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            Making Workforce Management Work For Agents Too

In older versions of workforce management (WFM), once the forecasts and schedules were set based on historical data and expectation, the opportunity for change was extremely limited and restricted to moving agents between queues and tasks manually: more of an art than a science.

Today, many WFM solutions support rapid changes driven by actual interaction volumes. This is often known as ‘intraday’, a near-real time scheduling system based on actual demand for service and supply of agent availability, and relies upon flexibility from the agent and the enterprise, working together for the benefit of all .

For example:

– the WFM system forecasts the likely volume of interactions through each channel

– resource requirements are forecasted, based on the agent skills required

– agents submit their preferences for working hours (they have contracted to work a certain number of hours each month)

– shift patterns are scheduled and communicated to agents, who have the opportunity to arrange shift swaps with other agents. Businesses may wish agents to be contactable outside of their shift, possibly through SMS or an app, so that any requested schedule alterations or short-notice requests to login can be implemented in a timely fashion

– the WFM system alters schedules accordingly throughout the day, based on real volumes and service levels.

Intraday goes some way to resolving the underlying tension between employee and organisation concerning workforce scheduling, and as such can be seen as part of the broader move towards agent-centric workforce engagement.

It is in the enterprise’s interest to have strictly calculated forecasts and exact allocation of resource, regardless of how this impacts upon the employee. Unsurprisingly, this leads to resentment amongst the workforce, increasing attrition and absence rates. Intraday goes some way to empowering the employee, without putting the enterprise at a disadvantage. WFM solutions that are built with a flexible architecture capable of scheduling in small time-increments (e.g. minutes rather than hours) will support employees’ needs without damaging service levels.

It is important to understand that greater empowerment of agents over their working patterns is greatly beneficial to morale: rather than have to ask a supervisor or manager, they are to a great extent choosing their own hours, with the resulting benefit that they have greater buy-in to the process and are less likely to be absent, as well as reducing the time spent by supervisors in changing schedules manually.

It can be beneficial for everyone to allow agents to change their breaks themselves, bid for shifts and choose their own vacation period through an app without having to run everything through the workforce planning team first. Of course, the service level must be protected and any changes only ratified if this is the case. There’s especially a benefit for remote working agents to have a say in their working patterns, have visibility of their teammates’ shifts, and give options to collaborate with their colleagues. This will promote trust and do away with any issues such as perceived favouritism, as well as protecting the performance of the contact centre.

WFM solutions that are based in the cloud don’t just offer financial benefits: as the time taken to roll out new releases is so much less than the traditional CPE model, vendors can bring out new versions much more frequently, and experiment with offering cutting-edge functionality far sooner than they would in a traditional premise-based deployment environment.

The continued rise in remote working, virtualisation, and mobility in general will be a major driver for the uptake of cloud-based solutions. This model also encourages smaller operations to implement WFM, or experiment with functionality that was previously out of their price range. The chart below shows the significant movement towards cloud-based WFM, with a major jump in 2019 that has been sustained since.
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To learn more about workforce management and WFO in general, download “The Inner Circle Guide to Omnichannel Workforce Optimisation”, which draws upon the findings of polling of more than 400 UK and US organisations, free of charge.


How frequently are call centre agents genuinely polite and friendly?

It might seem a reasonable assumption that customers who reach out to a call centre should be able to expect politeness and friendliness from the agent that they are put in contact with – and of course, it is. 

Indeed, research indicates that this is an especially high priority among many young customers who do not have much experience in talking to organisations, and who therefore often appreciate the extra reassurance. 

Assessing complaints about call centres or agents, versus the wider business 

An issue that arises on the subject of this aspect of a call centre’s service, however, is that it is a very difficult process to gather reliable statistics on whether agents are, in fact, polite and friendly (as well as empathetic). 

So, here at ContactBabel, we chose to investigate this element of call centre operation – and customer experience – by looking at the numbers of complaints received about call centres, and whether those complaints were about the agent or call centre, or instead the broader business itself.

After all, if a particular complaint was centred on the agent or call centre, this suggests that the cause of such a complaint could be an impolite agent. But if the specific complaint is focused on the wider business, this indicates that the source of the customer’s disgruntlement is likely to be something beyond the agent’s immediate control, such as a late delivery, or the customer having received the incorrect product. 

With that in mind, the below chart will represent instructive reading for many an organisation. It shows the change, over the course of more than a decade, in the proportion of calls that are complaints, and whether the complaint was about the contact centre or the wider business. 
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What do we learn from this data about the friendliness of call centre agents? 

Poring over the aforementioned figures, it is clear that in every year covered, the target of a customer’s complaint was normally the wider business having failed in some way, rather than the call centre or agent. It is interesting to see, however, that for the period from 2012 to 2015, a fifth (20%) or more of complaints related specifically to the contact centre. 

On that measure, however, there isn’t a particularly clear trend over time. What is immediately evident from the above chart, though, is an upward climb in the proportion of all calls that are complaints. Only 3.9% of calls were complaints in 2010, but by 2022, this had risen to 10.7% of calls. 

Still, there are various factors that could explain that trend, such as businesses more frequently failing their customers, customers becoming more demanding, or customers increasingly using telephone contact in order to complain to organisations, instead of the more traditional letter. 

What has emerged from our research down the years is that across every vertical market, the majority of the received complaints are not focused on the call centre itself, or its agents. Instead, it is generally “failure demand”, caused by a breakdown of process somewhere else in the organisation, that is to blame. 

However, with call centre agents having to “do the dirty work” of serving as the organisation’s first point of contact with the upset customer, organisations need to be extremely conscientious to ensure an effective system is in place for receiving and dealing with complaints. 

After all, if the customer has already had to experience the ill effects of a failure elsewhere in your organisation, you will not want further failings to occur in how your call centre handles the customer’s related complaint. If that does happen, there could be a greater risk of the contact centre or agent themselves becoming a source of complaints. 

So, how friendly and polite are the agents at a typical call centre? 

You might have noticed from your reading of this article that we have not directly answered the question of how friendly and polite (or otherwise) call centre agents are. 

The short answer to the question, is that it is not clear whether customers do actually generally experience polite and friendly agents. Our own experience at ContactBabel is that the vast majority of contact centre agents are indeed polite, friendly, and professional. 

What seems to be beyond doubt, however, is that most complaints to contact centres are driven by factors outside the agent’s control – albeit factors that the agent then needs to find a way to resolve. 

Would you like to discover further insights into call centre operations, and the associated experiences of customers? If so, we make available a range of contact centre research reports that can be downloaded for free, including “The Inner Circle Guide to Agent Engagement & Empowerment”, which draws upon the findings of polling of more than 400 UK and US organisations. 


What customers want when they contact an organisation – and what they get

Contact centres are key to an organisation’s success, primarily due to being the primary customer touchpoint. 

When customers contact organisations, it is important that the organisation understands what customers most want and value during the interaction. 

What customers want

A recent survey of 1,000 UK customers for the new Exceeding UK Customer Expectations report produced insightful figures in relation to customer experience and contact centres. For instance, when they contact an organisation, customers place these factors in their top 3 requirements: first-time resolution of their question or issue (56%), a fast response time (56%), and friendly (37%) and UK-based (48%) employees. 
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While these factors are what your contact centre needs to focus on, it should be noted that the relative importance of these factors for customers also depends on their age group.

For example, younger respondents generally placed greater value on friendly support and long opening hours, whereas older customers viewed shorter waiting times and first-contact resolution as crucial factors.
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Yet, they get…

The same survey discovered that instead of necessarily receiving what they wanted from contacting an organisation, customers “very often” or “fairly often” faced such issues as long and frequent queues (85%), complicated IVR menus (71%), and frequent change of support representatives (66%). 

Interestingly, 57% of respondents said they “very often” or “fairly often” had problems with hearing and having to repeat themselves, which indicates that there appears to be issues regarding the sound and audio quality of phone calls, too. 
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Tailoring contact support according to your customers’ needs

With the above in mind, organisations need to review how their contact centres might be hindering the customer experience, especially in terms of the obstacles listed above. By homing in on customer wants, organisations can offer improved customer experience that goes above and beyond customer expectations. 

Whether such improvements might take the form of upgrading their telephony system for better audio and mic quality, or optimising support processes for shorter queues, organisations can use the results above to inform their strategies on elevating customer experience.

Are you interested in learning more about how to enhance customer experience at your contact centres? If so, please feel free to read more of our customer experience reports at ContactBabel to deepen your understanding of optimising the customer journey.


The concept of ‘failure demand’, and its relevance to contact centres

Every organisation will have received complaints from customers, and they’re of course seen as being problematic. 

However, customer complaints are also invaluable to businesses given the scope they provide for organisations to pinpoint where they may presently be going wrong, and what they might need to do in order to prevent a current customer from becoming a former customer. 

Great numbers of businesses are still in the habit of treating customer complaints on a case-by-case basis, while making little effort to formally categorise and structure those complaints. In such situations, it is also often the case that any relevant and insightful findings are not communicated in an actionable way to a relevant department.

All of this hardly augurs well for any organisation that professes to be serious about maintaining or achieving the highest possible standards of customer service. 

So, how might your own organisation go about changing this, and how is the concept of “failure demand” relevant to the contact centre? 

The right contact centre analytics can make a big difference in improving customer service 

When it comes to call centre analytics, one of the most relevant forms might well be speech analytics, which enables businesses to quantify the reasons why customers complain. 

Speech analytics, then, can be greatly helpful to organisations’ efforts to single out the most important factors, at the same time as assessing trends and spikes, and providing hard recommendations arising from every call taken. 

Contact centres can draw upon real-time analytics in order to track words and phrases that are associated with complaints, such as “manager”, “supervisor”, “complain”, and “unhappy”. This, in turn, might allow for escalation to a supervisor, or for an agent to receive a screen pop-up providing them with a revised script or suggestions on how to deal with the call. 

Even emotion detection and sentiment analysis can play powerful roles, including as means of identifying unhappy or unwavering customers within a call. Supervisors can then be updated with such information, so that they can make their own decisions on whether to provide the agent with certain advice in response, or even to intervene more directly. 

Are you taking the right steps to manage the impacts of “failure demand” within your organisation? 

The term “failure demand” has been used in reference to calls that are made to a contact centre as a result of the given organisation’s failure to do something right for the customer. 

Such a failure to do something – for example, to call the customer back, or to send the customer something important – leads to the customer making a further demand on the system. This translates into extra work for the business to do, as a result of its earlier failure. 

An example of such “failure demand” could be the customer’s emails going unanswered, thereby leading the customer to make a call to the organisation – a phenomenon known as “first-stage” failure demand. But if the customer’s email is then answered at a later stage and this turns out to have been unnecessary because of the customer having already received an answer or gone elsewhere, this can be considered an example of “second-stage” failure demand. 

One of the problems with such redundant work, is the knock-on effect it has on other, still-live messages in the email queue. So, you can probably begin to see how easily a vicious circle of failure demand can be created. 

The good news is that there are ways of tackling the pressures that failure demand can exert on an organisation. By redesigning and restructuring the way in which work flows around your organisation, treating the contact centre as being at the heart of the organisation instead of a separate silo, you can help to minimise unnecessary contacts. This, in turn, can be key to improving the service the typical customer receives from the entire company, and not just from the call centre. 

Access invaluable insights from the most recent call centre research 

The above is just a sampling of the insights that our latest published contact centre and customer service research can provide here at ContactBabel. So, please don’t hesitate to click through today to discover the latest reports available to be downloaded for free. 


How big a factor is customer experience in organisations’ competition with industry rivals?

Given that any commercial organisation’s fundamental purpose is to extract maximum profit for its shareholders, with this being generally achieved through a combination of driving up revenue and lowering costs, it is instructive to consider the role that customer experience has in the realisation of these objectives in the 2020s. 

Factors like widespread Internet access and large-scale advertising have altered the landscape 

Historically, businesses have principally focused on the variables over which they could exercise a significant degree of control, such as managing the internal costs they incur in production and service provision, as well as the likes of price setting and employee salaries. 

However, there have been certain big changes in recent years that have served to transform the business landscape. One major factor has been the ever-greater use of technology across almost any and every aspect of a business’s operations, which has resulted in unprecedented volumes of data that can be analysed. 

Also greatly impacting on the ‘field of play’ for businesses has been large-scale advertising and customers’ increasing tendency to turn first to the Internet for information on the products and services that they seek. 

This has helped to make customers more aware of alternatives to the best-known brands’ offerings. It is a situation that has led to greater price competition and companies feeling the need to differentiate themselves in ways that aren’t detrimental to their ‘bottom line’. 

Customer experience is playing a more profound role for many businesses 

In the past, businesses have often sought to achieve differentiation in the eyes of potential customers, through one of two routes: offering a lower-cost product or service than rivals, or selling goods that are perceived to be higher in quality than those of competitors, with the latter option allowing for greater flexibility in pricing. 

Recent times have seen customers increasingly come into contact with businesses through touchpoints – such as online shopping or contact centres – that could be considered as holding them at arm’s length to the business. 

Alongside this trend, businesses have increasingly competed with each other in order to deliver the best all-round CX, and therefore win customer favour. 

What do the statistics say about the role of CX in competition between firms? 

Recent research, as set out in ContactBabel’s “UK Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide 2022-23”, entailed organisations being surveyed on the importance of multiple factors on which they competed with rivals. They were asked to rank three factors in order of importance: quality, price, and customer experience. 

B2B organisations that responded to the poll put little emphasis on price as a competitive differentiator; indeed, a mere 15% ranked this factor in first place. That shouldn’t be a great surprise, as B2B firms competing with each other on price tends to mean lower profit margins for all the businesses in that sector. 

However, B2C firms gave an even lower score to this factor, with only a tenth (10%) of them stating that their organisation competed mainly on the basis of price. 

These findings contrast with 38% of B2B respondents and 37% of B2C firms claiming that quality was their primary competitive factor. 

It was particularly fascinating, however, to see that according to 48% of the B2B firms quizzed and 53% of those in the B2C sector, it was customer experience that constituted their number one means of gaining competitive advantage. Such figures are all the more interesting given that they have been going up on a year-on-year basis. 

It can be seen as highly significant that about half of all the businesses surveyed stated that customer experience, instead of price or quality, was the principal factor upon which they wished to compete in the market. 

Such data would seem to indicate that as far as the UK’s senior business leaders are concerned, CX is becoming ever-more important for achieving profitability; however, it will also be intriguing to see how future economic pressures alter or reshape organisations’ strategies. 

Allow the latest ContactBabel CX research findings to guide your thinking 

Would you like to learn more about how organisations’ relationship with CX – and how to optimise it – varies in a range of key markets around the globe? If so, please feel free to consult our free contact centre and CX research, which could help inform your decision-making as an organisation over the months and years ahead.


Sentiment analysis – what contact centres should consider

A potentially powerful tool for contact centres looking to make informed changes to their services in order to enhance the customer experience, is sentiment analysis. 

Sentiment analysis provides a means by which customer and agent emotions within interactions can be quantified. This can relate to interactions that take place on the phone or through alternative channels, with the purpose being to uncover processes, behaviours and situations that cause strong levels of sentiment, whether positive or negative. 

Learning more about such processes, behaviours, and situations is crucial for organisations operating contact centres. After all, if companies do not have insights into these areas, they could overlook key aspects of their service that have a real impact on the customer experience and business outcomes. 

Through the use of analytics and large data sources it is possible to search datasets as a way of identifying and inspecting the types of interaction that have the greatest effects on customer sentiment. 

Is the use of technology for detecting sentiment actually necessary? 

This is a very fair question for organisations to consider. It would seem obvious to many observers that agents – particularly those who have higher levels of empathy and experience – should be capable of identifying callers’ emotions. So, would using technology for the purposes of sentiment detection represent a redundant investment of time and money? 

There might have once been an argument for that. However, in today’s era of artificial intelligence (AI)-enabled analytics, it is now possible for the sentiment and emotions of millions of calls to be assessed in light of their ultimate outcome. 

This, in turn, allows for the identification of real-life situations where there is an increased likelihood of a negative outcome, so that steps can be made to help ensure a more positive outcome before it is too late. 

There are, however, certain downsides with language models 

As useful as 2020s language models can be for the identification of ostensibly positive and negative words and phrases, there are still fairly obvious limits to their sophistication. 

Current language models are, for example, less able to identify sarcasm or other non-straightforward forms of communication. Nor are they as capable as human beings when it comes to identifying the actual meaning in a series of comments seemingly alternating between positivity and negativity. If, for instance, a customer said to an agent that “I’m happy that the product has finally arrived, which is good, but not exactly great”, the human agent would be able to pick up the nuances of such a sentence.

There is, however, scope for the further training of sentiment models to make them more effective at noticing changes in tone, volume and speaking rate, as well as instances of the customer and agent talking over each other, and even silences or subaudible noises that can indicate emotion, such as a snort of disgust. 

What about the process of analysing detected sentiment? 

Presuming that efforts have been made to score each of a contact centre’s interactions on a sentiment scale from highly positive to highly negative, it is also possible for nuances within those interactions – for example, the conversation starting positively and ending negatively – to be selected for analysis of the root cause. 

Although sentiment analysis captures and analyses every interaction, it is generally believed to be of greatest use at an aggregated level, rather than as a means of judging specific individuals. Many organisations appreciate the ability that sentiment analysis gives them to identify the processes, interactions, and subject areas that are bringing customers the greatest stress and negativity. Sentiment analysis also allows for trends to be observed over time, so that the organisation can gauge the effectiveness of any business or process improvements it has made. 

With the potential applications of sentiment analysis for contact centres including – but by no means limited to – the discovery and categorisation of the products, processes and topics that most frequently provoke the strongest positive or negative reactions, as well as quality assurance and even the consideration of agent morale and motivation, it can undoubtedly be a very potent tool. 

Would you like to read more about the latest research and statistics that will be of relevance to your efforts to optimise the customer experience your organisation’s contact centres provide? If so, you are welcome to download and peruse our reports for various key national and regional markets here at ContactBabel. 


Call centre salaries were on the up in 2022 – especially for experienced agents

According to recently released contact centre research, agents working at such sites saw major increases in their salaries over the course of 2022. 

In the case of new agents, the rise was reportedly 9.7%, although an even higher increase of 11.3% was reported for the salaries of experienced agents. 
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It is believed that such increases have been largely driven by inflation and competition for agents – who have many different options in the jobs market. It should be noted, too, that the National Minimum Wage (NMW) and National Living Wage (NLW) have also recently gone up, and contact centres have responded to this. 

What else do we learn by drilling further into the figures? 

Significant rises in contact centre salaries were seen across the full range of staff. Those operating at team-leader level, for example, saw their salaries increase by 9.6% on average, while respondents’ average contact-centre manager salaries showed a rise of 7.4% in 2022. 

These are approximately double the salary increases that 2021 saw, and it is likely that inflationary pressures were largely responsible for them.

As a consequence of such rises, the mean average salary of a new agent in 2022 was £21,876, while experienced agents earned £25,164, and team leaders/supervisors commanded a salary of £31,706 – again, taking the mean average figure. Contact centre managers, meanwhile, earned as much as £46,778 on average. 

There were also interesting findings from the research by vertical market, with it being revealed that respondents’ agents in the manufacturing sector were, again, paid the most during 2022. Those ranked among the lowest-paid on average were insurance, retail and outsourcing agents, although it should be noted that this only includes basic salary, and not the sales-related bonuses that are especially relevant to some businesses in these industries. 

Considering call centre salaries by size band, it is usually the case that contact centres defined as “small” – those with fewer than 50 seats – tend to pay better salaries to agents than “large” contact centres, which are defined as those with 200 or more seats. This could be attributable to the fact that a small increase in the salary of each agent would equate to a big change in bottom-line costs for a larger contact centre. However, that gap has been smaller in recent years than the historical norm, and in 2022, it almost disappeared. 

A quarter of respondents – 25% – also said they did not offer any bonus to sales-focused agents. At first inspection, this might seem slightly strange; however, deeper analysis reveals that such a reluctance to reward sales directly is principally confined to service contact centres, which account for the biggest proportion of the respondent base. All of the sales-focused operations actually did offer sales bonuses in 2022, but a mere 18% of service-oriented centres did so. 

The relationship between agent morale and pay 

Respondents also had 12 options put before them for improving morale, and were asked to choose the top three that they thought were most likely to improve morale (although it should be noted that this question did not ask the actual agents for their own thoughts on this). 

The most popular, number-one choice was increased salaries, which sadly might not be a realistic option for most contact centres. Nonetheless, it is interesting to observe that there is a correlation between contact centre salaries and attrition (and by extension, morale). Contact centres that have less than 10% attrition over a three-month period pay new agents an average of 9% more than contact centres that have a three-month attrition rate exceeding 10%. 

Looking beyond salary factors, the respondents believed that empowering agents to make decisions that help customers was very positive for morale; 41% of them placed this factor in their top three. Respondents also expressed a strong view that improving the technology available to support agents would also positively affect agent morale. 

Would you like to read more of the latest contact centre research, touching on salaries and other human resources issues, to help guide your organisation’s decisions? If so, here at ContactBabel, we offer a range of relevant documents and guides for you to download and peruse. 

 


The rise of automated web chat and conversational AI in UK contact centres – and the attendant cost benefits

Most people who have ever reached out to a contact centre in the UK will be highly familiar with web chat as a customer service channel. 

Web chat sessions – also sometimes referred to as ‘instant messaging’, or IM – offer a live or automated assistance option to those who may be browsing a given organisation’s website. 

Although – like email – web chat has existed for many years, only in relatively recent times has it begun to grow volumes to the extent of becoming a mainstream channel for interactions between businesses and their customers, especially in vertical markets such as retail. 

So, why have so many organisations embraced web chat? 

The sheer familiarity of the format of web chat to so many of today’s customers is one boon as far as organisations are concerned, but so – inevitably – is cost. 

One of the key ways in which web chat helps to reduce such costs, is by enabling more than one chat session to take place with customers at the same time for each agent. The time that a customer spends reading and responding to the agent’s latest message allows the agent to deal with other customers concurrently. 

Although some providers of web chat solutions have said that agents can deal with four or more web chat sessions at a time, it is an open question whether this represents a sustainable model for the agent, or provides the customer with a sufficiently high quality of service. 

Having said that, the merits of web chat for contact centres are clear. This channel generally works well for customers in terms of giving them an immediate response, while the fact that multiple concurrent chat sessions can take place for each agent helps to make it a potentially lower-cost channel than voice for businesses. 

Indeed, recent UK contact centre research has indicated that the mean average cost of a web chat (£3.19) is lower than that of a phone call (£6.26) or even an email (£3.68). Bearing in mind that around half of web chat work is still not automated, this would seem to offer a lot of long-term promise for contact centres anxious to reduce their costs. 

Web chat might also be seeing increasing use for more complex work 

Until recently, web chat was mainly carried out by human agents, with very limited use of automation.

However. while only 5% of web chats in 2015 had any automation involved, this percentage had grown to 50% by 2022. Such automation has mostly taken the form of automated chatbots initially handling the customer’s query, before handing off to live agents when appropriate; however, there has also been a very significant increase in recent years in the use of fully automated AI-enabled web chat (also known as virtual agents or conversational AI). 
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It seems that web chat is now being used for more complicated queries. For years, the subjects of web chats have often been simpler than queries made via telephone, although there is some evidence of this changing. It has been found that nearly one quarter of web chats, for example, take longer than 10 minutes to complete, as opposed to only 9% of phone calls. 

Would you be interested in learning more about the latest UK contact centre research, including in relation to the use of web chat and conversational AI? If so, you may be interested in downloading the “Inner Circle Guide to AI, Chatbots & Machine Learning”, which draws upon surveys conducted with hundreds of organisations in the UK. 

 


What’s driving the strategy of US contact centers?

It is fascinating and instructive to look over the findings of recent research into the strategic priorities of contact centers in the United States. 

When such contact centers were asked to assign an importance score to various drivers for strategic contact center change – with a zero score indicating a “very unimportant” factor, and 100 a “vitally important” one – customer satisfaction unsurprisingly achieved the highest average score, of 70. 

Looking at the below rundown of drivers for strategic contact center change ranked by score, the next three highest-ranked are especially interesting: agent attrition (64), new technologies (55), and reducing service costs (46). [image: What’s driving the strategy of US contact centers? ContactBabel]

At a time when recession is looming and cost pressures are already high, contact centers across the US are clearly entering an era that will necessitate them doing more with less. 

Alongside this factor, we are seeing ever-greater technological advancements, so it seems probable that in the months and years to come that businesses will look to move more of the work where human agents don’t add extra value towards automated self-service. 

Do the top drivers for change differ between contact center sizes? 

For the purposes of the aforementioned US contact center research, the sizes of the participating contact centers were also recorded. This allowed for the findings of the survey to be organized by contact center size, and it is insightful to see the differences and consistencies across the three contact center size bands of ‘Small’ (<50 seats), ‘Medium’ (50-200 seats), and ‘Large’. (200+ seats). 
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Contact centers in all three of these size bands regarded customer satisfaction as the most important factor driving their strategy, while agent attrition levels were consistently ranked as the second most important factor. 

There is less consistency apparent in prioritized strategic factors among different contact center sizes as one works down the list. It is clear, for example, that medium and large-sized contact centers place greater emphasis than their smaller counterparts on a perceived need to reduce service costs and the management of customers’ changing channel preferences. 

Meanwhile, the fact that agent attrition levels rank as the second most important driver for change across all three size categories underlines how inevitable it is that technology will be used to an increased degree in order to counteract this concern. 

To discover more insights like these from the latest US contact center research, readers are encouraged to download our “2023 US Contact Center Decision-Makers’ Guide”, which draws upon polling conducted among hundreds of organizations around the country. 


Rising salaries and falling performance exert pressure on UK contact centres

Organisations around the UK – and across all vertical market sectors – have had to deal with escalating pressures from various sources in recent times, and the evidence points to the situation with call centres being little different. 

In particular, the latest call centre data analysis points to a lethal combination of climbing salaries and difficulties in even returning to pre-pandemic levels of performance. 

Pay packets are spiralling

New agent salaries have been firmly on the up at UK contact centres in recent times, reportedly by 9.7% since 2021, bringing the mean average salary of such agents to £21,876 at the end of 2022. 

Experienced agents, however, saw an even bigger rise in their pay packets, of 11.3% meaning they took home a mean average salary of £25,164. At team leader level, average salaries were reported to have gone up by 9.6%, while contact centre managers’ salaries rose by 7.4% compared to the situation in 2021, hitting £46,778 on average.  

These increases in wages are all hovering around double the rises in 2021, which suggests that they are likely to have been largely driven by inflationary pressures, although at a new agent level, the effect of the increasing National Minimum Wage / National Living Wage should also be considered.

But it is becoming difficult for call centres to keep on delivering performance 

2022’s performance metrics for UK call centres were also insightful, albeit worrying for many organisations attempting to achieve the optimal customer experience. 

Average speed to answer, for instance, has gone up from a mean of 106 seconds in 2021, to 120 seconds in 2022 – far higher than the pre-pandemic figures of around 30 seconds. This has been fuelled by the difficulties that some call centres are still having in relation to the pandemic and its after-effects, particularly in staffing. The median speed to answer has increased, too, which indicates this rise is a widespread one, not being driven by a relatively small proportion of operations. 

Other signs of reasons for concern in the most recent call centre data analysis include call abandonment rates having increased again, from 8.2% to 9.1%, as well as the mean and median costs of an inbound call being considerably above the historical average. 

Contact centre performance metrics
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All in all, the metrics offer plenty to think about for UK organisations that are keen to get the best out of their contact centres in an environment that continues to be difficult. 

There is much more to be learned about the current state of the UK contact centre industry, for those who download our “2023 UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide”. This free-to-access document contains far-reaching call centre data analysis that will assist your organisation in making the most informed decisions in 2023 and beyond. 

For companies requiring more in-depth detail of HR, salaries, attrition and performance metrics by size band and vertical market, “The 2023 UK Contact Centre HR & Operational Benchmarking Report” is available.


What are the potential merits of visual IVR and routing menus for contact centers?

When it comes to call center telecommunications, many interactions with a customer begin with interactive voice response (IVR). 

This begins with an initial welcome and instructions on how to proceed through the routing menu. This announcement is generally less than 15 seconds in length. That said, our recent US call center research has suggested that this depends on the size of the contact center at hand, the number of departments, and the skill-sets and offerings of the business. 

After, customers can choose how to proceed with either speech recognition or, most commonly, either audio-only dual tone multi frequency (DTMF) or visual menu routing. 

How user-friendly is audio-only DTMF IVR? 

From a customer perspective, with audio-only DTMF IVR, there are limitations as to how user-friendly the experience can be. 

This is because there has to be a compromise between functionality and usability. Optimizing functionality increases the segmentation, and thus the number of options available, making the customer interaction longer and inevitably more vexing. 

On the other hand, optimizing usability can limit call centers to a single level of options, which runs the risk of users not being connected to the right agent – another frustration. 

For this reason, 72% of large contact centers and 68% of service respondents display three or more routing menu levels – whereas 49% of small contact centers and 100% of sales respondents opt for one or two levels. 

Similarly, larger contact centers offer more IVR options, with 54% of large (200+ seat) contact centers providing more than seven.  

This is another area where frustration might arise, as users will have to listen to a significant amount of options. However, this is where visual channels can go a long way towards alleviating such pain points. 

Advantages of visual IVR

Some studies have shown that a caller can navigate a visual IVR menu between four and five times quicker than a DTMF IVR menu. In addition to this, visual IVR offers businesses the opportunity to better assist their customers, improving overall customer satisfaction. 

Some of the key benefits of visual IVR for businesses and customers are as follows. 

For businesses 

	Reduced costs thanks to improved call avoidance, accuracy of routing, first contact resolution and call transfer rate
	Cost-effective, as can leverage existing IVR investments and scripts
	Opportunity to gather more contextual information, assisting agents in better assisting customers. 


For customers 

	Greater granularity of routing and improved functionality
	Reduce the effort needed to access a solution, both with the system itself and the information provided by the agent
	Lower wait times overall. 


To learn more about visual IVR and routing menus, and how the visual element can improve customer services significantly, you can download the full research report from the ContactBabel website, giving you the necessary insight and statistics to allow you to make the most informed decisions. 

 


What does the use of digital customer service channels tell us about what US contact centers’ priorities should be?

A key theme among the findings of surveys of United States contact centers has been the emergence of all manner of digital customer contact channels in recent years. 

But in an age in which there is intensifying talk of the ever-greater use of automation and artificial intelligence (AI) across so many aspects of businesses’ operations, it is worth asking whether there has been an uptick in the use of such solutions lately, and what broader implications this could have for contact center strategy. 

Web chat looks likely to be used more and more, as traditional letter communication declines

Recent US call center research involved organizations being questioned on how they thought a range of inbound channels would change in their contact center over the coming 12 months (presuming the respondent’s contact center uses the given channel). 

How do you think inbound channels will change in your contact center in the next 12 months? (if used)
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It was found through this line of questioning that 29% of respondents expected web chat to see greater use in their contact center during the next 12 months, and a further 48% anticipated a slight increase; only 6% of respondents anticipated the use of web chat actually going down at their contact center. 

Ranked not too far behind web chat in usage expectations was self-service telephone contact, with 25% of those surveyed expecting it to go up greatly, and 40% expecting it to increase slightly. By contrast, when it came to live-agent telephone contact, 39% of respondents said they anticipated a slight decrease in its usage at their contact center, although a similar proportion (36%) thought usage of this channel would actually rise slightly over the coming year. 

Meanwhile, the traditional media of letters is expected by 16% of respondents to be used less frequently at their contact center over the next 12 months, with the remaining 84% not thinking that their contact center will use letters either more or less often as a customer service channel, often because they receive almost no letters anyway. 

A key message to take away from these findings is that channels are generally being augmented, rather than replaced. That, in turn, will mean businesses having to accept the need to develop an omnichannel approach, as this is what their customers are expecting. 

Seemingly cheaper channels aren’t saving as much money as might have been expected 

Traditionally, decisions by businesses to invest in a specific channel for contact with customers have often been driven by cost considerations. However, history shows that initially anticipated cost reductions through such moves haven’t always been delivered. 

Back in the late 1990s, for instance, when email began to emerge as a customer service channel, it was thought that it would prove to be a low-cost alternative to voice. But in practice, it often turned out to be a merely low-quality alternative to voice. It also commonly took as much time and effort (and therefore, expense) to answer an email as it did to answer a phone call. 

Looking at data gathered from much more recent US call center research, it is interesting to see that although there does appear to be some cost differential between telephony and digital channels, there is not as dramatic a gap as many observers might expect. 

Cost per inbound interaction (phone, social media, email & web chat)
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So, why are digital channels not proving themselves to be as much of a money-saver as might have been anticipated? Well, one factor is likely to be the fact that many businesses are still using a relatively low level of automation. 

It should also be noted that if email is used and the query is not answered satisfactorily with just one response, the customer will need to send further emails, and perhaps reach out through other channels, such as telephone. Such additional emails and phone calls can quickly drive up the cost higher than would have been the case if the customer had simply called in the first place. 

Even putting aside whether automation is or isn’t embraced by a given contact center, 31% of survey respondents state that more than half of the social media requests they receive require another channel before the query can be effectively resolved. Other digital channels also see this pattern, albeit somewhat less strongly.

And with customers preferring not to have to re-explain issues or re-enter information when they move between channels, it is clear that organizations simply must embrace an omnichannel strategy for achieving the most seamless experience that drives up customer satisfaction. 

The omnichannel genie is, in effect, “out of the bottle”, and cannot be put back by an organization even if it might wish to backtrack – or at least, not without serious damage being caused to the customer experience. 

Would your own organization appreciate further insights like the above to help guide its strategic decision-making? If so, our “2023 US Contact Center Decision-Makers’ Guide” is available to download right now, with important lessons for those that wish to optimize their own contact center operations for the 2020s. 


Agent engagement, morale, and empowerment – and the implications for your contact center

It goes without saying that no one wants to work in a despondent environment – and those that do find themselves in such a situation will quickly become disengaged. 

Agents with low morale deliver lower engagement and performance, as well as higher rates of absenteeism and turnover. As such, improving morale is good for business and the team supporting it. 

Our latest research into US contact centers suggests that contact center morale is, on average, generally positive, with 68% of respondents reporting “good” or “excellent” morale. This is higher in large 200+ seat contact centers (80%). 

On the other hand, 32% of respondents reported either “poor” or “average” morale. The concentration is highest when it comes to medium-sized (51-200 seat) operations, where 18% stated that agent morale was actively poor. 

This shows that there is still room for improvement across all contact centers – but particularly within small or medium-sized contact centers. 

With this in mind, here were the most popular responses when respondents were asked what would be likeliest to help boost morale at their contact center.  

28% believed higher pay would boost agent morale 

When contact centers were asked what single factor could most boost agent morale, higher pay was the most popular response. That said, raising salaries is not entirely realistic in most contact centers – and, whilst keeping the same staff, technology and process, higher pay is arguably unlikely to make much of a difference after the initial enthusiasm has worn off.

Still, it is important to note that there is a direct data correlation between higher salaries and lower agent attrition. 

Instead of a raise in salary, 12% cited incentives such as a bonus, prizes, or rewards as another way to help improve team morale. 

Flexible working practices 

14% of respondents felt flexible shifts would improve morale – and 14% more backed opportunities for home working. When compared with the fact that only 2% suggested better facilities and working environment, it seems respondents believed it was the flexibility of the working practices that could particularly improve spirits. 

Information and knowledge management 

The research found that only 3% of respondents felt more, or better, training would boost confidence – and only 9% said it would boost performance. 

Instead, 14% felt better technology was required – more specifically, a single unified desktop, knowledge bases, dynamic scripting, and so on – which would allow agents to find all the necessary information in one place.

From this, 27% believe improved knowledge management would boost agent performance, and 24% said the same of a unified omni-channel agent desktop. 

Agent empowerment  

13% said agent empowerment was crucial for improving morale. This encapsulates everything an agent might need to better make decisions to help customers, including necessary systems, processes and organizational culture. 

Not only this, but improving agent empowerment can also help improve the first-contact resolution rate, and thus both agent performance and customer satisfaction. 

Are you looking for greater insights into how to improve agent engagement and empowerment? If so, you can download our research report on the topic from the ContactBabel website, giving you the data you need to begin improving morale, performance and ultimately, customer satisfaction.  

 


What are some of the customer identity verification processes that contact centres are best advised to put in place for fraud reduction?

An increasing number of customer experience journeys in the 2020s begin with some form of identity verification process. Such customer security processes are about two factors: whether the person reaching out to the contact centre is who they say they are, and whether that person is allowed to do what they are trying to do. 

Until just a few years ago, many businesses relied on trusting that the customer was who they claimed to be – to this end, the contact centre might have only asked for a name and address. 

Since then, however, identity verification processes have come to be seen as critically important. As a consequence, for most calls that are not initial enquiries, the contact centre will now need to verify the caller’s claimed identity by requesting further information that only the real customer would normally know. This is known as knowledge-based authentication, or KBA. 

Amid heightened identity-theft risks, traditional challenge/response approaches may no longer be enough 

The above might have seemed a sturdy enough approach to identity verification by many call centres, at least until recently. But is it enough in an era in which we hear of more and more instances of fraudsters being able to access customers’ personal information, such as mother’s maiden name, date of birth and even payment card details, as can be stolen from websites? 

Indeed, research has found that fraudsters answer knowledge-based questions correctly a large majority of the time – a sure indication that many organisations need to further optimise their identity verification processes in ways that look beyond the traditional challenge/response method. 

What solutions are available to call centres looking to improve their identity verification? 

Identity verification processes used by today’s contact centres are typically based on one or more authentication factors that fall into the following generally accepted categories: 

	Something the customer knows – e.g., their password, PIN, or other memorable information 


 

	Something the customer is – a biometric such as a fingerprint, voiceprint or facial recognition


 

	Something the customer has – a tangible object such as a PIN-generating key fob, the three-digit or four-digit code on payment cards, or a registered phone to which an SMS or another authentication code can be sent 


Combining these factors allows for the creation of a more complex, and potentially more secure two-factor or three-factor (2FA/3FA) authentication process. However, it can also often be quite inconvenient and time-consuming for customers. 

It might therefore be beneficial for the customer experience if there is an ability to rely on previously enrolled voice features, or to have the calling device, location, and other factors assessed pre-call. This would free up the customer from having to remember various pieces of information, or to carry around a code-generating device. 

The threat landscape is changing rapidly, and contact centres need to evolve their approaches just as quickly to keep pace with it. To this end, your organisation might look more seriously at such potential methods as voice verification systems and ‘phoneprinting’, the latter otherwise known as call signalling analysis. 

A voice verification system uses spoken words to generate a ‘voiceprint’, with each subsequent call able to be compared to a previously enrolled voiceprint to verify the customer’s identity. Call signalling analysis, meanwhile, is the process by which the metadata surrounding a call can be looked at. This enables the identification of potentially fraudulent and suspicious calls that the business can then choose to handle differently. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning have also come into their own in recent years, being incorporated into the most sophisticated fraud detection solutions to identify fraudulent transactions and analyse cases where legitimate users fail the authentication attempt. This can feed into improvements of both security and the customer experience. 

Would you like to gain further insights into how your contact centre can optimise customer experience and security? 

Ultimately, a contact centre will be able to achieve the strongest security by putting in place multifactor authentication around voice biometrics, device authentication, shared information about fraudsters, and customer behaviour such as keypress analysis and call patterns. 

Our 2023 “Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guides” are now available to download for both UK and US-based organisations. The “Fraud Reduction and PCI Compliance” chapters within this could contain invaluable lessons for your business’s efforts to enhance security arrangements and the all-round customer experience. 

 


What solutions, approaches and business processes do UK contact centres use to reduce the risk of card fraud?

After being presented with a multitude of different methods, the results from a survey of over 200 UK businesses indicate that, on average, a call centre employs 3.6 techniques to reduce card fraud and thus support Payment Card Industry Data Security Standard (PCI DSS) compliance.

Some of the most common card fraud reduction solutions, approaches and business processes are summarised below.

That said, it is important to take into account that many of the below methods do not, by themselves, fully make a given contact centre’s operation PCI-compliant.

‘Pause and resume’ or ‘stop-start’ recording (used by 59% of UK contact centres)

With ‘pause and resume’ or ‘stop-start’ recording, contact centre agents can prevent sensitive authentication data and other information from entering the call recording environment.

‘Pause and resume’ can be agent-initiated or be fully automated; however, the PCI DSS standard is interpreted as preferring automation over manual intervention, in order to avoid human error.

Improving manual processes and agent training (43%)

Training is provided to call centre agents to help reduce the risk of social engineering fraud, and to educate them on how they can best handle sensitive information.

Dedicated payment teams (12%)

A dedicated payment team will be completely separate from the customer service agents, and are the only agents authorised to handle any payments. That said, this can cause an increase in wait time due to queueing.

Third-party cloud-based payment solutions (40%) 

A third-party payment solution means that no card data is ever passed through the contact centre itself – be it the infrastructure, agents, or data storage alike. This also mitigates the legislative risks involved, as it allows card payments to be taken without having to invest heavily in the necessary internal technology or processes to be PCI DSS compliant.

IVR payments – post-call (5%) and mid-call (18%)

Payments can be taken using automated Interactive Voice Response (IVR), again eradicating the human risk element. The most popular option is to do this mid-call (otherwise known as agent-assisted IVR), as it allows the customer to ask further questions to the agent post-payment.

DTMF suppression (43%)

If a caller submits card details via their keypad, in theory, the Dual Tone Multi-Frequency (DTMF) tones – and therefore the cardholder details – could be identified, and thus copied. DTMF suppression, however, alters the tones to mask the card details, effectively neutralising the risk.

Tokenisation (19%)

With tokenisation, cardholder data is collected using DTMF. The tones are replaced with a neutral or silent tone, yet the number is sent elsewhere to be replaced with non-sensitive data. The tokenised DTMF is sent to the payment process, where it is then decoded back to the original data, which is then forwarded to the payment service provider (PSP).

Secure payment link (10%)

This is known as a self-service card fraud reduction method, as all the organisation needs to do is send a secure link via SMS, email, or WhatsApp. It’s then down to the customer to ensure it is a legitimate link and fill out their own card details.

This is simply a top-level overview of the findings surrounding UK PCI DSS methods. For more information and detail, please download the “Inner Circle Guide to Fraud Reduction and PCI Compliance” report from the ContactBabel website.


How effectively is your contact centre recognising and handling ‘moments of truth’ in customer interactions?

In a recent article of ours, we wrote about the Customer Interaction Cube, which provides a structure setting out no fewer than eight different types of customer interaction, based on factors including the emotional importance, urgency, and complexity of the customer’s query. 

Even the structure outlined by this 2x2x2 cube, however, can only ever represent a relative simplification of the various forms that customer interactions take. 

The Customer Interaction Cube can undoubtedly be invaluable for helping organisations to estimate the possible future volumes and resources they will need if they are to cater to their customers’ needs effectively. 

However, there is also greater complexity to the situation than this, not least that – depending on the circumstances – even seemingly similar types of customer interaction might need to be handled quite differently. 

A query about product delivery, for example, could be a very urgent request or a very-far-from-urgent one, which could have implications for exactly how the customer interaction is handled. 

‘Moments of truth’: what they are, and why they are important 

McKinsey has referred to what are known as ‘moments of truth’ in customer interactions. These are moments that frequently arise when the customer has a high emotional stake or has come across an unexpected problem. 

It is the kind of situation in which the exact outcome – and how the customer’s query is handled – can play a big part in whether they become long-term advocates of, and loyal to, the given company. 

Although ‘moments of truth’ happen relatively rarely as a proportion of all customer interactions, it is crucial for organisations to be able to recognise them and handle them appropriately. After all, these are powerful opportunities to win or lose a customer’s satisfaction and loyalty not just now, but potentially for a long time to come. 

So, what approaches will help organisations achieve great results from ‘moments of truth’? 

Looking back at the Customer Interaction Cube that we mentioned earlier, will hopefully help give you a sense of some of the interaction types that are especially likely to be ‘moments of truth’. 

Knowing in advance what these look like will enable you to do some degree of planning for them – for example, by arranging for them to be handled by your contact centre’s most experienced and empathetic agents. However, it can also undoubtedly be difficult to predict the kinds of customer interactions in which ‘moments of truth’ come into play. 

So, how can you detect moments of truth as they happen? One option could be using real-time speech analytics solutions that can help indicate a measure of stress in the customer’s voice. This could then be flagged up to the agent handling the call. 

But on the other hand, a suitably skilled agent should be able to recognise such stress in the customer’s voice without having to depend on technology. So, what other steps can your organisation take to optimise its approach to ‘moments of truth’? 

One route we would certainly suggest is ensuring your organisation gives its customers the benefit of a true omnichannel approach, whereby the same consistently high standard of service and knowledge can be expected through every channel the customer might use to contact you. 

Of no less importance, though, is giving your business’s agents the freedom to act in whatever way is appropriate to the given situation. 

In the event, for example, of a ‘high-emotion’ interaction occurring on social media, related to something that can’t be handled on that channel (perhaps due to its complexity or a need to go through security), the agent should be able to make their own decision to place an outbound, real-time call to the customer, instead of simply advising them to call the contact centre.

The above suggestion might sound jarring to those organisations accustomed to their contact centre operations running on a highly structured command-and-control basis. However, when agents are given carte blanche to deliver in ‘moments of truth’, such momentary and occasional relaxation of the business’s usual procedures might be more than worthwhile given the rare opportunity these ‘moments’ present to drive up customer satisfaction and lock in the customer’s loyalty. 

Would you like to read further insights like this, which are borne out of in-depth and specialised research for contact centres? If so, you might be interested in downloading ContactBabel’s “2022-23 UK Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide”, or the equivalent US version. 

 


Introducing the Customer Interaction Cube, and the eight types of contact centre interaction

Whatever the specific vertical market a given organisation’s contact or call centre operates in, there are two main influences that will need to guide its decisions: the commercial activity within that sector, and the preferences and requirements that customers have in relation to contacting the organisation. 

Yes, the nature of the given business vertical market does need to be taken into account; however, it is also crucial to consider how urgent, complex, and emotionally important each particular interaction is. 

When customers call a bank’s call centre, for example, the person who simply wishes to check their bank balance will likely have very different preferences and needs to the person who is urgently calling to check how their mortgage application is progressing. 

What is the Customer Interaction Cube, and why is it needed? 

With there being various types of customer interaction that organisations need to handle, a structure known as the Customer Interaction Cube has been developed. This structure provides a means of categorising contact centre interactions on the basis of their urgency, complexity and emotional input as far as the customer is concerned. 

The existence of the Customer Interaction Cube, accounting for high and low levels of interaction urgency, complexity, and emotional input alike, enables organisations to be more informed in their decision-making.

They can use it to, for example, analyse the volumes they receive of each type of customer interaction, cross-referencing it with other variables such as the times of day they receive certain types of interactions, and customer demographic preferences. This process, in turn, can help ensure the appropriate levels of resourcing are allocated to different channels, in order to improve the customer experience and lower the cost of service.

The eight types of interaction that make up the Customer Interaction Cube 

The Customer Interaction Cube takes the form of a 2x2x2 structure, effectively covering eight types of interaction through the various combinations of high and low urgency, complexity, and emotional input.
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Distinguishing between these different types of interaction is important, given that different interaction types may be best suited to different channels. So, there could be benefits for both the organisation and the customer in ensuring certain interaction types are matched to a suitable channel. 

But what are those eight interaction types, what would be good examples of each given interaction type, and what channels might be best suited to handling the given type of interaction? Below is a summary.

	Low emotional importance, low urgency, low complexity


If a customer is carrying out casual research into a product or simply wishing to give a meter reading, such interactions could be considered ‘low’ in relation to all three of the above parameters. Self-service might therefore serve as an ideal primary channel for such interactions, followed by web chat. 

	Low emotional importance, low urgency, high complexity 


Good examples of this type of interaction include finding out about proposed planning or house building, and seeking out instructions on how to program a TV remote. Email could be an effective primary channel for this interaction type, with phone as a secondary channel. Customers may well want to visit a physical store or branch as well. 

	Low emotional importance, high urgency, low complexity 


If a customer needs to top up their mobile credit or check that a payment has been made, this type of interaction might be most suitable for self-service, with phone or web chat contact as a secondary channel. 

	Low emotional importance, high urgency, high complexity 


A customer interaction may have this combination of characteristics when they are seeking out details of how to make an insurance claim, or trying to understand mobile roaming charges ahead of their imminent trip to another country. Web chat or self-service tends to work well for this type of interaction, with a possible secondary channel being phone contact. 

	High emotional importance, low urgency, low complexity 


A customer attempting to book train tickets for an important engagement  would be one example of this interaction type and might be best served via self-service, although phone could still be an important supporting channel. 

	High emotional importance, low urgency, high complexity 


If a customer has a complaint about incorrect billing, phone contact with the call centre might be a suitable first step, with email a secondary channel. 

	High emotional importance, high urgency, low complexity 


A simple question about an imminent desired purchase – such as when they can expect their ordered item to be delivered – would be a good example of this type of interaction from a customer. Web chat could represent a good primary channel for such an interaction, and phone or social media a secondary one. 

	High emotional importance, high urgency, high complexity 


An obvious example of this type of interaction would be a household emergency necessitating a call to 999, with phone contact being the primary channel, and web chat a possible secondary channel. 

One more thing… 

As we touched on above, the task of deciding how different types of customer interaction can be most suitably handled is more complicated than simply understanding – and responding to – these eight types. 

Other variables, such as demographics, time of day, and whether certain channels are more easily accessible to some customers than they are to others, will impact on the decisions your organisation needs to make about the suitability of channels. 

To learn more about this and many other aspects of how your organisation can refine and improve the call centre experience, please feel free to download our “2022-23 UK Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide”, or the equivalent US version, from the ContactBabel website. 


The role of first-contact resolution as a major driver for customer experience

When it comes to striving to ensure the most positive customer experience (CX) at call centres, first-contact resolution (FCR) ought to be a key topic of conversation. After all, surveys of both organisations and customers have unearthed plenty of evidence of FCR being a primary factor in positive CX – yet its importance hasn’t always been fully understood by decision-makers. 

It should be acknowledged, however, that first-contact resolution rates can be easily misinterpreted by some observers, which underlines how crucial it is to view them in context. 

What do we mean by FCR rates being easy to misinterpret?  

One example of an FCR rate on its own not necessarily telling the whole story, is that a given organisation might put in place improvements to its processes, only to see its FCR rate fall. 

This may seem to be the opposite of what the business would expect or hope for. However, it should be accounted for that if the organisation had previously been handling live calls that would have been better suited to self-service or avoidable through the improvement of the firm’s marketing communications, eliminating such ‘easy’ calls would cause a drop in the FCR rate. 

Yes, if customers call your team to ask questions that could have been easily answered on the company website, and those questions can be answered quickly and accurately by your customer-facing staff, this will have the effect of driving up your first-contact resolution rate. 

But your organisation won’t want its FCR rate to be kept high in this way, given the costs of handling high levels of ‘easy’ calls and the negative impact it would have on other performance metrics, such as queue length and rates of call abandonment.

First-contact resolution, then, needs to be considered alongside other factors 

It should hopefully be clear from the above that while your organisation’s first-contact resolution rate is certainly a crucial one to study, this is the case because it relates to both all-round customer experience and the wish that your organisation has to avoid unnecessary calls. 

High FCR rates for your organisation, looked at in isolation, might actually be masking underlying problems with a high level of unnecessary calls. 

If, then, your organisation can successfully cut out many of these unnecessary calls – for example, by providing more relevant and useful information on your company website, or re-engineering your firm’s self-service application in line with customers’ needs – the calls that are left will usually be those of a more complex nature. This situation will cause your business’s FCR rates to fall, at least initially – so, that is something you will have to anticipate and prepare for. 

Are senior decision-makers fully aware of the importance of FCR rates? 

The saddening answer to this question is that it would seem in many cases that they are not. Again, this is borne out by research; when survey respondents were asked to identify a single CX metric upon which their board or senior management team most judged the success or otherwise of the CX programme, FCR rates were picked out as the key metric for senior management by a mere 7% of respondents. This is despite, as we touched on above, customer and business survey results having highlighted FCR as the most important factor in influencing customer experience. 

This lack of acknowledgement of the importance of first-contact resolution was also reflected in how infrequently agents were rewarded for good FCR. When respondents were asked whether their customer-facing employees were financially rewarded based on any CX factors, it was found that 30% of businesses rewarded agents based on quality scores, and a quarter of them did so based on the cross-sell/upsell rate. However, only 12% did so on the basis of the first-contact resolution rate. 

Would you appreciate gaining greater insight into the relevance of first-contact resolution to your organisation’s efforts to optimise customer experience? If so, our “2022-23 UK Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide” can now be downloaded from the ContactBabel website. This report contains in-depth information in relation to various aspects of CX, to help your firm make empowered decisions. There’s a US version available too. 

 


What does CX mean to a customer? A comparison of customer and business views

While the vast majority of organisations aim to provide the best possible customer experience – or at least claim to do so – it is not always straightforward to determine what elements most contribute to making such a positive customer experience a reality. 

Nonetheless, the question has to be considered, given how this shapes organisations’ investment and resource prioritisation. 

So, what has recent research uncovered about the specific factors that are regarded as especially important to customer experience, from the perspective of businesses and customers alike? 

What do businesses consider to be the key customer experience factors? 

One recent survey asked organisations to rank eight factors on the basis of what they believed to be most important to a customer when contacting an organisation. 

Mirroring the findings of many previous ContactBabel research surveys, it was discovered that first-time resolution was clearly regarded as the most important factor impacting upon customer experience. More than half of those questioned – 54% – ranked this factor in first place, while an additional 36% of the research participants put it in their top three overall. 

The businesses surveyed also considered a short queue time or wait time for a response to be important, with some 53% of them placing it in their top three. Meanwhile, polite and friendly employees were ranked as a top-three customer experience factor by 45% of the organisations questioned. 

More in four in 10 – 44% – of business respondents said that having the issue dealt with by a single employee was of top-three importance to the customer experience. Top-three status was also given to “choice of channels” as a customer experience factor, by 37% of firms polled. 

Do the customers themselves share firms’ views on CX factors? 

It is a fascinating question and one that, here at ContactBabel, we sought to investigate ourselves. Having commissioned a poll of 1,000 UK consumers, we discovered some significant differences in opinion between organisations and customers on the question of which factors exerted the greatest impact on customer experience. 

As happened with the aforementioned business survey, the customer respondents were asked to state the three factors that were of most importance to them when they contacted an organisation for customer service. The factors that were presented to them were the same that had appeared in the business survey, to ensure direct comparison. 

One thing that the consumers did have in common with the businesses questioned was a belief in first-contact resolution being the most important single factor impacting on customer experience during contact with a business. There was also agreement between businesses and consumers on a short queue/wait time being a key part of a positive customer experience. 

Intriguingly, though, customers placed a much bigger emphasis than the businesses themselves did on the importance of an organisation having UK-based employees. Indeed, this was ranked as a particularly crucial factor by older respondents to the customer poll. 

It is certainly insightful to look across the age groups of respondents to see how opinions differed, or in some cases, were consistent from one cohort to the next. 

First-contact resolution, for instance, was ranked highly as a factor among all age categories in the most recent survey findings. This differed from the situation in previous years, when older demographics tended to place a lot more emphasis on it than their younger counterparts. 

And there was further evidence in the findings of younger respondents greatly valuing their limited free time. For example, they placed greater importance on longer opening hours and short call/web chat duration than did older groups. 

Finally, when the consumer data was segmented on the basis of socio-economic group, the AB segment seemed to place greater emphasis on short call times compared to other cohorts; otherwise, there was relatively little difference in priorities across the different groups. 

The above are just some of the insights that can be gained from our “2022-23 UK Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide”, which can be downloaded for free now from the ContactBabel website. Access the report today to learn more about how to prioritise your own organisation’s CX optimisation efforts. A US version is also available free of charge. 


Optimising your contact centre omnichannel workforce management

When it comes to forecasting and predicting resource requirements for telephony, the mechanics and mathematics underpinning this are well-established and widely understood. 

We are however increasingly in the omnichannel era of customer service, defined by the wholesale use of digital channels such as email, web chat and social media, which are not subject to the same rules as voice. Indeed, some of these channels – such as web chat – are synchronous, whereas others, like email, are asynchronous. 

The matter of workforce optimisation for omnichannel contact centre operations is complicated further by most businesses that use web chat having agents that interact with multiple customers simultaneously. 

It is perhaps no great surprise then that not all contact centres achieve sustained consistency in terms of the quality and responsiveness of service they provide across all these channels. But what implications will these factors have for your call centre’s workforce optimisation measures in an omnichannel world? 

How well are your agents catering to customers across multiple channels? 

To cite just one of the aforementioned channels for which you might be seeking to determine your workforce requirements – web chat – there will be a need for your business to ascertain what the optimal resourcing outcome would be for agents, customers, and the organisation alike. 

While your business, for example, is likely to prioritise using as few agents as possible without compromising the quality of customer service that is delivered, the customer is likely to want undivided, one-to-one attention being paid to their query. Finally, there is the agent, who will have their own preferences; they might enjoy holding simultaneous chats in order to stay engaged and busy, but they probably won’t wish to be holding so many chats that they become overwhelmed. It’s also worth noticing that a lot of web chats are getting more complex, with many taking over 10 minutes, which is a big increase on what was happening a few years ago.

You also need to consider the various channels via which you might need your agents to interact with customers. You might be want your agents to be skilled in the use of multiple channels rather than just one, so that you can be sure of your agent being able to take on any necessary channel in the appropriate circumstances. It could mean that one given agent, for instance, is well-equipped to respond to a complex email by replying with an outbound call. 

What do the research findings say about businesses’ omnichannel workforce management practices? 

Our recent omnichannel contact centre research has shed light on the methods used by many organisations as they seek to make the most of their available agents to handle multichannel. 

It was found that in medium and large contact centres, for example, around six in 10 (60%) agents handled only voice, while approximately 5% to 10% of agents solely handled text (this term covering email, web chat, and social media). 

Smaller contact centres, of course, tend to lack the depth of resource that their larger counterparts have available, so they are less likely to be able to operate dedicated single channel teams. Instead, many of these smaller centres have agents moving between voice and text interactions as the circumstances require. 

Such an approach might be taken on an ‘ad hoc’ basis, or as part of a more formal, blended strategy. It is, however, an approach that years of statistics have indicated is positively correlated with improved agent attrition. It is naturally important not to assume correlation is causality; however, it is likely that agents who are able to undertake a variety of work may be more engaged in their roles. 

Meanwhile, our omnichannel contact centre research has also found that 39% of respondents – particularly those in larger contact centres – use a combined voice and digital channel workforce management application. By comparison, only 8% used an ad-hoc approach. 

There is much more that can be learned about the best call centre workforce optimisation practices, including in relation to omnichannel environments. For further reading on this subject, please download our free research report, “The Inner Circle Guide to Omnichannel Workforce Optimisation”.
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