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Customer service is primed for change, both in how it is delivered and who is doing the delivering. 
Although the primary goal of customer service has always been customer satisfaction and loyalty, the 
approach for decades was more internally focused than externally. It was operational in nature, tightly 
structured and leaning more towards the speed, efficiency and cost effectiveness of delivery. While 
technology has long been a major factor in driving productivity and reducing costs related to customer 
service delivery, it is now changing the nature of agent/caller interactions, enabling new relationships 
with customers that are guided by empowered agents, who bring not only their intellect and empathy to 
every interaction but that of almost every interaction with support from “assistants.” The shift from 
customer service transactions to customer experiences is redefining customer contact strategies.
Customer and employee expectations, technology enablement, new approaches to customer service and 
bottom-line impacts are key forces driving transformation. 

Just as organizations are mastering the art of multi-channel service, the customer journey demands 
omnichannel support. With that, standard multi-channel offerings, such as voice, email, text, video and 
social aren’t going away; they’re just shifting away from siloed approaches into a more collaborative 
mode, one that requires careful orchestration to contribute to a positive customer experience. Estimates 
show that by 2022, 72% of customer interactions will involve an emerging technology such as 
machine-learning applications, chatbots or mobile messaging1. While the proportion of traditional 
phone-based communication will drop from 41% to 12% of overall customer service interactions2, agent 
and agent-assisted self-service interactions will account for 36% of customer service interactions3. Amid 
the growing number and diversity of enabling technologies, a human will still be involved in 44% of all 
interactions4.

“For all of the beauty of 
technology and all the 
things we’ve helped
facilitate over the years, 
NOTHING YET
REPLACES HUMAN 
INTERACTION.”
Tim Cook, CEO, Apple Inc. (as 
reported in the Wall Street Journal



Copyright © 2019 Arise Virtual Solutions Inc. All rights reserved. www.arise.com | 04

Given these insights, the belief that better technology alone is the answer to customer service excellence 
is short-sighted. The challenge is not to simply identify the best tech but to find ways to optimize
interactions between humans, bots and other software by orchestrating the right combination of
technology and human at precisely the right moments in the customer journey. When organizations 
achieve the right balance of technology with personal agent/customer connections, there are
opportunities to strengthen customer relationships, increase satisfaction, trust and loyalty, and
contribute to better financial performance. In a study by PwC, customers reported that they would pay a 
premium - up to 16% more - for a better experience when interacting with a business5. So, not only will 
agents continue to be involved with customers, they must be invested in ensuring seamless handoffs and 
positive interactions. It is imperative that future agents hit all the right notes in conversation
orchestration to trigger the right experiences.

The purpose of this study is to examine three important elements of future agent support. First, we’ll 
look at the types of service an agent will provide through omnichannel support, from augmented
intelligence and human interaction with bots to next-level concierge and advisory services. Next, we’ll 
highlight various tools and technologies that will be needed to supplement agent performance and 
ensure successful interactions. Lastly, we’ll review the tactical and strategic skills needed to deliver a 
top-notch customer experience, no matter where the customer may be in their journey.

The challenge is not to 
simply identify the best 
tech but to find ways 
to optimize interactions
between humans, bots
and other software by 
orchestrating the right
combination of technology 
and human at precisely the 
right moments in the
customer journey. 
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THE FUTURE OF CUSTOMER SUPPORT
Every day, there are opportunities to delight - or disappoint - a customer in their journey with a brand. 
When needs are met quickly and with minimal effort, customer satisfaction results; and the brand also 
banks a certain amount of goodwill with the customer. The proliferation of new channels through which 
customers can interact with a brand or business multiplies those opportunities.

The customer service industry has come a long way from the days when contact centers denoted a sea of 
headset-crowned agents, following rigidly scripted lines to answer customer inquiries. Performance was 
measured in speed of response and customer satisfaction with the transaction. Little thought was given 
to the concept of a customer journey, where each touchpoint with a brand added to the collective 
customer experience. Customer service was highly transactional and rarely transformational. In an effort 
to lower costs and speed responses to simple questions, automation was introduced, with self-service 
technology changing the tenor of customer interactions. 

According to Gartner, customer self-service has already surpassed human-assisted customer service6. 
This switch reflects Millennial preferences for self-service, with the majority choosing to resolve customer 
service issues via social media first, followed by other digital channels, such as web or online chat. Making 
a traditional call to a customer service line may only make a top 10 list for Millennials if that list covers 
least favorite activities: 34% of Millennials would rather get their teeth cleaned, 32% would opt for
Christmas Eve shopping, and 26% would volunteer to visit the DMV7.
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Frustration Factors
It was quickly discovered though that humans don’t always color within the lines. When questions don’t 
fit pre-defined answers, frustration often ensues. Customers are treated to a seemingly endless list of 
options, even when none exactly match the caller’s need. The opportunity to speak with a human is 
sometimes too deep into the IVR scripting to be effective in stemming dissatisfaction, even if the call is 
eventually satisfactorily resolved. When AI can successfully use natural language processing or furious 
keyboarding (or an as-yet undeveloped capability) to detect customer frustration levels, human agent 
intervention can more quickly rescue a potentially damaging contact. The intervention of an empathetic 
and empowered agent can rescue what could become a destructive interaction, making a bigger deposit 
in the customer loyalty bank. In a survey by PwC, 42% of respondents said they would be willing to pay 
more for a warm welcome from another person8. The challenge is to know when and how to make the 
switch from fully automated to assisted contact, so they will get that welcome. 

In the interim, organizations will have to depend upon the ability of “frustration triggers” to help guide 
customers to the answers they seek. The introduction of omnichannel support, from augmented
intelligence and human interaction with bots to next-level concierge and advisory services, is helping 
move customer conversations into a new realm. 

When a customer service transaction gets stalled midpoint or fails to quickly and easily resolve an issue, 
that goodwill balance is depleted. Preventing the frustration factor from destroying goodwill requires 
agent intervention. 

When customer questions fit narrowly defined parameters, interactions can be swift and satisfactory, 
whether asked by traditional voice or digital channels, such as web chat, email or text. Automating 
frequently asked questions about product or service delivery, or common transactional needs, such as 
account balances, password resets and service activation, can and has reduced costs in the center and 
freed up agents to handle more complex requests. 

“In a survey by 
PwC, 42% of 
respondents 
said they 
would be
willing to pay 
more for a warm 
welcome from
another person8.”
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New Ways to Engage Customers
Gartner predicts that as early as next year, AI will disrupt the jobs of one 
million phone-based customer support agents9. What this disruption will 
do (and is doing) is to change the way in which customer conversations 
are initiated in terms of connection channels as well as the content of 
those conversations. Gartner also predicts that by 2022, 72% of customer
interactions will involve an emerging technology such as machine-learning 
applications, chatbots or mobile messaging, up from 11% in 2017.
Application leaders will also be tasked with onboarding 12 immature but 
rapidly improving communication tools for CRM through 2022, including 
but not limited to Visual IVR, Kiosk, Video Chat, Internet of Things, and 
co-browsing/ collaborative interface. Though the proportion of 
phone-based communication will drop from 41% to 12% of overall
customer service interactions, a human agent will still be involved in 44% of all interactions10.

Changing the Conversation
Multichannel opportunities for customer interaction allow customers to engage with brands in whatever 
way is most convenient and comfortable for them. They value brands that value their time. They are no 
longer willing to wait patiently for answers. A recent survey by Arise found that nearly two-thirds of 
respondents said they are willing to wait on hold no longer than two minutes before abandoning a call11. 
Nearly 15% said that no hold time is acceptable12. These findings align with the increasing use of
self-service applications that take advantage of AI to address the most common, repetitive and often 
most time-consuming customer issues. Keeping in mind that the time factor often has less to do with the 
complexity of the issue and more with long wait times associated with call volumes, these types of easily 
automated inquiries will vary, depending upon the nature of the business. Examples include prescription 
refills, meal orders and account balance checks.

When self-service applications miss the mark, however, customers require assistance from a live agent. 
That initial live connection may start with a need for the agent to “listen” and respond to customer 
frustration with the ineffectiveness of self-service. Only after that can the agent delve into the customer’s 
needs, which may be communicated via voice, web chat, social media, video, email or text. The
“conversation” that follows may involve guided assistance with self-service resources, collaboration 
through the customer’s device, or a more traditional, exploratory Q&A to determine the best way to 
resolve the issue.

Though the proportion 
of phone-based

communication will 
drop from 41% to 12%

of overall customer 
service interactions, 

A HUMAN AGENT 
WILL STILL BE 
INVOLVED IN

44% OF ALL
INTERACTIONS10.
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IDENTIFYING TOMORROW’S INSTRUMENTS OF CUSTOMER 
SUPPORT
The development of increasingly powerful tools and technologies to enable customer/agent interactions 
creates opportunities to not just improve customer service delivery but to re-engineer it.

Consider this:

The widespread use of AI-enabled self-service resources will decrease the quantity of 
customer inquiries directed to live agents. This opens the door for a reallocation of agent 
resources to focus on customer experience.

The ability to gather and analyze data at speed will boost the ability of agents to
provide more relevant and personalized responses to customer needs. When customer
information and relationship history is at the agents’ fingertips, there is an opportunity 
to significantly minimize customer frustration and time-wasting repetition of data.

Agents will be able to not only address a customer’s immediate needs but recommend 
follow-up actions or supplemental options designed to enhance the customer
experience beyond the immediate contact. 

Agents will be able to create opportunities to up-sell and cross-sell additional products 
and services, helping move the customer service function from an operational expense 
to a source of revenue generation.
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To transform customer interactions from discrete transactions to the building blocks of stronger
customer relationships and deeply rooted customer loyalty will lead to a restructuring of the standard 
customer/agent construct. For decades, customer service delivery was confined to a single customer 
paired with a single agent at a time, even if that agent changed multiple times as the customer was 
transferred from department to department. Those transfers - often requiring multiple recitations of 
customer identification/verification details - have long plagued the industry as a primary source of 
customer frustration. Highly scripted IVR might be designed to help the customer, but not if the multiple 
switches to different branches of the customer service tree more closely map to internal structure than to
customer needs. By truly understanding the customer journey, more so than the internal points of friction 
along that journey, businesses can find ways to interact more personally and effectively with customers. 
Enabled by collaboration technology, agents in the future can work in teams, bringing together all the 
expertise needed to contribute to a better customer experience, regardless of how the business is 
structured and siloed.

Advancing Self-Service
In the past, customers relied on their phone as the first line of approach when seeking support. Today, 
customers, especially younger customers, are far more likely to avoid person-to-person contact over a 
phone line. Hence the need to put answers within easy, find-it-yourself reach, whether that is on a
traditional or mobile accessible internet site. Collectively accounting for 50% of all self-service inquiry 
resolution are these sources13:

When the expectation of self-service access falls short of reality, customers are more likely to 
reach out via web chat and SMS messaging to connect with customer service. Studies show that 
62% of customers want to communicate with companies via email for customer service. 48% 
want to use the phone, 42% live chat14. While the primary goal is to get answers and resolve 
issues, the speed and efficiency with which those answers arrive is also of paramount
importance.

- Searchable knowledge management databases
- Outbound alerts
- Interactive voice and visual response (IVR)
- Automated workflow of standard support issues (such as payments, bill lookup, order status  
  check)
- Virtual customer assistants (VCAs)
- Chatbots
- Social media
- Customer support communities
- The Internet of Things (IoT), such as sensors in manufactured goods across the spectrum 
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Gartner predicts that by 2022, the current generation of search tools, chatbots and knowledge 
management applications will be rebuilt with powerful machine learning15. These enhancements 
will raise their average accuracy north of 80%, improving the ability of self-service to more
quickly and effectively address customer issues without the need to reach a live agent16.

As new tools and technologies of customer service grow increasingly sophisticated, agents need 
to be able to switch seamlessly from one contact channel to the next, while simultaneously 
identifying answers to customer questions to supplement agent knowledge and ensure
successful interactions.

ORCHESTRATING PERFECT PERFORMANCES
What are the tactical and strategic skills needed today to deliver a top-notch customer
experience, no matter where the customer may be in their journey? Can technology alone
guarantee a better customer experience?

For nearly five decades, many customer service positions required no prior experience. Agents 
were hired, put through a few weeks of learning and then the phones went live. Agents were 
expected to be pleasant and patient problem solvers. When customer inquiries got complicated, 
calls got escalated and wait times got elongated. No matter the industry or the nature of the 
inquiry, wait times have always been an issue that has played havoc with customer satisfaction. 
Technology to the rescue: the increasing use of technology to facilitate self-service and handle 
the most common and elementary transactions has virtually eliminated on-hold hatred from 
billions of customer interactions… but not all. 
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New Skills Required
Even as technology has eliminated the need for human contact in many of the most common transactional 
customer inquiries, it has significantly altered the job requirements of a customer service agent. The fact 
that not every customer need can be addressed via technology has ushered in substantial changes in both 
the hard and soft skills required for successful agents. While the prevalence of technology-assisted 
self-service may have reduced the overall number of human-to-human contacts for routine questions, it has 
upped the ante on the agent/customer contacts that do occur. The agent of the future (and sometimes the 
agent of right now) has responsibility for a consistent stream of customer interactions that are both more 
complex and sophisticated than in the past. These higher-level interactions can potentially represent both 
higher risks and higher rewards for the organization. According to a study put forth by American Express, 
68% of customers said the customer service representative was key to a recent positive service experi-
ence. 62% said that this was also due in part to the rep's knowledge or resourcefulness17. That is why the 
most successful customer service agents will require more intensive and broader-based learning to handle 
customer contacts that are more complicated, sensitive and challenging in ways that far surpass
transactional needs. Better still is to find more experienced agents who bring strong capabilities in terms 
of empathy, intuition, problem-solving and agility in making quick decisions that contribute to a better 
customer experience. 

People and Machines Can Work Better Together
The increasing use of smart technology in fielding first-level customer contacts has put agents on the back 
bench. They must be ready to jump in where and when needed, able to switch seamlessly from one
communications channel to another, often while working more with machines than people. This is where 
agility is critical. The agent must be able to intuit when it is time to insert themselves into the process and 
when to allow technology to lead. When humans and AI work together to solve customer issues, they can 
function with greater intelligence and a better outcome for the customer. With human/AI collaboration, it 
takes less time to access key customer data, speeding up call resolution. According to IBM, better access 
to data could save up to 61% of failed customer support calls.18 More startling, speeding up call resolution 
by shaving even a single second from a call can drive one million dollars in annual savings19.

THE MOST SUCCESSFUL
CUSTOMER SERVICE 
AGENTS WILL REQUIRE 
MORE INTENSIVE AND 
BROADER-BASED 
LEARNING to handle customer 
contacts that are more complicated, 
sensitive and challenging in ways that 
far surpass transactional needs.
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New Challenge of Human/AI Interactions
With huge potential to save money and instill greater customer loyalty (and spur additional 
purchases), agent ability to interact consistently with smart technology becomes a defining 
factor in delivering positive customer experiences. Smart technology comes at a price, however. 
Rudimentary AI interactions can be taxing to an agent, especially when they happen over
multiple hours. An agent may spend an entire service period, waiting for potentially problematic 
calls that may require intervention. Without the satisfaction of actually helping customers in real 
time, the agent’s primary duty may be to listen to brief bursts of customer voices, especially 
where language and accents prove particularly challenging to robotics. These “utterances” can 
bring on exhaustion much more quickly than the normal conversations and manual research an 
agent experiences in a traditional setting, without the benefit of AI and machine learning. To 
avoid this type of burnout (and the potential for disappointing customer experiences), agents 
should ideally only service this type of work for short-term, burst intervals. That requires a new 
level of flexibility in work assignments and scheduling.

Simplifying Transactions Doesn’t Take the Complexity Out of
Customer Contacts
AI automates transactional work, leaving more complex call types for agent intervention. 
Although there may be fewer of them in the future, their importance to an organization is not 
diminished. Whether dealing with emotional complaints or looking for opportunities to increase 
the stickiness of the relationship, the more complex the calls are, the more agents need to be 
quick on their feet and instantly ready to adapt to unscripted interactions. That requires greater 
personal cognitive processing power than traditionally found in customer service, when so many 
of the “easy” questions have been digitized and automated into self-service apps. It requires 
either great adaptability on the part of an agent or a beautiful match of agent values, assump-
tions, beliefs and expectations to those of the customer. 

This is particularly applicable to sales activities as aligning sales strategy with customer journey 
can increase the lifetime value of each customer by 26%20. While organizations are implementing 
intelligent tools to help improve scale, communications, operational efficiency, and competitive 
advantage; sales (and retention) remains focused on one human being’s ability to connect with 
another and convince them that they need to buy what the offeror has for sale.
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REWRITING THE MUSIC FOR NEW CUSTOMER
CONVERSATIONS
The ongoing transformation of customer/agent interactions underscores the need for higher 
skills and greater flexibility in customer service activities. It may mean exploring new operating 
models and new sourcing parameters. Agents of the future will do more than answer questions; 
they will actively engage customers in conversation. They will probe motivations, emotions and 
aspirations. Each of these can offer clues an agent can use to deliver a superior experience, one 
that is defined less by the length of the call or the resolution of the issue and more by the nature 
and strength of the brand relationship built with the customer. If traditional customer 
interactions - whether with a human or a machine - function like a classical musical composition, 
defined by a well-syncopated point/counterpoint, the new paradigm is closer to a jazz
composition, with every interaction improvised on the spot, based on unique and individualized 
customer input. The better an agent can read the customer and adapt the rhythm to their mood 
and need, the more successful the exchange. 

HOW ARISE CAN HELP
Your customers want to be heard, and an omnichannel experience satisfies that need, letting 
them engage using their preferred channels. Whether it's customer service, sales or technical 
support and no matter how your customers choose to connect- phone, email, social media, live 
chat, text/SMS or video - consistent, seamless, and personalized customer experiences are 
essential across all channels; and Arise is ready to help.

Forget the traditional paradigm of support offered through traditional brick and mortar
solutions. The Arise Platform is specifically engineered to simplify business functions and be your 
all-in-one solution for superior performance. We offer significantly better quality and scheduling 
flexibility than traditional BPO solutions, and our focus on building brand loyalty consistently 
delivers outstanding customer experiences.



Copyright © 2019 Arise Virtual Solutions Inc. All rights reserved. www.arise.com | 14

Service Partners servicing your customers through the Arise Platform already believe in your 
brand and their affinity with your products, services, and culture creates confidence and trust 
with your customers, evidenced in their authentic and expert interactions. Service Partners are 
100% onshore, highly professional, and experienced whereas their critical thinking and acute 
problem-solving abilities, promote greater emotional understanding of customers. The Arise 
Platform offers you access to a totally different, and entrepreneurial demographic, equipped to 
cooperate alongside digital infrastructure, thus meeting the demands of future customer
support.

Digital transformation through the Arise Platform offers a robust solution that enables your
business to meet the 24/7 demands of your customers with tremendous personalization, speed, 
and scalability. Included is the upsurge of new customer service technologies that ensure an
excellent experience over the entire customer journey. With subject matter experts in all facets
of AI and its benefits, the Arise Platform offers a human-assisted AI approach to ensure the
technology is successful and customers have the best service experience in association with your
brand.

For more than 20 years, the Arise Platform has enabled superior quality customer interactions,
radical flexibility, and a lower total cost, all while increasing security. Our platform is your
solution to omnichannel customer care.
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