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Key takeaways
Increasing Channel Choice Doesn’t mean That 
Traditional Channels Lose Value
the number of channels and touchpoints 
customers use for service increases every year, 
and channels don’t get retired as new ones enter 
the mix. With greater channel choice, customers 
interact more frequently. companies should 
view this as an opportunity to build deeper 
connections with their customers.

Reinvent Customer Service To Handle Growing 
Contact Volumes
customer service organizations need cross-
channel context and natural language capabilities 
to boost their self-service performance and 
improve channel containment.

Infuse Automation And AI To optimize Service 
Experiences
enterprises must automate answers, 
conversations, processes, and tasks. they must 
leverage Ai to make operations smarter over time. 
this will free agents to handle exceptions and 
complex tasks — and to build better emotional 
connections with their customers.

Why read this report
customers use a broad spectrum of channels to 
interact with a company. often, they shift from 
one channel to another — or even use more 
than one simultaneously. As more channels and 
touchpoints emerge, application development 
and delivery (AD&D) pros supporting customer 
service organizations can’t react by adding 
staff. they need to reboot their operations by 
leveraging self-service technologies, digitizing 
processes, exploring new labor models, 
automating wherever and whenever possible, 
and adding artificial intelligence (Ai) to improve 
outcomes.
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your customer Service costs Are rising even With Digital Adoption

customers simply want an accurate, relevant, and complete answer to their question or a swift 
resolution to their problem upon first contact. in fact, 66% said that valuing their time is the most 
important thing a company can do to provide them with good online customer service.1

customers use an increasingly broad spectrum of communication channels to interact with a company, 
moving seamlessly between them. they also use several channels simultaneously when it makes 
sense. in a recent survey, [24]7 found that 95% of consumers use three or more channels in a single 
customer service interaction, with 62% of them crossing devices.2

rising expectations in customer service and channel proliferation pose a challenge to AD&D 
professionals tasked with delivering easy, effective service over the right channel at the right time in the 
service process. toward this end, they need to understand customers’ channel preferences and create 
a road map for success.

Customers Increasingly Use Self-Serve As A First Point of Contact

our 2017 data shows that (see Figure 1):

 › Web and mobile self-service interactions have overtaken all other channels. For the third year 
running, survey respondents report using web or mobile self-service over speaking with an agent 
on the phone.3 Dimension Data reports a 13.6% growth for web self-service this year, compared 
with only 1.6% growth in the phone channel.4 it’s no wonder pizza Hut closed a large contact 
center that supported phone orders as more service interactions moved online.5

 › Customers rely on a breadth of self-service options. consumer adoption across all self-
service communication channels — not only web or mobile — is healthy. respondents widely use 
online forums and communities, website virtual agents, and smartphone and speech self-service. 
virtual agents and chatbots are gaining traction, as they offer a better user experience than static 
knowledge base content. these interactions can carry context, preferences, and intent throughout 
the conversation and guide a customer efficiently to the right answer for their particular situation, 
learning from past interactions.

 › Voice will increasingly evolve to be an escalation — not primary service — channel. Forrester 
data shows that approximately two-fifths of US online adults prefer to use digital customer service 
instead of speaking with a live person on the phone.6 We predict voice will decline further as 
customers increasingly adopt digital channels and escalate to agents within them.
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FIGURE 1 channel Use For customer Service For 2017

Help or frequently asked questions (FAQs)
on a company’s website

Online forum or community with
other customers

Voice self-service

Using an online “virtual agent” or
‘chatbot’ from a website

Using a self-service mobile phone application

Using a “virtual agent” or “chatbot”
on a smartphone

Consumers have used the following self-service channels.
(Percent of respondents who used channel in past 12 months)

Base: 4,513 US online adults (18+)

Source: Forrester Data Consumer Technographics® North American Retail And Travel Customer Life Cycle 
Survey, S 2017 (US)

60%

38%

38%

37%

35%

32%

Customers rely on a variety of self-service channels.1-1
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FIGURE 1 channel Use For customer Service For 2017 (cont.)

Consumers have used the following live assist channels.
(Percent of respondents who used channel in past 12 months)

Base: 4,513 US online adults (18+)

Source: Forrester Data Consumer Technographics® North American Retail And Travel Customer Life Cycle 
Survey, Q1 2017 (US)

The response to an email that
I sent to customer service

Instant messaging/online chat with a
live person

Sending a mobile/SMS message to
the company requesting assistance

Contacting a company using Twitter

Contacting a company using
Facebook or other social channels

that doesn’t include Twitter

Click-to-call

Using a mobile messaging app

Screen sharing

Online video-chat with a live person

Visual

Conversation with a customer service
representative or agent via telephone

Voice

Digital

59%

54%

45%

31%

30%

33%

37%

31%

32%

32%

Web and mobile self-service interactions have overtaken other channels.1-2

Customers Gravitate To Low-Friction Channels When They Need Agent Assistance

customers simply want an accurate, relevant, and complete answer to their question upon first 
contact so they can get back to what they were doing before the issue arose. Almost half of US online 
adults are likely to abandon their online purchase if they cannot find a quick answer to their question.7 
this means:
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 › Web chat delights because it provides a low-friction channel to an agent. online chat is 
popular, and 45% of customers have used it to interact with live agent. chat provides enhanced 
experiences: many customer interactions start on a website, and web chat keeps them in the same 
medium, without forcing customers to use new touchpoints. chat can quickly connect customers 
to agents with the right skills to answer the question, agents can quickly resolve questions in near-
real time, and agents can leverage customer behavior data (like clickstream) to provide a more 
personalized and relevant experience.

 › messaging takes off as customers connect from apps that they already use. companies 
like icelandair, t-mobile, Uber, KLm, verizon, and nordstrom use messaging to connect with 
customers, which they launch from apps — such as Facebook messenger — where customers 
spend their time. Survey data showed that 31% of customers use a mobile messaging app for 
customer service. this allows for pauses and restarts in conversation and preserves the full 
conversation history for the customer and the customer service agent. it also provides a frictionless 
way for customers to connect with agents.

 › Visual engagement becomes popular as it helps cut through conversation clutter. thirty-two 
percent of customers have used video chat or screen sharing. visual engagement — spanning 
video, cobrowsing, and screen sharing — allows agents to easily understand customers and 
helps customers connect emotionally with agents. For example, during high-value purchases, like 
a mortgage or an insurance policy, it helps customers and agents navigate forms together and 
provides upstream and downstream content sharing. Bluecurrent credit Union increased cross-
sells by 20% using video to help with advisor coaching.8

reimagine your contact center operations From the Bottom Up

consumers are contacting customer service at an increased rate, over a greater number of channels, 
than in the past. they are also quickly adopting the channels they use elsewhere — like Facebook 
messenger, instagram, Wechat, and SmS — for customer service interactions.

to keep up with the increased contact volume in digital channels, many customer service teams are 
increasing staff, despite the cost. our data shows that 46% of global contact center decision makers 
project the number of agent seats to grow by 5-10% next year, and 14% project growth of more than 10%.9

But this is not economically sustainable. enterprises must reimage their operations, leveraging self-
service and automation whenever and wherever possible. And they must do this by keeping customer 
expectations for service squarely in their line of sight. to do this, they must follow five steps to 
transform customer service within the backdrop of growing interaction volumes (see Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2 the Steps to channel modernization

Steps to modernization

• Double down on self-service.

• Explore conversational interfaces.

• Consolidate messaging and chat operations.

• Meet your customers where they are.

1 Right channels, right time

• Map CX journeys

• Reimagine processes.

2 Digitize established process

• Traditional outsourcing

• Gig economy workers

3 Implement innovative labor models

• Leverage process guidance.

• Add RPA.

• Explore agent-facing virtual agents.

4 Automate processes

• Streamline operations

• Uncover new revenue streams

• Reinvent business models

5 Add arti�cial intelligence

Step 1 — make The Right Channels Available At The Right Time

enterprises must obsess about the three key tenets of good service: ease, effectiveness, and emotion. 
they must strive to deliver the right service experience — either self-service or agent-assisted — to the 
right user at the right time within the cost constraints and customer experience goals of the company. 
they must:
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 › Double down on self-service. organizations must use modern knowledge solutions that can 
discern intent and optimize content retrieval by learning from prior searches. they must couple 
community content to enhance self-service. Question-and-answer community threads create a 
massive volume of content that a company’s customer service, product, and marketing teams 
cannot hope to match internally. Additionally, users write community content in a diverse range of 
styles and refresh it continuously. Knowledge authors can review best answers and add them to 
the knowledge base.

 › Explore conversational interfaces. organizations must explore the power of virtual agents and 
chatbots to add conversational interfaces to static, self-service content. these anticipate needs 
based on context, preferences, and prior queries and deliver proactive alerts, relevant offers, or 
content — and get smarter over time via machine learning. to do this, organizations must invest 
in linguistic expertise, natural language technology, text analytics, and a data platform. they also 
need to support easy escalation paths to chat agents that maintain context.

 › Consolidate messaging and chat operations. chat and messaging offer very similar asynchronous, 
but near-real-time communications. irrespective of where chat or messaging interactions originate 
from the customer’s perspective, agent operations can be centralized, and agents can manage these 
interactions from the same tool set, configuring different service level agreements (SLA) based on 
channel. this strategy helps scale operations as new messaging channels emerge.

 › meet your customers where they are. As intelligent assistants like Google Assistant, Apple’s Siri, and 
Amazon’s Alexa continue to penetrate households and become local hubs of consumer experiences, 
explore moving customer service away from your walled garden — and put authentication and security 
considerations front and center. For example, today, capital one allows customers to pay their bills 
by asking Alexa.10 Similarly, explore supporting your customers via common messaging platforms and 
applying the same SLA management discipline to them as your chat channel.

Step 2 — Digitize Established Processes

treating every emerging digital customer service channel as another project generates organizational 
and technical chaos. this, in turn, intensifies the challenges contact center professionals face, as they 
continue to use metrics like internal efficiency and productivity targets.11 to digitize existing processes, 
tag digital properties like your website and mobile apps to track customer behavior. Use journey 
mapping to understand current pain points, drop-offs, and disconnects, and determine where best to 
digitize to improve productivity and service quality.

reimagine processes to layer digital experiences onto the physical world, with the goal of improving 
customer service — and ultimately customer knowledge. For example, an energy management firm 
started attaching Qr codes to its industrial products and releasing a free mobile app that lets its 
customers scan them to schedule maintenance. previously the company estimated that it knew where 
15% of its equipment was installed. now it has install data on more than 80% of its hardware, which it 
can use to further enhance its customer value proposition.12
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Step 3 — Implement Innovative Labor models To Increase Business Agility

customer service organizations have outsourced operations for years to fill in gaps in language and 
respond to seasonal contact volume. companies should go a step further and look at innovative labor 
models to meet the real-time demand for agents.

pinterest and Airbnb use freelance or gig-economy workers who route service requests to workers 
by skill, reputation, and immediate availability.13 icracked operates a network of freelance technicians 
who fix people’s broken phones and tablets onsite.14 otobots similarly operates a network of freelance 
certified mechanics who service vehicles in people’s driveways. these models allow companies to tune 
costs by quickly reacting to demand and offer better experiences to customers, instantly connecting 
them to an expert or providing service personnel that come to them instead of the other way around.

Step 4 — Intelligently Automate Every Possible manual Process

customers demand that you value their time. this means organizations must streamline and automate 
the entire service process from initial inquiry to resolution. they must:

 › Leverage process guidance. customer service organizations must leverage vendor-defined, best-
practice process flows and extend them in ways that differentiate their offerings. these process 
flows lead agents through a set of steps that map to Ui screens. Agents’ screens contain the 
relevant scripts, content, and back-end data that allow them to effectively and efficiently resolve a 
customer’s issue at each step in the process.

 › Add robotic process automation (RPA). rpA software performs routine business processes and 
makes simple decisions by mimicking the way agents interact with applications. organizations can 
automate entire end-to-end processes such as account onboarding or insurance claims awards, 
with humans typically only managing exceptions. For example, a global bank uses rpA to monitor 
employees’ digital communications for indicators of noncompliant activities; performance managers 
can use rpA to autoscore agent performance evaluations, leaving more time for coaching.

 › Explore agent-facing virtual agents. Agent-facing virtual agents shadow a human agent’s work 
and learn from their interactions to the point where they can recommend next best steps to take or 
content for an agent to use in an interaction — or at times take over the entire conversation. Agent-
facing virtual agents are simple today, but they are quickly evolving to provide real value.

Step 5 — Infuse AI Into Your Workflows And Business Processes

Ai today comprises discrete technologies such as natural-language processing, machine learning, 
image analysis, and more. either individually or in combination, they are advanced enough to add 
intelligence to applications — to learn, predict, adapt, and, potentially, operate autonomously.15 Ai 
produces quantifiable outcomes that businesses can exploit to enhance agents’ skills and guide them 
to next-best-action sequences, as well as automate routine tasks such as collecting and reporting 
information. Adding Ai to customer service operations can:
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 › make operations smarter. Ai can streamline inquiry capture and resolution. it extracts 
useful information from voice and digital conversations, images, and machine-to-machine 
communications to quickly surface trends in issue and customer sentiment that may affect 
customer retention and loyalty. it schedules maintenance appointments, pushes fixes to connected 
devices, and makes field operations more efficient — for example, restocking parts based on 
needs or intelligently optimizing field resources to provide on-demand service.

 › Uncover new revenue streams and reinvent business models. Ai uncovers patterns in large 
data sets that may reveal insights companies can use to create entirely new services for customers, 
which they can then monetize. machine-learning algorithms for business and customer intelligence 
can find answers to questions humans didn’t even know to ask.

What It means

Amplify Automation, or costs Will Spiral out of control

customer service organizations are struggling to react to the pace of innovation and the explosion 
of channels and devices. to get ahead of these challenges, AD&D pros must deeply invest in 
automation — automated answers, automated conversations, automated agent guidance, automated 
end-to-end processes. they must also invest in intelligence to ensure automated technologies learn 
from prior interactions over time.

Automation and intelligence will help free agents from working on low-value or repetitive tasks, as they 
will only have to address the highly complex customer scenarios or exceptions to standard operations. 
this also lets them focus on building connections with customers to garner their satisfaction and loyalty.
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Supplemental material

Survey methodology

the Forrester Data consumer technographics® north American retail And travel customer Life cycle 
Survey, Q1 2017 (US), was fielded in march 2017. this online survey included 4,513 respondents in 
the US between the ages of 18 and 88. For results based on a randomly chosen sample of this size, 
there is 95% confidence that the results have a statistical precision of plus or minus 1.5% of what they 
would be if the entire population of US online adults (defined as those online weekly or more often) had 
been surveyed.

Forrester weighted the data by age, gender, region, and income to demographically represent the US 
online adult population. the survey sample size, when weighted, was 4,513. (note: Weighted sample 
sizes can be different from the actual number of respondents to account for individuals generally 
underrepresented in online panels.) ipsos fielded this survey on behalf of Forrester.

http://www.forrester.com/app
http://forr.com/1einFan
http://www.forrester.com/Analyst-Advisory/-/E-MPL172
https://www.forrester.com/events?N=10006+5025
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the Forrester Data Global Business technographics networks And telecommunications Survey, 2017, 
was fielded in December 2016 and January 2017. this online survey included 3,535 respondents 
in Australia, Brazil, canada, china, France, Germany, india, new Zealand, the UK, and the US from 
companies with two or more employees.

Forrester Data Business technographics ensures that the final survey population contains only those 
with significant involvement in the planning, funding, and purchasing of business and technology 
products and services. research now fielded this survey on behalf of Forrester. Survey respondent 
incentives include points redeemable for gift certificates.

please note that the brand questions included in this survey should not be used to measure market 
share. the purpose of Forrester Data Business technographics brand questions is to show usage of a 
brand by a specific target audience at one point in time.

Companies Interviewed For This Report

[24]7

Liveperson

nuance
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