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“For the times they are a-changin’” crooned folk artist Bob

It is not just the industry that is evolving and driving

Dylan - in 1964. In fact, the times are always changing, but

operational change, change can come from entirely external

contact center managers could be forgiven for wondering

events. On March 11, the World Health Organization

why everything must change at once?

officially designated the novel coronavirus outbreak a
pandemic. The impacts have been both economic and

Looking back to the late 1990s and early 2000s brought

psychological. Citizens were urged or required by their

major technology innovations such as CRM software, self-

respective governments to shelter in place - basically to

service, and WFO applications. The first smartphones, made

remain at home except for essential visits to groceries and

by IBM, hit the market in 1992 - at a cost of $1100. Pew

pharmacies. Nonessential businesses and institutions,

Research estimates that 95% of US households now have

including places of employment, were closed.

a smartphone. This made it easy to initiate or receive calls
from anywhere and also popularized text messaging as a

Recognizing that today contact centers are challenged

new way to communicate with the enterprise.

more than ever before to anticipate and manage a changing
environment, this paper explores the main reasons for

More channels have since been added including

this rapid pace of change, assesses the consequences,

automated virtual assistants. Recognizing that consumers

and points to some tools and practices that help contact

were communicating with the enterprise through

center management both anticipate and successfully react

multiple channels, leading trade magazines began using the

to internal and external events that continue to impact

term “contact center” in place of “call center” and the term

financial performance and customer engagement,

has stuck.
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FORCES FOR CHANGE
Pelorus Associates has analyzed the contact center market
for 15 years. Every year we produce a comprehensive
research report that explores significant trends, market
forces, and vendor-driven solutions. We pinpoint over 30
specific trends and 20 individual factors that drive and
constrain demand for contact center technologies. The
following list attempts to condense this into six key “Forces
for Change.”

Forces for change:
•

Expanded mission

•

Customer experience now a top priority

•

The omni-channel contact center

•

External events

•

Risk and compliance

•

Service complexity

While responsibilities have grown, KPI targets are not
always adjusted to reflect the greater time involved when
placating unhappy customers, solving problems, collecting
marketing information, and boosting revenue through upsell and cross-sell. In mature businesses such as financial
services, insurance, telecommunications, utilities, and
transportation, retaining existing customers is as important

Expanded mission

or more important than attracting new ones. Many studies
have shown that retaining existing customers is more

The evolving role of the contact center is compelling

profitable than attracting new ones – invesp found that it

managers to rethink the way they measure and evaluate

costs five times as much to attract a new customer than to

agent and group performance. Today, contact centers are

keep an existing one.

expected to achieve goals that were not part of the plan
even ten years ago. Examples are:

The quality of customer service is an important contributor
to customer loyalty. Although expectations for the contact

•

Retain customers

•

Supply market intelligence

•

Grow customer satisfaction

•

Increase revenue via up-sell and cross-sell

center have grown, they are still expected to operate at
peak efficiency and keep operating costs down.

Customer experience now a top priority
An exhaustive international survey of chief marketing
officers sponsored by IBM Global showed that two out of
the three CMOs viewed “delivering value to empowered
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customers” and “fostering lasting connections” as top

prefer to initiate and resolve the interaction through direct

performance metrics. The next most important metric

agent intervention, typically a voice call followed up by an

for measuring marketing success was “quality of the

email or text message.

customer experience.”
The advent of the omnichannel contact center is not
Since consumers touch the business at multiple interaction

something recent but contact centers continue to struggle

points, strengthening brand loyalty and improving the

with how to respond. Having the proper technology is

quality of the customer experience should be viewed as an

a must but there are also organizational issues such as

enterprise-wide goal. However, the contact center tends to

specialized queues or multiskilled agents.

carry a disproportionate share of responsibility. Success in
strengthening the customer experience depends primarily

External events

on the ability of individual agents to establish a sense

Contact centers are accustomed to dealing with unplanned

of connection with the customer by understanding the

external events that can have severe impacts on service

request, establishing empathy, and resolving the issue are

levels. Examples include equipment and network failures,

completing the transaction upon the initial point of contact.

bad weather, flu season, mergers, downsizings, competitive

Agents need modern technology to support their work and

actions, or even unfounded rumors. To account for the

achieve a positive customer experience.

unexpected, contact centers build redundancy into their

The omni-channel contact center

operations and factor in a certain amount of shrinkage in
their staffing models.

Other than perhaps artificial intelligence, no contact center
trend has received more media attention and vendor

However, no contact center was prepared for the chaos

investment than omnichannel communications. For over

produced by the coronavirus pandemic that impacted

a decade the industry has strived to offer a frictionless

global nations in 2020. Unemployment rose to levels not

communications experience. It is not unusual for a consumer

seen since the Great Depression. Consumers, unable to

to communicate over three or four more channels during

shop in retail stores or visit service providers such as banks,

the same interaction.

educational institutions, government, and utilities, of
necessity need to communicate by phone and data

For basic inquiries, the customer journey typically begins

channels this creates a major strain on contact center

at the company website or a telephony-based self-service

and infrastructure.

application. If the customer’s question or transaction cannot
be resolved without human intervention then next steps will

Call centers have been deemed “essential” by the

likely be chat, text messaging, email, or a voice call to the

Department of Homeland Security. Flooded with calls

enterprise. For more complex issues consumers generally

from concerned customers and other constituents, they
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were forced to rapidly increase staff levels and supporting

In addition, there are hundreds of international, national,

infrastructure. This required tremendous agility on the

and statewide laws, regulations, and industry standards for

part of management to provide even a basic level of service

contact centers. In Europe, particularly, there are complex

during these trying times. To complicate matters, many

layers of regional labor laws, local customs, and work rules.

companies were forced to transition to a remote worker

Contact center managers normally do not have quick access

model, including contact centers.

to legal advice nor are they have time to follow the political
and legal landscape that may lead to major changes in the

For those contact centers not able to be entirely remote,

way contact centers are structured and managed. Now, 15

individuals were encouraged to maintain “social distancing”

years after the launch of the payment card industry data

from each other, a distance of approximately 6 feet (2

security standard an independent assessment by Verizon

meters). This is a near impossibility in contact centers

revealed that only about a third (36.7%) of organizations

where agents work at adjacent desks or cubicles. A lot had

were actively maintaining PCI DSS programs.

to change to meet the new requirements for the virtual, or
distanced, contact center – and fast.

Risk and Compliance

More recently, the CARES Act (Coronavirus Aid Relief and
Economic Security Act) to provide financial assistance to
workers and businesses that have suffered economic harm

According to a Pew Research survey, two-thirds of

because of the virus, has introduced new requirements. For

Americans have experienced a major data breach. Privacy

example, mortgage holders and renters are entitled to up

concerns have spawned the passage of several national and

to six months of payment forbearance subject to certain

international laws designed to protect individual privacy.

conditions. As the primary contact point for financially

Contact centers are often in the center of the storm because

stressed consumers, agents must be very careful to follow

they may have access to personally identifiable information.

the rules laid out, examples are providing forbearance to
mortgage holders and renters.

The most notable recent legislative actions that directly
address contact centers are the General Data Protection

Service complexity

Regulation (GDPR) passed by the European Union in 2018

Between 1975 and 2008, the number of products in the

and the California Consumer Protection Act (CCPA) passed

average supermarket swelled from an average of 8,948 to

by the California legislature in 2019 and effective January

almost 47,000, according to the Food Marketing Institute.

1, 2020. Both laws provide substantial fines for violations of

Think how many service bundles are offered by telecom,

privacy provisions and have extraterritorial consequences.

According to a Pew Research survey,
two-thirds of Americans have
experienced a major data breach.
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cable TV, and insurance companies. As manufacturers and

decision-making requires a thorough understanding of

service providers strive to provide more “personalized”

underlying causes and the ability to evaluate alternative

offerings to gain competitive advantage, contact center

solutions in view of available resources, speed, cost, and

personnel are challenged to keep up with all the frequent

employee capabilities. In addition to human expertise and

changes and explain the differences to consumers.

management skills, contact centers need the technology
tools to collect critical information, make the right calls, and

Managing the contact center function has become

monitor the situation after changes have been made.

increasingly complex. In the quest to outperform
competitors in terms of service quality, businesses are

Pelorus Associates has analyzed the workforce optimization

extending contact center hours to 24 x 7, offering more

space for over a decade. We have authored 19 extensive

channels of communication, deploying more multilingual

reports and books on market trends, demand drivers, and

agents, empowering agents to solve problems and adjust

vendor solutions. Based on our experience and subject

their own schedules, moving to home-based agents, and

matter expertise we have identified six core building blocks

experimenting with virtualized self-service. This is all at

essential for creating the Dynamic Contact Center.

the same time as companies having to rethink their culture
and employee relations to provide better work-life balance

As a point of reference, Pelorus defines WFO as a fully

and try to meet the needs and expectations of today’s

integrated suite of contact center applications which include

workforce. That is a lot to juggle at once.

interaction recording, quality management, workforce
planning and forecasting, speech and data analytics,

BUILDING BLOCKS FOR THE
DYNAMIC CONTACT CENTER

performance management, and voice of the customer

The most important factor in executing a timely response

and consistent user interface.

surveys. These applications should share a real-time data
exchange, common database, centralized administration,

to changing conditions is management skills. Good
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It could take days or months for managers and analysts to

Building blocks for the adaptive
workforce optimization suite

figure out what is going on. An integrated analytics engine
could pinpoint likely causes in minutes or hours. Indeed,
there may be multiple causes. With results from analytics,

•

Root-cause analysis

•

Flexible staffing and scheduling

order of process resolution.

•

Cloud architecture

Analytics also provides insights even when agents are

•

Intuitive, integrated design

•

Built-in compliance

•

Cost-effectiveness

you can identify each contributing factor and prioritize the

operating remotely. For example, management can
monitor customer satisfaction, desktop activity, and script
adherence. The modern WFO solution should include
powerful voice-of-the-customer analytics that can discern
opportunities for action and evaluate 100% of interactions
owing to predictive analytics.

Root-cause analysis

Flexible staffing and scheduling

It is true that you cannot solve a problem until you know

Contact centers must be able to react quickly. If demand

the underlying causes. The modern contact center is awash

increases sharply and attempts to divert flow to automated

with metrics. Sometimes having too much information can

channels are not sufficient to preserve even minimal service

lead to analysis paralysis. The human mind can only deal

levels, then it becomes necessary to increase capacity.

was so much information, especially when things are going
south, and staff and senior managers are clamoring for

This can take many forms; extending overtime

immediate resolution. This is where you really get ROI from

opportunities, calling in part-timers, requesting temporary

investments in advanced analytics.

reinforcements from other departments, or extending
opportunities to “gig” workers who have previously met

Artificial intelligence engines can assess hundreds or even

qualifications and showed interest in working on short

thousands of data points then run simulations to isolate the

notice. In the opposite event - where inbound traffic

core driving factors that are causing reduced service levels,

unexpectedly slackens - then adjustments can be made

increases in agent turnover, budget overruns, declines in

to break schedules, training assignments, agents may be

customer satisfaction and other performance deviations.

temporarily assigned to other departments, or sent home
until demand increases. Forecast models will have to be

For best results, data silos must be broken down and the

adjusted to reflect reduced staffing requirements.

analytics engine should be integrated with both contact
center and pertinent corporate databases. For example,

This is where the more advanced workforce management

it is possible that a major cause of deteriorating customer

solutions prove their mettle. Infused with artificial

satisfaction is delivery problems for products affecting

intelligence, the software can recalculate the number of

specific geographies. Or the cause could be something more

agents and mix of skill levels required and the impact on cost

serious, like an outbreak of an infectious disease.

and service levels.
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management must have the right WFM tools and practices
to incorporate remote employees into service planning.
Similarly, for agile service and empowered teams,
automated self-scheduling tools should be available so
agents can have more autonomy over their working day –
but of course without impacting service levels in the contact
center. Sophisticated algorithms should automatically check
staffing levels against key performance indicators, service
level agreements and skills requirements, while special
permission-based parameters allow managers to set nonoverwritable activities.

Cloud architecture
Cloud is becoming the go-to option for a growing number of
IT professionals and cost-conscious executives. According
to a recent Flexera report, 94% of respondents use at least
one public or private cloud to secure application software
for their businesses. The economic arguments favoring the
cloud architecture are well known but what is perhaps even
more important for contact centers is flexibility and agility.
If your call center is served by a CCaaS provider, you can
flex call capacity up or down to quickly react to changing
The best systems also provide mobile-friendly agent apps

requirements. The same goes for WFO software that is

where individual employees can submit time-off requests

architected for cloud delivery. You pay for what you need

and execute shift trades with other agents. Mobile-enabled

when you need it.

employee self-service and communication is a must when it
comes to incorporating work-at-home models into contact

Of relevance today, when the industry is dealing with a

center operations. Remote working can be mandatory

global pandemic and many organizations are under work-

because of external circumstances, like COVID-19, or it

at-home mandates, is the ability to extend call processing

can be a norm for contact center operations. Either way,

functionality rapidly and securely to home-based agents.

According to a recent Flexera report,
94% of respondents use at least one
public or private cloud to secure
application software for their businesses.
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While many jobs have been lost due to the global downturn,

Integrated workforce optimization suites equally have many

many in the contact center industry have seen a boom in

advantages over standalone applications pieced together

activity. For example, a prominent outsourcer announced

through homegrown integrations. Database updates and

plans to add 10,000 agents.

software upgrades are immediate for the entire suite. The
user interfaces are modern, intuitive, and consistent for

Organizations are now deluged with inquiries from

all applications. This speeds training and reduces

customers, employees, and vendors. The issues are too

operating errors.

complex for self-service or bots. Human agents are
required, and to comply with social distancing guidelines is

With integration to external databases such as human

recommended that they be home-based. Whether at

resources and payroll, changes in vacation usage, eligibility

the office or working remotely, agents need secure access

for paid time off, and overtime are handled seamlessly.

to voice and traffic data as well as other technical

In general, WFO solutions that can support contact

resources they previously had access to such as CRM,

centers through times of change are those that have open

knowledge bases, performance information, schedule

integrations to limitless other platforms. Contact centers

portals, and others.

need to empower themselves with the ability to introduce
new, needed software to the existing environment, quickly.

Having a cloud model for WFO to deliver this functionality
not only empowers the agent but enables management to
evaluate agent performance remotely, adjust schedules to
meet intraday traffic levels, deliver electronic training and
coaching, and maintain two-way communications. Rapid and
trouble-free transformation to the cloud requires prebuilt
WFO integrations with the cloud-based call server.

Intuitive, integrated design
When you need to add or restructure staff in a hurry
training is always an issue. Employees today, especially
Millennials and Gen Z, are exposed to technology all the
time and they are early adopters. They expect the software
they use at work to be just as intuitive and user-friendly as
the familiar smartphones and tablets they use every day.
The modern WFO suite should present information in a
manner that is easy to learn and easy to use. Workflows
and dashboards that align with the way people consume
information today mean that users can quickly digest what
is happening and act accordingly – particularly important
if faced with changing circumstances that need quick
decisions and adjustments.
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For compliance purposes, the heart of the contact center is
the recording system. Many legacy systems can only record
voice communications. At a minimum, your company’s
recording system must capture and retrieve both voice
and data interactions, and from multiple devices. Other
essential requirements are the ability to automatically
encrypt sensitive information and issue alerts to potential
violations. A comprehensive compliance suite should also
include speech and data analytics and advanced workforce
management software.
Speech analytics can live monitor voice calls and send alerts
when agents deviate from required disclosures. Workforce
management software should be capable of incorporating
labor laws, regulations, work rules, and customs into
schedules and forecasts.

Cost-effectiveness
In the case of a completely unanticipated event that closes
a major contact center site – such as a network or system
failure or a severe weather incident – cost-effectiveness
may have to take a backseat to simply getting problems
solved and maintaining quality customer care. However, in
the long run, the contact center, as well as other functions
within the enterprise, must always strive to perform in the

Automated compliance

most cost-effective manner. Since personnel accounts for
about 7 out of every 10 budgeted dollars it is paramount

Noncompliance with applicable laws and regulations can

that management focuses on processes and investments

be very costly both in economic and public relations terms.

that produce the greatest labor efficiencies.

Assuring compliance within the contact center environment
requires frequent training, vigilant supervision, and

Workforce scheduling and forecasting software, infused

coordination with the corporate compliance team. It also

by artificial intelligence, can quickly consider myriad

requires investments in core technology that support the

variables that affect scheduling. Examples include skill

mission. Automated compliance is a valuable tool for helping

levels, vacations, training requirements, agent preferences,

contact center management rapidly adapt to major changes

channel utilization, and the efficacy of self-service

in the legal environment.

tools. Modern WFM solutions should project future
interaction volumes based on historical activity and input

10

Building Blocks for the Dynamic
Contact Center

from administrators. Additionally, adaptive, intraday
management solutions continuously calculate agent

SUMMARY

requirements. They consider real-time changes in volumes

The times indeed are a’changin but right now the pace of

and staffing levels, which could be due to agents calling in

change for many contact centers greatly exceeds what

sick, coming in late, or not being able to get in at all due to

has been expected and what has been planned for. In this

canceled public transportation.

paper, we have outlined some of the major causes of change
for contact centers and shared actions that can mitigate

Two other WFO applications that can produce significant

some of the panic from a lack of essential information

savings are performance management and speech analytics.

and analysis. Large organizations typically have written

Performance management dashboards can quickly identify

contingency plans for actions that should be taken in

performance gaps which, if rectified can produce significant

the event of specific emergencies. Contact center

cost savings. Speech and data analytics can further isolate

management should also have tactical plans in place for

specific causes of missed KPIs standards, such as extended

addressing unanticipated extreme variations. The ability

handle times and poor first contact resolution rates. These

to react quickly and decisively requires technology based on

tools can also reveal problematic desktop operations and

a flexible architecture that can quickly adapt to

home in on specific causes for why multiple calls were

changing conditions.

needed to resolve a single issue. The most advanced WFO
solutions can deliver essential information to a centralized
hub where management can quickly assess dynamic
situations and initiate corrective actions.
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