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Introduction

A generational shift in labor pool and workplace culture is underway
Demographic shift

Permanent vs. gig workforce shift

Global Workforce by Age Groups
2015-2025; in percentages

Permanent vs. contingent workforce in US
2017-2027; in millions

Millennials
& Gen Z

103
35%

You don’t need us to tell you that 2020 has been a
year like no other. But with lockdowns lifting, there
are some feeling a cautious optimism that we may
be coming out the other side.
For businesses, of course, the reality is very different.
Some have thrived: home delivery firms and a wide
range of food retailers for example. Others haven’t
made it: the gloomy numbers reported daily are no
longer just infections, but also job losses and closures
with travel, hospitality and high street retailers hit
particularly hard.
The need for change has been thrust upon us.
Customer expectations have changed with even
more reliance on online and self-service, coupled with
customers’ own concerns about safety. Old models of
service delivery that have largely served us well now
need re-thinking, re-shaping or throwing out altogether.
It is clear too that further challenges will emerge with
each step back to the “new normal”, including the
possibility that this is now a “never normal.” Beyond
the inevitable focus on cost and efficiencies, there
are questions about how to manage a return to the
workplace and protect the workforce against potential
second or third waves: a workforce that in many
companies has become accustomed to, and embraced,
the flexibility of home working.
Discovering business views on the impact of the
pandemic

It’s a challenging, but intriguing time and one we were
keen to explore. Benefiting from the collaboration of
customer service delivery specialists Arise Virtual
Solutions, in early July 2020 we spoke in-depth to
business leaders in a range of sectors about the impact
the pandemic has had on their business.
• What had they done differently?
• What did they still need to change?
• As they had redesigned their operations,
what had worked well?
• What were they expecting to come next?
These interviews gave us a fascinating perspective on
the response of leading businesses across a range of
sectors and locations. We then overlaid this perspective
with our knowledge of the customer experience and
innovation landscape to reflect on what this means for
the future.
www.embergroup.co.uk
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The workplace culture is changing

Generation Z and millennials now form the majority
of the workforce and bring different experiences and
expectations, moving away from more traditional career
paths and working patterns. Linked to that, we're also
seeing a shift away from permanent roles with the gig
workforce growing, as people fit work around their life.
The universal theme: it’s all about flexibility

A universal theme is the recognition of the need for
operations to be increasingly flexible, and more agile in
the way that flex is applied.
Over the last few months, leaders have been acutely
aware of their company’s agility and adaptability – or
otherwise. For some, there was a pleasing recognition
that the business was able to embrace change at
speed. Broadly, these were organisations that already
had:
• Technology to support remote working in place
• Teams that were already working flexibly to address
specific challenges previously identified in their
business, and a culture that encouraged it
• Partners who added to their agility and brought fresh
service models and thinking to the relationship.
As a result, they were ready. New tools could be
added, without the need for additional time-consuming
and costly training and project planning. Staff proved
more ready to adopt new ways of working than may
have otherwise been the case. The adrenaline surge
of the need for rapid change, the urgent adaptation to
the new environment, enabled some organisations to
experience an uplift in service performance beyond
their pre-Covid norms.
The challenge now is how to sustain the rhythm of
effectiveness, and keep the uptick in performance
going for the longer term.
For others, the pandemic has shown them the direction
they need to take. Their next challenge is to adapt their
operating model and build the roadmap for getting
there. Quickly.

3

Service innovations that challenge legacy thinking

An opportunity
to rethink
It’s clear this is an unexpected opportunity to rethink
operations. The leaders we spoke to have a firm eye on
their future operating model and how to make it more
effective and agile, especially with ongoing uncertainty
about if, when and where cases will surge again and
restrictions be imposed at short notice.
At the core of this is an increased emphasis on home
working for a greater proportion of the workforce,
building on lessons learned from their Covid-19
response.
New ways of working with your people; distributed
platforms as a service, that support enabling tools
and technologies; engaging with new types of partner
that can supercharge agility and flexibility to deliver
a true on-demand capability. These are the service
innovations that challenge legacy thinking.
Over the coming pages, we look in more detail at some
of the issues raised and the solutions that have proved
fruitful. At the back, there are three case studies of
previous changes to operating models, demonstrating
how these paid off when the pandemic started.

Thank you!
Ember would like to thank the business
leaders that gave their time to our
consultants and to Arise for their support
and interest in this project.

Changes driven by Covid-19; changes already underway
We’ve gathered data from a range of sources to support what our interviewees told us. Some of this serves as
evidence of the changes driven by Covid-19: other points show that change was already underway in operational
thinking.
ONLINE SALES SOAR
In May 2020, 33.4% of UK retail expenditure was online:
the highest on record and up from 20% in February 2020.
96% of B2B decision-makers adapted their go-to-market
model during the pandemic to make more use of remote
selling.
THE GIG WORKFORCE KEEPS GROWING IN
IMPORTANCE
The UK gig workforce doubled between 2016 and 2019,
from 2.3 million to 4.7 million workers – equivalent to 1 in 10
working-age adults. By 2023 crowdsourcing, work at home
(WAH), telecommuting and the gig economy could account
for 35% of the customer service workforce.

www.embergroup.co.uk

CONTACT CENTRES EMBRACE HOME WORKING
At the end of 2019, only 14% of contact centre agents were
homeworkers. By mid-April 2020, that had increased to 71%.
The balance between intelligent automation and human
interaction is changing 51% of agents without AI say they
spend most of their time on mundane tasks, versus 34% of
agents with AI. 41% of consumers would pay more to deal
with more knowledgeable and helpful employees.
OFFICE SPACE COSTS MAY HAVE PEAKED
Office space in central London is estimated to cost $181
per square foot, per year – but many analysts are now
predicting a drop in demand.
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Responding to
the unforeseen
challenge
Data loss, power outages, fire, flood, or terrorist attack;
over recent years, businesses have spent substantial
sums on ensuring the continuity of their operations. In
March 2020, those plans were put to the test like never
before.
Of course, a pandemic wasn’t part of most disaster
recovery plans. They were based on offices being
unavailable for a short time; operations could be relocated and return to normality in a matter of days.
Some sites would even be unaffected; alternative or
additional locations could take up the slack.
For COVID-19, none of that was true, and the
consequences were clear.
Businesses had to scramble to move their entire
operation to a home working model. It wasn’t just a
case of traditional office-based staff having a day at
home each week. Instead, service teams, IT support,
facilities management and countless other functions
that were typically office-based now had to be able
work elsewhere. That meant a vast array of systems,
applications and support tools also had to be available,
to hundreds or thousands of users on a highly
distributed or virtual basis.

We went from a few hundred
colleagues working remotely to
13,000 in 48 hours.

At the same time as adapting their operations, business
had to respond to an overnight shift in the pattern of
customer demand.
Responding to changes in demand

Online buying soared. The UK Office for National
Statistics (ONS) reported that in May 2020, 33.4% of
UK retail expenditure was online: the highest on record.
In February 2020, the proportion was just 20%; it has
been above 30% every month since, including June,
during which “non-essential” shops were allowed to
reopen. Many consumers say they plan to continue
shopping online even as brick-and-mortar stores
reopen.
These changes in buying patterns led to a change
in service demand too. There were many customers
unfamiliar with shopping online, who needed additional
support. Contact arrival patterns changed.

¹ ONS: Retail sales, Great Britain: May 2020 www.ons.gov.		
ukbusinessindustryandtrade/ retailindustry/bulletins/retailsales/may2020
² McKinsey (2020) Consumer sentiment and behavior continue to reflect the
uncertainty of the COVID-19 crisis: www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-consumer-behavior-ischanging-amid-covid-19

John Patterson, VP of Customer Experience, Sage

We moved to 100% homeworking
in a week (globally)
Head of Consumer Services, global
(non-essential) retail brand

www.embergroup.co.uk
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We closed doors nationally on
March 19 and immediately saw
a dramatic shift towards our
e-commerce business, which then
led us to need to scale up very
quickly in our contact centres to
try to catch up with demand. Our
‘buy online, pick up in store’ and
our kerbside business has really
grown dramatically, which has
changed our business quite a bit,
from supply chain to customer
service.
Scott Casciato VP, Omni Channel Fulfillment
& Athlete Service, Dick’s Sporting Goods

Fulfilment was ever more complex, both due to issues
in the supply chain and the need for extra precautions
in the warehouse. There were growing gaps between
the stock levels reported online and what was really
on the shelves, causing dissatisfaction to rise and
generating further customer contact. Particularly in the
first few weeks, delivery slots were oversubscribed,
creating frustration and complaints.

The B2B environment has seen a similar shift. A
McKinsey survey of B2B decision-makers, published
in May 2020, found that 96% had adapted their go-tomarket model during the pandemic to make more use
of remote selling. Tellingly, 64% of these believed the
new model was just as effective, or more effective, and
80% expect to retain this model for at least the next 12
months.
This would have presented a huge challenge to service
teams operating in their familiar environment. Now,
however, there was the added difficulty of working from
home: something that contact centres, in particular,
were not prepared for.

In a survey conducted by ContactBabel,
at the end of 2019, only 14% of contact
centre agents were homeworkers. By
mid-April 2020, that had increased to
71%.
In the UK, the proportion was lower still,
with fewer than 4% of agents working
remotely on a permanent basis.

Of course, there were vast differences between
sectors. While retailers – especially essential food and
hygiene product retailers – were flat out, the travel and
hospitality industries abruptly stopped.
Airline traffic across Europe was over 80% lower in
April and May 2020 compared to the same months
in 2019 and remains 60% down in July. Even with
planes grounded, there was a huge service challenge,
answering impossible queries and trying to resolve
customers’ lockdown travel issues.

'Small' contact centers are defined in the report as having 50 or fewer agent positions; 'Medium' 51- 200 agent
positions; and 'Large' 200+ agent positions.

³ See www.eurocontrol.int/covid19
⁴ McKinsey (2020) Global B2B decision-maker response to COVID-19 crisis
www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/
survey-global-b2b-decision-maker-response-to-covid-19-crisis
⁵ ContactBabel (2020) The Inner Circle Guide to Contact Centre Remote
Working Solutions

www.embergroup.co.uk

6

Service innovations that challenge legacy thinking

capacity to cope with fluctuations in demand, whether
seasonal or in the short term.

Maintaining service
Without access to their normal tools, some service
teams struggled to find the information they needed
to answer customer queries. Transferring customers
to experts became more complex. Confusion about
operating procedures (could an engineer attend a fault
in a home, for instance?) meant growing discomfort on
both ends of the call.

As a result, when the Covid-19 lockdown made home
working a necessity, there was far less of a cultural,
technological and operational leap required. By taking
decisive steps in relation to three areas – people,
platform, and partners – they had already made
geography history.

First-time resolution dropped; costs to service
increased; satisfaction levels occasionally plummeted,
despite the latitude that consumers were prepared to
give in difficult times. Many brands even switched off
their voice channels temporarily, while they worked
out how to implement social distancing in the contact
centre.

Not only did we see bookings
drop, which normally would mean
you drop your headcount, we
saw an avalanche of cancellation
contacts.

Yet for some of the business leaders we talked to,
there was no such panic. The solutions worked.
Granted, there were some testing moments, but from
the operational perspective, they felt pleasingly wellequipped.

Mark Blythe, Director of Global Service
Performance, Airbnb

These were organisations like Airbnb, npower and
RBS that had already built flexibility and agility into
their operating model; organisations that had already
identified home working as a means to improve
performance, drive efficiencies and increase their

•

People •
•
•
•
•
•
•

Brand advocates
Gig workers
Intrinsically motivated
Remote / virtual
Tech enabled
Knowledge supported
Global talent pool vs.
hub access
Vulnerabilities managed

People, platform and partners: the three core
considerations of an agile operating model
When thinking about how to make an operating model
more agile, here are some of the issues Ember typically
considers:

Risks
Mitigated

Noises
Off*

The Agile,
Flexible
Service
Operating
Model

Cost
Out

Value
Up
•
•

Waste
Removed
•

Platforms •
•
•
•

Cross silos / partners
Intelligent automation
Augmentation & speed to
competency
SCV and digital integration
Infosec as a hygiene factor

•
•
•

Partners

•

Location agnostic
Asset ownership
agnostic
Outcome alignment
Orchestrators not
owners
SME’s and change
specialists
Risk mitigators more
than cost savers

* ‘Noise’ is defined as the distraction of customer contact that holds no value to the organisation in handling,
and no benefit to the customer in initiating. Yet it ties up resources, distracts, frustrates and can occasionally
overload the systems, preventing valuable conversations happening in a timely and effective way.

www.embergroup.co.uk
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People: Building flexibility
in the workforce
Traditional perspectives on business continuity
have focused on having a back-up office, effectively
replicating the core elements of an operation in another
“dark” location. While this may be a good solution
for storms and other events, the need for physical
distancing as a result of the pandemic makes this
solution archaic.
Instead, continuity now needs to be about the
workforce; having a group of workers who can continue
to work uninterrupted by pandemics and future waves,
or any other unexpected issues.

Long-term advocates of home working, like npower,
have seen customer satisfaction scores rise since
they enabled their service teams to work from home.
They’ve also noted that attendance is better.
When lockdown came, they actively encouraged the
frontline service team to work from home, using the
technology that was already available. Productivity
improved.

This isn’t just about survival: it’s about opportunity too:
a means of building flexibility to cope with surges in
demand, building engagement and loyalty.

Home working drives performance
Most importantly of all, home working – particularly
in the service environment – appears to improve
performance.

It’s month 4 and we’ve still not
seen a drop in productivity
Director of IT Operations, insurer

Performance and productivity
has increased and customer
experience has improved

“How come it’s not OK for a
contact centre advisor whose
performance we monitor in real
time to work from home, yet a
project manager can work from
home where no one is monitoring
their productivity?”

Head of customer contact, leading bank
Carl Bowles, Director of Customer Contact and
Relationship Management at npower

www.embergroup.co.uk
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Continuing to work from home as lockdown lifts
Similar stories were heard from other interviewees and
overall there was a strong sense that, as lockdown
lifts, there is a mutual desire from the business and the
workforce to continue to use home working as part of
the overall service portfolio.
Aside from the direct performance benefits, there
appear to be a range of other gains: the reduction in
individual cost and stress of eliminating the commute,
for instance, which in turn has the potential to reduce
sickness absence and churn. This aligns closely to
the increased focus on mental health and wellbeing in
many workplaces.
Of course, home working may not be suitable for
everybody. While many feel it offers a better work/
life balance, some find it hard to concentrate at home
and welcome the social interaction of the workplace.
Nonetheless, it seems certain it will be at much greater
levels than before, or than could have been imagined at
the start of 2020.

By 2023, crowdsourcing, work
at home (WAH), telecommuting
and the gig economy will account
for 35% of the customer service
workforce, up from 5% in 2017.
Gartner

⁶ Olive Huang, Brian Manusama (2020) Deliver Customer Service During
COVID-19: Improve Digital and Self-Service Capabilities www.gartner.com/
en/documents/3983091/deliver-customer-service-during-covid-19-improvedigital

• At RBS, 50% of the service team work from home
80% of the time.
• A leading retailer reported that at least 50% of its
staff would like to continue home working full
time and 15% want a balance.

www.embergroup.co.uk
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Platform: it’s
more than just
technology
Clearly, any such approach involves equipping
your team to work from home, both in terms
of skills and technology. It’s no surprise that
ContactBabel reported a surge in the use of cloudbased technology platforms during the pandemic,
especially amongst larger organisations.
Some interviewees found previous investments paying
off.
• Sage had introduced Microsoft Teams over a
year ago for virtual meetings, accelerating the
speed of uptake when it became essential.
• A retail organisation had already made the
decision that all staff would have laptops, which
meant they were able to get started at home.
• By contrast, one interviewee described being
faced with the urgent need to acquire 3000
laptops overnight.

Homeworking makes broken
processes stand out more. The
ability for workarounds and move
to a different workstation may be
easier in-house. The problems
we’ve had have been amplified but
it shows what we need to tackle.
Head of customer contact, leading bank

www.embergroup.co.uk

Thinking about technology in a new way
When we talk about platforms, we’re covering many
different things. It includes core business systems;
the ways the customer interfaces with those systems,
and the ways that the advisors access and use
them. It covers the tools and applications that enable
the customer management operation to function
effectively: from contact distribution, call recording,
case management and CRM to analytics, intelligent
automation, knowledge management and quality and
performance management.
Whatever tools and systems are at the heart of your
operation, it’s clear that the capabilities that matter
right now are more flexible and distributed access,
more resilience, more scalability, more security and
protection. At the same time, organisations are looking
for more relevant commercial models and additional
ways to support and enable self-service. Together, this
is resulting in a shift to explore different models, uses,
developments, ownership and partners. Old ways now
need new thinking.

We were always going to improve
our digital capability but now we
have to accelerate with speed.
More than 50% of our contacts
need to be dealt with chat and web.
Customer Transformation Director,
mobile operator
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move quickly and with confidence
Ember helps businesses to innovate and leverage intelligent automation
that that
better
supports
Service innovations
challenge
legacy thinking
customers and colleagues while increasing productivity and lowering costs. By re-defining
automation and its role in business processes or customer journeys we demystify the many
technical acronyms, resolve misconceptions and get teams bought into, and to deliver,
intelligent automation that creates value for customers, colleagues and the business.
The role of intelligent automation

AUTOMATION
WithINTELLIGENT
staff dealing with more
complex enquiries, there’s
a growing role for intelligent automation that can take
Intelligent automation is the combination of
the heavy lifting away from advisors. Airbnb moved
different
technology
components
to help
create
quickly
to introduce
new self-service
functionality
for its
value
defined
as
time
saved,
waste
removed,
hosts and guests, which not only helped these groups
to get
answers faster,
also freed
up the
advisors to
improved
CX orbut
other
tangible
metrics.
deliver “excellent service in that moment of truth”.

Portals / Apps

Advanced AI

Robotics/Bots

Traditional
Integration

Analytics

NLP

The A
usePROVEN
of technology
to enable self-service – not
APPROACH
just for purchases, but for processes from making an
Ember
helps
businesses
tovisit
identify,
design, deliver and manage intelligent automation
insurance
claim
to booking
an engineer
– reduces
risk too;
mundane
manual
tasks
can often
where business ⁷risk.
solutions
that
create
value
and be
reduce
As a single partner we collaborate with
www.salesforce.com/blog/2019/03/customer-service-trends.html
⁸ www.forrester.com/report/Forrester+Infographic+Customer+Service+
simple
errors
creep
in.
businesses to embed this capability into their operating model and ensure that they can

Chatbots+Fail+Consumers+Today/-/E-RES144755?utm_source=blog&utm_

campaign=research_social&utm_content=Jacobs_144755#
continually innovate to improve their service operations.
Our specialist combination of
expertise and capability includes the following:

In its 2019 State of Service report,
Salesforce found that 51% of agents
without AI say they spend most of their
time on mundane tasks, versus 34% of
Proof of Value
agents with AI.
Build a Minimum

Viable Product (MVP)
to test assumptions

Forrester found that 63% of consumers
are satisfied getting service from a
Test
chatbot,
long as they have the option
Automationas
Discovery
Stimulating
cross
to move the conversation to a human if
functional sessions to
needed.
identify the opportunity
backlog and to prioritise
initiatives

Insights

Review

Automation Discovery

Mobilise
Set up the project,
governance and
technology
components

Agile Delivery
Deliver the automation
using an agile approach

Test

Develop

MVP

Design
Release

Design
Measure and
Retrospective

Proof of Value

Mobilise

Agile
Delivery
Delivery

Prototype

Kick off

Managed Service

Insight
Mine data to identify
and quantify
improvement
opportunities

Continuous Benefit
Tracking
Ensuring that initiatives
meet expectations

Managed Service
Support and manage
all changes to ensure
automation is optimised

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT US TODAY
www.embergroup.co.uk

www.embergroup.co.uk

T: +44 (0)20 7871 9797

E: info@embergroup.co.uk

11

Service innovations that challenge legacy thinking

Platform: Using
technology
within the
customer
experience
For many, the focus of recent months has been around
collaboration technology. We’ve become less awkward
on video conferencing, less reticent with chat. As that
has proven its worth for our teams, it’s now time to
consider how to deploy the same tools in the customer
experience. For example, businesses may want to
explore opportunities like:
• Enhancing product support with video
demonstrations or screen sharing
• Using video tech to assist with fault diagnosis
There was a strong sense from interviewees that
the business was often slower to take up these
opportunities than customers and employees.

A mobile operator cited security
concerns that meant it delayed using
its normal store staff, now working
from home, to provide additional tech
support via chat. Once it was confident
in the technology, this changed, and
proved invaluable as over half its support
queries come via chat or web.

Those views have doubtless been reinforced during the
pandemic, when we have all refocused our attention on
the importance of human interaction.
For some, particularly the more isolated or those
required to shield at home, the voice at the end of the
phone may have been the only direct human contact
they had that day.
In this context, the recent trend towards encouraging
high complexity, high emotion and high value tasks
to be handled by skilled team members, without the
pressure of completing them to a strict target time, has
proved invaluable. Such interactions build loyalty and
trust. Similarly, empathetic, patient advisors need to
be available to assist vulnerable customers – many of
whom have relied on contact centres more than usual
in recent months.
To enable this, it is then imperative that technology is
used to support self-service for low complexity, low
value tasks – freeing up the human advisors to focus
on the interactions where they are most needed.
Arise Virtual Solutions is a virtual first provider of
on-demand customer service solutions that uses
a cloud-based platform to connect primarily workat-home service agents to companies needing
customer contact, sales and support services.
To help its clients benefit from the customer
management skills of its top agents, Arise deploys
subject matter experts to provide chat support
to its core teams of service partners during live
calls. This allows the frontline team to tap into
expert knowledge at speed – all invisible to the end
customer.
⁹ See www.pwc.com/us/en/press-releases/2018/experience-is-everythingheres-how-to-get-it-right.html

The importance of human interaction: getting the
balance right
A 2018 PwC study found that 64% of US consumers
felt companies had lost touch with the human element
of CX – and 41% said they would pay more to deal with
more knowledgeable and helpful employees. Overall,
75% of respondents said they want more human
interaction in the future, not less.

www.embergroup.co.uk
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From technical agility to
flexibility in the workforce
The evolution of operations

Adapting workplace culture: using technology to
support a distributed workforce

We're seeing a rapid shift from static, siloed operations
to a more integrated, yet dispersed operating model
that harnesses the full potential of cloud technology.
Before

Cloud Technology

Several leaders referred to the management challenges
of a remote workforce. This was less an issue at CXO
level, where management is less hands-on. However,
for many team managers, lockdown was disorientating
and difficult. Without the opportunity for regular
personal contact and meaningful conversation with their
team in the physical workplace, they need to acquire
new techniques to motivate, manage and support
colleagues. Many have of course done so, but it’s been
a steep learning curve.
There is an opportunity here to draw on the experience
of organisations that have spent several years training
a remote workforce.

BPO

Inhouse –
Building 1

Inhouse –
Building 2

After

As well as ramping up virtual learning and online
information sessions, interviewees highlighted the value
of social media as a training tool: dedicated groups or
rooms can be used to ask colleagues about particular
products or promote engagement.
Of course, it’s not just about virtual tools. At npower,
company policy requires home workers to come to the
office one day in every ten to maintain social interaction
and team bonding. While that was temporarily
suspended, it’s something the company is keen to
restore.

Cloud Technology

Interviewees also pointed to emerging welfare concerns
related to large-scale remote working.
Inhouse –
Building 1

Intelligent
Automation

www.embergroup.co.uk

Self-service

Homeworkers
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Dick’s Sporting Goods is the largest sporting goods
retailer in the US. It has had a home working model in
place for some time and when the pandemic arrived,
applied the lessons learned in supporting its remote
workforce more widely. Scott Casciato, the company's
VP of Omni Channel Fulfillment & Athlete Service,
referred to the need to “break through the screen” and
really connect with remote teams. “I really believe that
it comes down to the supervisors that are engaging
with their team on a day-to-day basis and make sure
they’re using chat and camera.”

It’s a different type of stress…
people are fatigued by Zoom calls.
Customer Transformation Director, mobile operator

People need a structure around
them, they need a process and
communication, so they don’t feel
isolated in their home environment.
Director of IT operations, insurer

A retail interviewee explained some of the steps her
organisation had taken to address that, including
creating a virtual breakroom where colleagues can
go for a chat; this was backed by a care package,
sent to all staff, with a note from the leadership team
encouraging people to take advantage of this and other
measures.

Employee NPS has increased
significantly. The dominant piece
of feedback is that we’ve done the
right thing. Our colleagues are
seeing Sage doing the right thing.
John Patterson, VP of Customer Experience,
Sage

Sage found that supporting staff to work from home
at this time had an immediate impact on employee
engagement and perception.

The hierarchy of needs reapplied to home workers
As organisations move to a remote working model, it's time to rethink what kind of support their teams need and how it
can best be delivered.

The Ambition of colleagues is clear; their role is vital

Safety of home

Flexible working
hours that wrap
around normal life

Job security

Secure environment
from a data perspective
A company that
is ethical and does
the right thing

Basic Needs

Value

Engagement with the
company/colleagues
Brand advocacy

Psychological Needs

Purpose

Doing work that feeds
into a company vision

Achieving
their full
potential

Self fulfilment

Diagram detailing important measures for employees
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Partners:
flexibility on
demand
While all our interviewees recognised the importance
of flexibility in their own operations, several also
acknowledged the advantages partnering with a
customer service delivery provider had brought to their
operating model. These included:
• Instant capacity – access to a pool of skilled and
engaged service agents, including gig workers, to
cope with peaks and spikes in demand

That’s in addition to the partnership offering up to 20%
swing flex in npower’s service capacity, on a weekon-week basis to deal with unplanned increases in
demand.

Expanding the talent pool: the role of gig workers
on the frontline
These specialist providers have also been ahead of
many established businesses when it comes to using
gig workers.
Customer service invariably extends beyond 9-5,
especially for larger organisations. However, most fulltime staff don’t want the antisocial hours; night shifts
and weekends. This has opened a door for gig workers,
who can fit such slots into their everyday life.

• Ongoing flexibility – to maintain service standards
outside of core hours, including by using a single
team to manage queues simultaneously across
multiple client organisations to ensure KPIs are
achieved
• Specialist skills – to handle specific contact types
i.e. high value customers
• Location independence – no need for the client
organisation to provide office space
• An expert perspective – providing valuable
input on how to make flexible working a
success in-house
• Collaborative forecasting – using advanced
analytics to understand demand patterns and drive
more responsive scheduling
• Bringing the right tools and systems to the
business: not just in terms of frontline people and
premises, or even just change and
specialist expertise
For example, when one of npower’s sites had to close
due to Covid-19 placing constraints on capacity, it
was able to turn to Arise to fill the gap. Arise quickly
leveraged existing service partners on the platform to
provide seamless support to vulnerable customers.

A University of Hertfordshire/TUC study
found that the UK gig workforce had
doubled between 2016 and 2019, from 2.3
million to 4.7 million workers – equivalent
to 1 in 10 working-age adults. ¹⁰

From stay-at-home parents to students to those simply
looking for the opportunity to earn extra cash through
a second job, there are a growing number of people
ready and willing to take on regular or occasional
service time. As a result of lockdown and furloughing,
that number appears to have increased.

¹⁰ See www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jun/28/gig-economy-in-britaindoubles-accounting-for-47-million-workers

www.embergroup.co.uk
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Crucially, this has unexpected benefits in terms of the
talent pool you can now pick from. Home workers and
gig workers:
• Don’t have to be based close to your contact
centre.
• Are typically more diverse than your normal
contact centre workforce, in terms of age and
experience.
• May even include brand or product devotees,
enjoying the opportunity to act as ambassadors
for a brand they love.
In towns with multiple contact centres, the use of home
workers can also help businesses avoid the expensive
churn and costly recruitment cycles.
This is an approach that Arise has pioneered and
long adopted, not only benefiting the brands the
company partners with but also helping provide work
opportunities to communities that otherwise might not
be able to work. Some other major businesses are now
embracing the same approach.

Rather than having to focus recruitment on
the area within a five-mile radius of a bricks
and mortar operation, a leading bank wanted
real people to service real people. Aware that
a lack of diversity was affecting customeremployee relationships, the bank sought to
attract people with richer and more varied
life experience that could help its diverse
customer base, to work virtually.
Since adopting the strategy, the bank has
been able to attract a new, more diverse
population and all key performance
indicators relating to customer experience
have shown consistent improvement,
including overall customer satisfaction.
When the pandemic hit, its staff were ready
and could work safely, and successfully, from
home.

Comparing the old world with the new
The table below provides a simple comparison of the different working models, demographics and opportunities of the
old world - centred around a physical contact centre - with the virtual working of the new world.
Old world, legacy, building-centred operations

New world, virtual ways of working

Agents are assigned to a programme with limited
personal association

Agents self-select and choose client with brand
association/affinity

Cost per head, FTE based pricing model

Cost per resolved ticket, Pay-as-you go variable pricing

Graduate profile, in 2nd or 3rd job

Profile with brand & life skill experience

Age range 25-27 years

Average age approx. 40 years

8-9 hours operational model

24/7 operating model

Limited flex capability due to fixed shift commitment

Real time burst capacity of 20% – 40%

No real Business Continuity Planning or Disaster Recovery

Business Continuity Planning and Disaster Recovery built in

Sourcing limited to 20-mile commute radius near centre

No geographic talent pool restrictions

Agents not necessarily customers so service can
lack in empathy and authenticity

Experts are themselves customers of the brand

Harmful impact on environment and wellness
from travel to work

Reduced carbon emissions and improved work/life blend

www.embergroup.co.uk
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Do you need to pay for
all those offices?
With home working proving so viable for so many of us,
a further factor in the minds of several of the leaders we
spoke to was whether they still needed all their office
space.
Of course, offices still have a place in operating
models: they are places for collaboration, celebration,
competition in some regards. Not all staff want to
work from home and not all can, due to their home
circumstances or personality profile as much as their
job role.
However, costs are extremely high: The Economist
estimates that the cost for an office in London is, on
average, around $181 per square foot, per year. With
shared spaces clearly a greater risk (and perceived
risk) of infection and with many colleagues stating
a preference for home working, is it time to reduce
the amount of office space we have, as well as the
overheads that go with that?
The case for doing so is arguably reinforced by the
availability of partners that can offer access to an ondemand supply of skilled home workers. It’s a more
flexible option than a long lease on an office you may
struggle to fill.

Clearly, none of our interviewees were in a position to
make or discuss any such decisions about their future
office space at this early stage of their response, but it
is clear that this is a topic under consideration. Rather
than having a whole building, they could utilise just a
couple of floors; keep a head office but fewer satellites,
and rethink the way they use the space to make
distancing easier.
There’s also a sustainability advantage. With
businesses challenged to reduce their carbon footprint,
a reduced reliance on office space not only means less
power used but also a reduction in commuter miles and
associated pollution.
While the focus for many has been office
space, there are also compelling arguments for
rethinking the retail estate. Do you still need all
those stores, or – given the increased reliance on
online shopping – would you be better served by
improving your digital presence and distribution?

¹¹ The Economist, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MxDVucUZCnc&utm_
campaign=coronavirus-special-edition&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_
source=salesforce-marketing-cloud&utm_term=2020-06-27&utm_content=

We have a recruitment tool where
candidates do a screening survey
on video, rather than typing into a
template. With this tool, they have
to record the answers as a video.
You can also check fluency of
language much better.
Head of Consumer Services, global
(non-essential) retail brand

www.embergroup.co.uk
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Rethinking your
operating model
The Ember Diagnostic: Assessing the relevance,
readiness and benefits for the evolving operating
model options for your service delivery.

If you think ‘target’ operating model, you will be
disappointed. You will never arrive. You will be less
ready to adapt and change as required.

The last few months have given us all plenty of food for
thought, and the experiences of our interviewees have
added to that. It’s clear that businesses have had to
adapt at pace: some have found this more comfortable
than others.

The goal instead must be to find ways to make your
operating model as agile and flexible as possible: to
create an optimised operating model, as best as it can
be at any point in time, but developed and applied in
the knowledge and anticipation of it needing to evolve.

It’s also clear that the time for change isn’t over. Instead
of simply reacting, there’s now a chance to look ahead
and rethink your operating model to capitalise on the
positives of recent months and help cope with the
ongoing challenges.

This paper has identified three central attributes of such
a model:
• People – a workforce that is more agile and ready
for change – and an organisation ready to
support its people differently

We’ve accelerated our investment
in technology. We’ve accelerated
the investment in the restructuring
of our services to try and ensure
that when we start to grow – which
is already happening – that we can
do that in an new structure, with a
new platform, to come back even
stronger from a service perspective.
Mark Blythe, Director of Global Service
Performance, Airbnb

The Ember perspective
In our view, it is crucial that businesses approach this
as an evolving challenge – to keep optimising the
operating model based on the foreseeable needs of the
organisation and your customers.
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• A platform that makes it easy to adopt and
leverage new technologies and services, and
deliver effectively on a distributed, flexible basis
• Partners – that can offer additional flexibility and
can align to the needs of their clients
While those are the central attributes of an optimised
operating model, to get them right requires a frank
appraisal of where you are now and where, in terms of
the customer experience, you want to be. This needs to
consider the innovation and change opportunities open
to you.
Ember has the experience to help you with this
appraisal. We have undertaken specialist diagnostics
for major brands globally and helped them on the
path to a more effective, relevant, higher-performing
operating model. In a COVID-risk world, we can help
plan and mitigate for the new challenges you face as
well.
Our diagnostic approach is based on six critical steps:
data-driven, fact-based and objective. It will provoke
you to think hard about how you should evolve your
service operations.
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Six steps to review and
optimise your CX post COVID
STEP

1

What is your current state and the strategic
drivers for change?

This is the first phase of our diagnostic. It involves a deep-dive into your organisation to understand important
developments such as:
• Context and strategy (business drivers, aims, priorities, service proposition, vision)
• Current state assessment (operations, journeys, the technology currently deployed, telecoms, digital capabilities,
partners, failure points, key touchpoints and CX moments)
• Customer perspectives (voice of customer and customer value measures and metrics, service proposition and
positioning, your customer charter or ‘North Star’ and other CX drivers)
• Demand and workload (performance, trends, seasonality, flexibility, opportunities, customer issues and complaints,
cost base)
• Business-specific considerations (compliance & regulation, vulnerable customers, competitors, corporate social
responsibility (CSR) approach and initiatives, brand & marketing)

STEP

2

The options and innovations open to you

This stage is about developing and assessing the right set of options for consideration in the ‘new world’ operating
model. Key considerations here include:
• People – How can they be more focused, augmented and supported to deliver value for the organisation and for
your customers. We explore what you do or what a partner does and how this combines to address the value and
complexity of demand
• Platform – What technologies and tools can deliver the required innovation, intelligence and processes to create
better journeys that help minimise cost, mitigate risks and make the business easier to work with for customers
• Partners – What new models of capability, flexibility and engagement do you need and what can the market offer?

www.embergroup.co.uk
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STEP

3

How ready and able you are to change?

At this stage, we work with you to explore how ready, capable and funded is the organisation to manage change at this
time, and what help will be needed? How can the investment be prioritised to enable you to do the right thing for your
customers to drive sustainable value and competitiveness? We also need to understand:
• Any existing programmes and priorities in your business, as well as conflicting resources or timelines, to ensure our
recommendations can land and be executed in an effective way
• Where the silos and divisional structures or thinking are that might inhibit the right solutions being effected
• What the technical constraints and limitations are, especially in terms of resources vs. roadmap
• What support resource, stakeholder access and subject matter expert (SME) limitations there are that will constrain
any change programme
• What programme leadership and transformation resources you have, what experience of how programmes succeed
or fail in the business and how we should plan for success within your culture and environment
• How mature your procurement and commercial engagement capabilities are and where we will need to support or
augment them to ensure the optimal partnering engagement

STEP

4

Defining the business benefits in a way that works
for you

This is the calculation of the benefits, risks and costs of change, as well as the imperatives for change in a way that
your stakeholders and leadership will need to see. We advocate defining the service delivery value identified in clear,
hard economic terms so that the organisation understands the value of service (success) and the (financial and
brand) risks of under-delivering. These activities actually start at the outset when we build an understanding of your
current state; we then build on this as we deepen our view of the opportunities and future model.

STEP

5

Your governance and change capability

This is the assessment of your organisation’s ability to change and manage the ‘new world’. In this respect we explore
how to optimise governance and will identify gaps or conflict that would limit the delivery of your new, optimised
operating model effectively. Crucially too, we put in place plans to mitigate any such gaps.

STEP

6

Bringing it Together & Playback

This is the deliverable from the initial diagnostic: a clear, concise and considered report for you covering the above
and what the opportunities are – in robust economic terms, underpinned by the people, partnering and platform
opportunities to drive growth and post-COVID opportunities in your business. Then, if you want further support, we can
also be there to help drive the change you need to see.

www.embergroup.co.uk
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Case studies
In the paper, we’ve made regular references to the
conversations we’ve had with business leaders and the
approaches they’ve taken in their COVID-19 response.

Here, we look in more depth at how three of our
interviewees adapted their operating model before the
pandemic – and how that benefited them when lockdown
came.

Major retail bank: Reaping the rewards of a more
diverse workforce through home working
Challenge
One of the UK’s best-known retail banks was increasingly
aware that its contact centre talent pool was limited.
It was typically recruiting from within a small radius of
the centre and the local demographic did not match its
customer base. This in turn meant that there was often a
disconnect between customer expectations and
the service delivered.

Solution
The bank made a conscious decision to change its
customer service approach to attract a more diverse
workforce. Instead of requiring all its service staff to work
full shifts from a busy contact centre, it introduced a
policy of allowing home-based advisors and more flexible
hours. The aim was to widen the talent pool and recruit a
more diverse mix of advisors, with broader life experience
– in turn better equipped to help the bank’s diverse
customer base.

www.embergroup.co.uk

Results

The approach has proved a huge success.
The bank has been able to attract a new,
more diverse workforce including many people
who would not have been able to work in the
contact centre itself. Staff retention has increased,
and having a longer-service workforce has meant
a more knowledgeable team.
More importantly still, all key performance
indicators relating to customer experience have
shown consistent improvement, including overall
customer satisfaction.
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, the bank’s staff
were already partly deployed as a virtual team who
could work as normal – minimising the disruption.
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Leading global lifestyle coffee brand: A
platform that equips virtual workers to succeed
Challenge

This company had changed the coffee market – and that
brought new challenges. Overall, demand was increasing
for its products, leading to greater support demand too.
Order values were rising, so interactions often took
longer. At the same time, a host of competitors were
entering the market, making customer retention more
difficult. It had to invest in service – increasing capacity
and extending hours.

Solution
Rather than recruiting a bigger full-time team, the
company identified an opportunity to make greater use of
virtual workers – particularly to take on customer service
time outside core hours. It chose the Arise Platform which
enabled it to connect a network of brand advocates:
coffee experts who would happily assist with supporting
newcomers to the brand, so its core team could take on
more transactional calls. As well as receiving revenue for
service time, these advocates are also the first to receive
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new products and blends – which delights them and
means they are fully informed when they speak to newer
customers.
The platform allows these advocates to receive virtual
learning. Because it’s cloud-based and scalable, the
platform can easily serve more advisors, so helping the
company to absorb surges in demand hitting the day-today operation.

Results

The solution has helped:
• increase overall commercial returns by 26%
• increase capacity by 100% for December holiday
trading peak
Further, by proving the effectiveness of cloudbased solutions, it has served as a catalyst for the
company to explore other agile cloud solutions to
replace its established enterprise architecture.
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Leading energy provider: Working with a partner
to deliver a flexible homeworking capability’
Challenge

Over five years ago, npower identified the potential
requirement to increase its customer service capacity at
short notice, while maintaining service standards.

Solution
The company knew it needed to embrace a homeworking
model but recognised it did not have the expertise
and knowledge in-house to do this successfully.
The service team decided to partner with Arise, who
helped implement a large-scale homeworking solution,
incorporating virtual learning and technology for members
of npower’s own team – including new recruits – and
additional flexible resource delivered via Arise’s skilled
Service Partners.
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Results

The partnership has proved a significant success,
offering:
• Up to 20% swing flex in capacity on a week-onweek basis
• Distress provision of emergency capacity. For
example, when an npower office had to shut
during the pandemic, Arise upskilled Service
Partners to replace it fast – with minimal
disruption to service.
Crucially too, learnings from the solution Arise
implemented also proved invaluable for npower’s
own homeworkers. “We are seeing higher CSAT
and more productivity,” confirms Carl Bowles,
Director of Customer Contact and Relationship
Management, npower. “The expectation was very
much around playing to peaks to reduce the overall
cost to serve and we’ve seen that. Over the years,
that has turned into further flexibility which showed
itself in the last six months since we never closed.”
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Get In Touch
Contact us if you're interested in
rethinking your operating model
to respond to the emerging
challenges and opportunities or
if you’d like to explore the Arise
Platform and how it delivers
class-leading flexibility - contact
details provided below.

About Ember Group

About Arise Virtual Solutions

Ember is a business services group providing specialist
and automation services to global organizations focused the
customer experience and how to improve it for customers
while creating value for the organisation.

Arise is an award-winning provider of on-demand customer
management and technology services. Our powerful cloudbased platform connects a network of work-at-home service
agents to companies needing customer contact, sales and
support services.

For more information contact us at
T: 020 7871 9797 or visit our websites at

To learn more, please visit uk.arise.com and www.arise.com
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