
costs for servers, security, backup, testing, 
and periodic replacement. The on-demand 
version is instead billed as a per-seat or per-
user subscription, typically by the month, 
with no additional costs or hidden charges. 

 Because no hard-
ware or software installation is required, 
a SaaS call center system can be up and 
running in as little as 45 days compared to 
months for a traditional solution.

-
sibilities. In-house call center equipment 
requires in-house technical personnel for 
support and management, and upgrades 
are typically performed under an annual 
maintenance contract that forces custom-
ers to wait for new features. With a SaaS 
call center system, all fixes and routine 
maintenance are handled by the service 
provider and upgrades are delivered as 
soon as they become available.

The economics still limit the on-demand call 

center option to multi-site operators, but for

those businesses it offers a strong competitive edge.

-
bases. Integrating premises-based call 
center software with your in-house point-
of-sale or customer relationship manage-
ment system can be very expensive. 
Integrating SaaS applications involves less 
time as well as less money, and some 
services already have preconfigured tem-
plates to do the job.

Premises-
based systems are designed to support 
users who are physically in the call center. 
Adding at-home agents is difficult and, 
again, expensive. 

On-demand call center solutions can be 
quickly set up in the agent’s home. This 
work-at-home model tends to reduce 
operational costs because it attracts work-
ers who are typically more mature, better 
educated, and likely to experience greater 
job satisfaction, yielding increased effi-
ciencies and lower agent attrition rates. 

Building Business   
All of these features help feed the need to 
make the most of every customer call that 
comes in. It’s no longer a matter of sim-
ply capturing the call, as outsourced call 
center services purport to do. With your 
own affordable in-house phone bank, you 
can take advantage of modern information 
systems to instantly access customer, unit 
availability, and pricing data that can help 
seal the deal. 

The economics still limit the on-demand 
call center option to multi-site operators, 
but for those businesses it offers a strong 
competitive edge. In today’s crowded 
self-storage market, every call you close 
is a call you don’t lose to the next guy 
in the phone book or the local online 
business directory. Having your own call 
center—now possible with the no-installa-
tion, on-demand strategy—demonstrably 
improves your success rate.   

Durinda Biesman is VP Client 
Services for inContact, Inc., a lead-
ing provider of on-demand call 
center software and agent opti-
mization tools with more than 600 
call center deployments around 
the globe. 


