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RUN YOUR CONTACT CENTER LIKE  
A STARTUP
HERE’S HOW WITH VOICE AI ADOPTION.

FINGER ON THE PULSE?
I shopped at a retailer and bought one  
bottle of glass cleaner. It cost less than $5. I 
received two emails asking how satisfied I 
was with the product. Really?

I went to my bank to handle a transaction. 
Before I got back to the office, I received an 
email about my experience. Really?

I took my car for routine maintenance. I  
received two emails asking for an outstand-
ing 5.0 score on their survey. They told me 
how to score them. Really?

We are surveying people at an alarming fre-
quency. Yet meaningful feedback remains 
harder than ever to obtain.

I would love for you to share your opinions 
with me on how we are doing, but I realize 
I can’t send a reader survey. It would likely 
be deleted from your inbox before opening. 

Still, I would love to hear what is going on in 
your contact center that is keeping you up 
at night. Are there topics you would like to 
see us report on that we aren’t covering? If 
you wish, please send me an email, linda@
contactcenterpipeline.com.

Thank you. 

Have a great month.
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Agent burnout continues to be one of the most wide-
spread, far-reaching, costly, and persistent issues fac-
ing contact centers. It manifests itself in many ways, 
including: 

•	 Critical, negative, weary, or disinterested comments, language, 
and tone when engaging with customers and colleagues. 

•	 Lowered performance and productivity.  

•	 Late arrivals, early departures, longer breaks, unexpected 
and unexplained absences, and ultimately, sudden quitting.

Agent burnout touches on practically every dimension of the 
organization because contact center agents are often the pri-

mary, and sometimes only, human touchpoint with custom-
ers. Therefore, how agents interact with them shapes brand 
perception and loyalty. 

Customers may be asking themselves: “What is wrong with 
this company, and can I trust their products and services?”

To learn more about agent burnout, its impacts and causes, 
and how it can be mitigated and prevented, I had an inter-
view with Dave Rennyson, President, CEO, and Co-Founder of 
SuccessKPI. 

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO 
PREVENT AGENT BURNOUT?

FEATURE

THERE ARE NEW AI-POWERED 
QM TOOLS THAT CAN HELP.

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE IMAGES

DAVE RENNYSON

BY LINDA HARDEN, CONTACT CENTER PIPELINE; Q&A WITH DAVE RENNYSON, SuccessKPI

Q&A WITH...
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His company offers a cloud-native workforce engagement 
management (WEM) platform that is revolutionizing how 
contact centers can utilize AI and data automation to im-
prove business outcomes and transform customer experienc-
es (CXs). 

Dave himself is an early pioneer of contact center trans-
formation, having previously served in senior executive roles 
at MicroStrategy, Genesys, Angel, Broadband Office, Interac-
tions, Spirent, and Verizon. He is the co-author of the book 
"The Art of SaaS". 

ARE CONTACT CENTER AGENTS BURNING 
OUT AND WHY?

A: Burnout has become one of the biggest workforce chal-
lenges in the contact center industry. We’ve done a lot of 
research and work around this. A lot of the data SuccessKPI 
surfaces for companies is predicated on improving what is 
happening in the agent world.  

Frost & Sullivan has recently published some documenta-
tion around agent satisfaction, churn, and what helps keep 
agents happier, including improvements in the use of AI in 
the contact center.  

The role of the agent has fundamentally changed over the 
last several years. Agents are no longer simply handling basic 
customer inquiries. Today, they are expected to manage emo-
tional, complex, and high-stakes interactions after customers 
have already attempted self-service options and failed.

Modern agents are expected to be more empathetic, more 
knowledgeable, and capable of handling omnichannel inter-
actions across voice, chat, SMS, and social channels. 

At the same time, customer patience has declined signifi-
cantly, creating more emotionally charged interactions and 
higher stress levels for agents.

Burnout is also being driven by repetitive work, inconsis-
tent scheduling, lack of training, remote work isolation, and 
what feels like constant performance monitoring. 

If you look at Reddit boards where agents from contact 
centers of all sizes post questions and comments, you can 
really feel how difficult this job has become. It was never a 
walk in the park, but there are so many more nuances to the 
role now.  

We have seen one of the biggest contributors to stress is a 
lack of confidence. When agents do not feel fully trained or 
equipped to handle difficult conversations, anxiety increases 
dramatically. 

Frost & Sullivan’s research shows that companies continue 
to experience significant attrition rates, with 44% of organi-
zations still reporting over 20% agent turnover annually.

Burnout is not simply about workload. It is increasingly tied 
to whether agents feel empowered, supported, informed, 
and successful in their roles.

WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF BURNOUT?

A: The impacts of burnout extend far beyond the individu-
al employee and can affect nearly every aspect of a contact 
center’s performance.

Churn is by far one of the largest expenses within a con-
tact center. For each churned agent, turnover can cost 
the organization 100% to 300% of the employee's an-
nual salary once all organizational costs are factored in.  
 
But beyond the explicit costs, there are many other issues the 
company faces:

1.	 INCREASED CUSTOMER DISSATISFACTION, NEGATIVE 
BRAND REPUTATION, AND REVENUE LOSSES

•	 Burned-out agents struggle to deliver empathetic, per-
sonalized CXs. Customers can quickly sense frustration or 
disengagement from agents even in digital channels like 
chat and SMS, where tone is conveyed through wording 
and phrasing, and can be easily misconstrued.

•	 Poor agent experiences (AXs) inevitably translate into poor 
CXs. Engaged agents are essential for building customer 
trust, loyalty, and brand affinity.

 FEATURE

"COMPANIES THAT LOOK AT CON-
TACT CENTERS AS CX CENTERS VS. 
COST CENTERS FARE BETTER THAN 
THOSE THAT DO NOT. THEY SEE 
THEM AS PRODUCTIVE INVEST-
MENTS RATHER THAN AS EXPENSES 
TO BE CUT WHENEVER POSSIBLE." 	
			    -- DAVE RENNYSON

https://hbr.org/2015/03/technology-can-save-onboarding-from-itself
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
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2.	DECLINING ENGAGEMENT QUALITY AND  
OPERATIONAL ISSUES

•	 Burnout also contributes to declining performance quality, 
lower engagement, absenteeism, and inconsistent custom-
er handling. 

•	 It’s one thing when new agents churn quickly; but when 
experienced agents disengage or leave, organizations lose 
valuable institutional knowledge and continuity. That loss 
creates instability and negatively affects service consisten-
cy across customer interactions.

3.	COMPLIANCE AND SECURITY RISKS

Agent stress and fatigue can create compliance and quality 
risks. Agents under pressure are more likely to miss required 
procedures, fail to follow scripts correctly, or overlook critical 
customer details. 

LET’S PLAY DEVIL’S ADVOCATE. WOULDN’T THE 
BURNOUT ISSUE DIMINISH IF AGENTS ARE  
FEARFUL OF LOSING THEIR JOBS? THERE HAS 
BEEN A LOT OF DISCUSSION ABOUT AI SHRINK-
ING THE NEED FOR POSITIONS LIKE THESE.

A: Leading with a stick is not ideal. In fact, fear often intensi-
fies burnout rather than reducing it.

Anyone who feels like they are fighting day to day to just 
keep their job has an added level of stress. It induces a fight or 
flight response, and anxiety. No one wants to work this way. 

Add to that the possibility that AI may take their jobs and 
there’s a lot of mistrust. While agents have seen satisfaction 
increases due to AI-powered tools, AI-related job anxiety still 
exists within many contact centers. 

The world has changed. People have changed. Each gen-
eration is different. Modern employees increasingly value 
flexibility, wellbeing, empowerment, recognition, and career 
growth, not simply job security. 

Organizations should not look at this like it’s a bad thing; 
they should look at it as an opportunity. The opportunity to 
treat your agents in a way that ultimately helps them im-
prove CX, which ultimately improves your business.  

Companies that look at contact centers as CX centers vs. 
cost centers fare better than those that do not. They see 
them as productive investments rather than as expenses to 
be cut whenever possible.

CAN JOB DESCRIPTION/WORK  
MISMATCHES CAUSE BURNOUT?
We’ve all been there: hearing about and seeing an advertisement 
for a job, applying and interviewing for it, being given the offer, 
but then finding out that the work you’re performing was not 
what you were expecting and/or sold on. 

You press on and try your best, hoping things will get better. But 
you find that they don’t. Gradually you begin to feel burned out. 

So, I asked Dave Rennyson, “Is one of the causes of contact center 
agent burnout mismatches between the advertising and appli-
cant expectations of the positions and the realities of them?”

“This is a really interesting question,” says Dave. “Companies are 
increasingly trying to attract agents to a difficult job by spinning 
it in a way that doesn’t sound so bad. This mismatch can cause 
immediate and ongoing issues for agents.

“Many applicants may still envision contact center work as rela-
tively straightforward customer service, but the reality today is 
much more demanding. 

“Agents are expected to manage emotionally escalated con-
versations, navigate multiple systems simultaneously, support 
omnichannel interactions, and often identify upsell or cross-sell 
opportunities while maintaining empathy and compliance. And do 
it as quickly as possible, with little to no downtime between calls.

“In many cases, the actual complexity and emotional intensity of 
the role exceed what candidates anticipated when applying.

“The challenge becomes even greater because self-service systems 
now absorb many simple inquiries. That was by design. However, 
the calls that aren’t automated and reach live agents are often 
more complicated and emotionally charged.

“New agents experience the highest anxiety during their first days 
and weeks on the job. Success often depends on whether organi-
zations provide the right coaching, tools, and confidence-building 
support during onboarding.

“This is where organizations have an opportunity to improve align-
ment between recruiting expectations and operational reality. 

“Companies that clearly communicate job expectations, while 
simultaneously investing in AI-assisted coaching, personalized 
training, and real-time support systems, are better positioned to 
reduce early burnout and attrition.”

"THE MOST SUCCESSFUL 
ORGANIZATIONS WILL  
LIKELY BE THE ONES THAT 
USE AI TO ELEVATE THE  
HUMAN EXPERIENCE, BOTH 
FOR CUSTOMERS AND  
EMPLOYEES."
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CAN JOB DESCRIPTION/WORK  
MISMATCHES CAUSE BURNOUT?

FEATURE

LET’S DIVE DEEPER INTO AI. DO AGENTS TRUST 
IT, AND IF NOT, COULD IT ALSO BE A CAUSE OF 
BURNOUT?

A: Trust in AI depends almost entirely on how it is imple-
mented. Recent research found that 88% of agents reported 
that AI had improved their experience when implemented 
properly. 

Agents are increasingly receptive to AI when they see it 
helping them perform better, reduce repetitive work, and im-
prove customer outcomes. The majority of agents now view 
AI positively when it enhances their daily experience.

AI that feels punitive or threatening can worsen stress. AI 
that acts as a support system helping agents succeed, learn 
faster, and reduce frustration tends to improve morale and 
engagement.

That said, AI can contribute to burnout when organizations 
fail to provide adequate training, communication, or change 
management.

There’s a repeated theme here – many companies focus too 
heavily on cost reduction while overlooking the employee ex-
perience. Agents may become resistant when AI feels like a 
surveillance tool instead of a support tool.

To position AI as a “friend, not foe,” organizations should:

•	 Involve agents early in AI adoption discussions.

•	 Gather ongoing voice-of-employee feedback on AI processes.

•	 Use AI to reduce friction and repetitive work.

•	 Deliver real-time support and knowledge guidance as well 
as continuous training and coaching.

•	 Focus on empowerment instead of surveillance.

The reality is, the future of the contact center is a blended 
“agentic and human CX” environment, where automation and 
human agents work together rather than compete against 
one another.

The most successful organizations will likely be the ones 
that use AI to elevate the human experience, both for cus-
tomers and employees.

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO PREVENT AND MITIGATE 
BURNOUT?

A: Organizations need to move from reactive management 
to proactive workforce engagement. The best-performing 
contact centers are increasingly treating AX as a strategic 
business priority rather than simply an HR concern.

Telltale signs of burnout and how they can be 
detected early

Some early indicators include:

•	 Declining customer sentiment.

•	 Reduced empathy during interactions.

•	 Increased absenteeism.

•	 Repetitive policy violations.

•	 Lower engagement scores.

•	 Higher attrition risk.

•	 Signs of emotional fatigue during conversations.

You may be tracking all of this, but do you have all the data 
you need, and can you make improvements based on it?  

Traditional quality management (QM) approaches often 
miss these warning signs because they only evaluate a tiny 
percentage (3%) of calls, as it has historically been cost and 
time prohibitive to QA more than that. 

Older QM programs created distrust because supervisors 
were making judgments based on extremely limited samples.

What are the best methods and tools to respond?

There’s no silver bullet. One method, one tool, will not help. 
You have to implement multiple techniques to improve out-
comes. They don’t need to happen all at once – that’s very 
difficult and time-intensive to do. 

Here are several areas to poke at:

•	 Deliver personalized coaching rather than generic feedback.

"BURNOUT IS NOT SIMPLY 
ABOUT WORKLOAD. IT IS  
INCREASINGLY TIED TO 
WHETHER AGENTS FEEL  
EMPOWERED, SUPPORTED, 
INFORMED, AND SUCCESSFUL 
IN THEIR ROLES."

https://www.frost.com/growth-opportunity-news/information-communications-technology/contact-center-solutions/the-future-of-contact-centers-a-blended-workforce-with-ai-and-human-agents/
https://www.successkpi.com/
https://www.successkpi.com/
https://successkpi.com/call-center-analytics/
https://successkpi.com/call-center-analytics/
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FEATURE

•	 Provide better real-time agent assistance during interactions.

•	 Support flexible scheduling and intraday workforce man-
agement (WFM).

•	 Create better knowledge management systems.

•	 Enable voice-of-employee programs.

•	 Assess more with AI-assisted QM.

This last one is important and could be a game-changer. Or-
ganizations should use AI not only to monitor agents but to 
understand the operational environment as a whole, includ-
ing emerging customer issues, process problems, and training 
deficiencies; it’s not always the agent. 

There are plenty of organizational issues that could be 
leading to emotionally charged, difficult conversations with 
little hope of a positive resolution. Agents want to help. Hu-
mans feel a sense of worth when they are able to accomplish 
their jobs. But struggling from call to call to help others can 
be draining. 

With AI-powered QM and conversation analytics with solu-
tions like SuccessKPI, companies can review 100% of interac-
tions instead of that small sample, allowing organizations to 
identify patterns, coaching needs, and emerging compliance 
risks in near real time.  

More data leads to a greater understanding of custom-
er and agent needs, which leads to improved training and 
coaching, ultimately benefiting both the agent and customer.

WHAT ARE YOUR BEST PRACTICES  
RECOMMENDATIONS TO CONTACT CENTER 
LEADERS TO ENSURE A PRODUCTIVE, ENGAGED, 
EMPOWERED, AND LOYAL AGENT WORKFORCE, 
ESPECIALLY IN THE AGE OF AI?

A:

Treat AX as a strategic KPI
Organizations should begin measuring and managing AX with 
the same seriousness traditionally applied to CX metrics.

Invest in coaching and personalized development
Generic coaching is becoming obsolete. AI now enables more 
individualized training, contextual feedback, and targeted 
performance improvement plans. If it’s helpful, AI or not, 
agents will accept it.

Listen to the voice of the employee
Agents often know exactly where operational friction exists. 
Successful organizations actively incorporate agent feedback 
into technology deployment and process design.

Automate intelligently, not aggressively
Not every interaction should be automated. Organizations 
must carefully determine which tasks are appropriate for AI 
and where human empathy remains essential.

Use AI to augment, not replace
The most effective AI deployments reduce cognitive over-
load, eliminate repetitive work, surface knowledge faster, 
and provide real-time guidance. AI should help agents feel 
more confident and capable.

Modernize QM
AI-driven QM allows organizations to evaluate all customer 
interactions instead of relying on tiny samples. This creates 
more accurate coaching, better operational visibility, and 
greater trust between agents and leadership.

Pace change carefully
Don’t overwhelm employees with too much information or 
too many simultaneous changes. AI adoption works best 
when companies introduce improvements incrementally and 
support employees throughout the transition.

Ultimately, the future contact center will depend on a careful 
balance between advanced automation and human-centered 
management. 

Organizations that successfully combine AI-powered oper-
ational tools with empathy, coaching, flexibility, and empow-
erment will be best positioned to retain agents and deliver 
exceptional CXs.

Linda Harden is President and Founder of Pipeline Publishing 
Group and Contact Center Pipeline magazine.

"ORGANIZATIONS THAT  
SUCCESSFULLY COMBINE 
AI-POWERED OPERATIONAL 
TOOLS WITH EMPATHY,  
COACHING, FLEXIBILITY, AND 
EMPOWERMENT WILL BE BEST 
POSITIONED TO RETAIN AGENTS 
AND DELIVER EXCEPTIONAL CXs."



Workforce Management in
the Age of AI: 2026 CX Market Report

For the first time, DMG Consulting is making a full market 
report available, at no cost to support organizations evaluating 
WFM platforms, modernizing their operations, or planning next 
generation workforce strategies. 

Contact Center Pipeline readers, download your 
complimentary copy of the report: Workforce Management in 
the Age of AI: 2026 CX Market.

DOWNLOAD 
THE REPORT

Complimentary WFM
Market Report for the
Contact Center Pipeline 
Community
Courtesy:
DMG Consulting

https://www.dmgconsult.com/workforce-management-in-the-age-of-ai-2026-cx-market-report/

DMG Consulting just released 
the Workforce Management in 
the Age of AI: 2026 CX Market 
Report, an independent 
analysis of the workforce 
management (WFM) market as 
AI reshapes contact centers. 
The report provides a clear, 
forward looking assessment of 
emerging capabilities, market 
trends, vendor offerings, and 
the forces redefining modern 
CX operations. 

Report by DMG Consulting

New Research!

https://www.dmgconsult.com/free-reports/workforce-management-in-the-age-of-ai-2026-cx-market-report/
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AVERAGE HANDLE TIME 
VS. HUMAN TIME

FINDING THE RIGHT BALANCE IN THE CX AGE.

In today's call and contact centers, 
agents are caught in the middle of a 
quiet - but constant - tug-of-war.
Leadership wants faster calls, tighter 

metrics, and improved efficiency. Cus-
tomers want patience, empathy, and 
solutions. Agents are expected to de-
liver both: all while navigating complex 
systems, expanding queues, and per-
formance metrics that rarely reflect the 
realities of the work.

But the issue isn't that agents are 
spending too much time with custom-
ers. The real problem is where that time 
is being spent.

In this three-part series, I’ve explored 
how contact centers can reduce average 
handle time (AHT) without rushing ei-
ther the customer or the agent.

•	 Part 1 focused on removing customer 
friction before the call.

•	 Part 2 examined agent performance 
strategies and in-call support.

BY MARK PEREIRA

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

•	 Part 3 (this article) looks at staffing, 
tools, and leadership choices, and 
brings the conversation to a close. 

COACH’S CORNER
PART 3

TOOLS AND PROCESSES CAN SUPPORT 
AGENTS. BUT THE WRONG HIRING  
DECISIONS WILL UNDERMINE THE 
BEST-DESIGNED OPERATION.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Article/average-handle-time-vs-human-time-part-1
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Article/average-handle-time-vs-human-time-part-2
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
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COACH’S CORNER
STAFFING STRATEGY
Having the right number of agents with 
the right mix of skills plays a critical role 
in both handle time and customer expe-
rience (CX). As more centers move to hy-
brid or fully remote models, the talent 
pool has expanded.

1.	 ATTITUDE OFTEN MATTERS 
MORE

When hiring, it is almost always more 
important to select applicants who 
have the right attitudes than the best 
technical skills. 

Agents who can remain calm, curious, 
and customer-focused during high call 
volumes, system outages, and/or emo-
tionally charged interactions are far 
better equipped to deliver consistent 
CXs compared with the most highly 
skilled agents. 

Tools and processes can support agents. 
But the wrong hiring decisions will un-
dermine the best-designed operation.

2.	 LANGUAGE NEEDS
Many U.S. customers, and certain-
ly those calling from other countries, 
speak or are more comfortable in 
speaking languages other than English, 
notably Spanish.

Spanish is a common enough skill set, 
but there may be insufficient numbers of 
agents who can speak it in the call center.

While interpretation services for this 
language and others are a valuable in-
vestment in accessibility to serve cus-
tomers with different needs, they fre-
quently double - or even triple - call 
lengths. That is  due to the time required 
to locate and brief the interpreters and 
for call interpretation.

It's not realistic to staff for every lan-
guage your customers speak. However, 
centers can analyze call data to identify 
the top two/three non-English languages 
and hire multilingual agents accordingly. 

When customers can communicate 
directly with agents in their preferred 
language, calls move faster, misunder-
standings are reduced, and resolution 
rates improve.

While automated AI-based interpre-
tation and real-time applications show 
promise and will continue to improve, 
they still struggle with accents, emo-
tion, industry-specific terminology, and 
poor audio quality. 

For now, they should be viewed as as-
sistive tools: not replacements for mul-
tiingual talent in complex interactions, 
such as explaining why a medical claim 
won’t pay or the purpose of the charges 
on a person’s credit card, to name a few.

3.	 ACCOUNTING FOR DEMAND 
FLUCTUATIONS IS VITAL

Even the strongest workforce manage-
ment (WFM) teams can't predict ev-
ery spike in volume caused by product 
launches, billing cycles, outages, or sea-
sonal trends.

Building flexibility into the staff-
ing model - through part-time agents, 
temporary staff, or vetted gig workers 
- helps centers scale up without over-
committing long term. 

A flexible staffing model can help or-
ganizations respond to unpredictable 
call volumes without compromising 
service levels. I discuss these strategies 
more extensively in “Tapping Into Staff-
ing Alternatives”.

I believe there is a balance to strike. 
Overstaffing leads to disengagement 
and inefficiency. Understaffing is far 
worse: driving longer queues, higher 
handle times, rushed interactions, and 
agent burnout. 

Sustainable efficiency comes from 
staffing to demand while preserving 
the agent's ability to focus, think, and 
resolve issues well.

AI NOTE-TAKING AND CALL 
SUMMARIES
Automated transcription and summari-
zation can save agents valuable wrap-up 
time and improve documentation quality. 

However, these tools are not with-
out risk. When AI mishears words, mis-
understands context, is affected by 
background noise or a poor phone con-
nection, or generates incomplete sum-
maries, agents and QA teams are left 
correcting errors after the fact.

Here are two posts that caught my eye, 
and I decided to share:

•	 “The customer said they were 'upset 
about late fees.'”

	 The AI summary said they were 'excit-
ed about fee opportunities.'”

•	 “Customer name: 'Juan Martinez.'

	 AI notes: 'One Martian is calling claim 
filing.'"

Used responsibly, AI note-taking reduc-
es cognitive load. But if used carelessly, 
it creates downstream work. Further, I 
would suggest using such tools to help 
agents but ensure they are always able 
to review, edit, and correct AI-generated 
notes.

REAL-TIME PROMPTS AND 
WHISPERS
Guided AI-driven real-time prompts 
and agent whispers hold real promise: 
especially for newer agents or complex, 
high-risk interactions. 

In theory, having guidance appear at 
the right moment can reduce hesita-
tion, prevent errors, and shorten handle 
times. But in practice, agent feedback 
tells a more nuanced story.

Across online agent communities, 
one theme repeatedly emerges: timing 
matters.

When prompts appear at the wrong 
moment - mid-sentence or during active 
listening - they don't help. They distract.

BUILDING FLEXIBILITY INTO THE 
STAFFING MODEL...HELPS  
CENTERS SCALE UP WITHOUT 
OVERCOMMITTING LONG TERM. 

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
https://blog.contactcenterpipeline.com/2024/07/tapping-into-staffing-alternatives/
https://blog.contactcenterpipeline.com/2024/07/tapping-into-staffing-alternatives/
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•	 Focus on clarity, not constant in-
struction.

The goal isn't to tell agents how to 
think: it's to give them the information 
they need faster, while also providing 
gentle nudges to improve call quality.

CONCLUSION: AHT IS A  
MEASURE: NOT THE MISSION
AHT should never be viewed in isolation. 
When leaders focus on a single metric, 
something else almost always pays the 
price. A narrow, laser-focused push to 
reduce AHT can unintentionally lower 
FCR, drive repeat calls, and ultimately 
damage CSAT. Faster calls don't always 
mean better calls.

The real opportunity lies in looking 
at performance holistically. Balanced 
metric analysis is essential when im-
proving AHT. 

In “Using Data to Improve Perfor-
mance”, I discuss how data interpreta-
tion can uncover hidden drivers behind 
service inefficiencies. Because when 
metrics are reviewed together - and 
supported by clean, reliable data - pat-
terns begin to emerge. 

Analytics tools like Power BI can help 
visualize trends, while AI can quickly and 
cost-effectively identify recurring issues 
or friction points. Outliers and data errors 
- such as days when AHT spikes to unreal-
istic levels - must be addressed first. 

For organizations with the budget, an 
external consultant can provide a valu-
able, objective review and uncover blind 
spots internal teams may miss.

And when used correctly, data becomes a 
powerful driver of improvement. It can:

•	 Highlight frequently asked ques-
tions that belong in FAQs, scripts, or 
self-service channels. 

•	 Reveal gaps in training.

•	 Inform better knowledge article  
creation.

•	 Strengthen AI chatbot responses.

•	 Improve WFM forecasts.

•	 And even influence smarter hiring 
decisions.

In short, data should guide design: not 
just for reporting purposes.

Coaching also plays a critical role in 
sustainably improving handle time. 
I've seen firsthand how minor, person-
alized adjustments can make a mean-
ingful difference. 

In one case, an agent struggling with 
AHT wasn't lacking skill: she needed 
better organization. By helping her 
prep systems in advance, use her mon-
itors more effectively, and organize her 
most-used resources, her handle time 
improved naturally.

In another case, an agent needed 
support with call control when working 
with particularly talkative callers. With 
targeted coaching, practical techniques, 
and thoughtful short videos and team 
chat tips, she didn't just improve; she 
became a resource for her colleagues.

These experiences reinforce an essen-
tial truth: AHT improves when agents are 
supported, not pressured.

Ultimately, reducing handle time isn't 
about pushing agents to work faster. 
It's about removing friction, designing 
smarter processes, providing the right 
tools, and coaching with intention. 

When centers strike the right balance 
between efficiency, CX and agent ex-
perience (AX), AHT doesn't need to be 
forced; it improves naturally as a by-
product of doing the work better.

Efficiency and empathy are not oppo-
sites. When done right, they move for-
ward together.

COACH’S CORNER

Mark Pereira is a certified Trainer and experienced 
On-Site Supervisor specializing in boosting 
retention and productivity through proven 
teaching methods. With an academic background 
in Business and Innovative Education, he provides 
coaching to agents with empathy and skill. He 
stays up-to-date with industry developments 
from his base in Indianapolis, Indiana.

As one agent humorously put it, “it 
can feel like being coached in real time 
while already on stage.”

The challenge isn't the idea of 
prompts: it's how they're delivered.

Used thoughtfully, prompts and whis-
pers can be valuable, by:

•	 Guiding newer agents through unfa-
miliar scenarios.

•	 Supporting complex or regulated 
interactions.

•	 Bringing up reminders that prevent 
compliance issues.

But prompts and whispers get in the 
way when they: 

•	 Appear too frequently or at the 
wrong moments.

•	 State the obvious ("Acknowledge 
customer frustration").

•	 Conflict with policy or performance 
expectations.

•	 Remove the agents’ sense of control.

The most effective implementations treat 
AI prompts and whispers as assistive 
guides, not as supervisors micro-manag-
ing agents. In that use they: 

•	 Allow agents to mute or turn off 
prompts when needed.

•	 Adjust prompt frequencies and vol-
ume based on experience level.

...AHT 
DOESN'T NEED 
TO BE FORCED; 
IT IMPROVES 
NATURALLY AS 
A BYPRODUCT 
OF DOING THE 
WORK BETTER.

https://blog.contactcenterpipeline.com/2024/04/using-data-to-improve-performance/
https://blog.contactcenterpipeline.com/2024/04/using-data-to-improve-performance/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/marknick/
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THESE DAYS IT’S HARD TO TELL whether the CX advice you’re reading is expert insight, a sales pitch, or written 
by an algorithm at 2 a.m. Like all of our content, the Contact Center Pipeline blog is written by real people: 
experienced contact center and customer service professionals who’ve been in the trenches and share 
practical guidance for real-world challenges. There’s value in partner perspectives too—but we’re always 
transparent and clearly label where our content comes from, giving you the full 
picture so you can decide for yourself – blog.contactcenterpipeline.com

GET THE ANSWERS YOU CAN TRUST

Operations
Strategy

All Access
People

Technology

Find almost anything
Real Answers for Real CX Questions

blog.contactcenterpipeline.com

https://blog.contactcenterpipeline.com/
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WHY SWITCH TO PROACTIVE 
FROM REACTIVE?

RETHINKING CONTACT CENTER STRATEGY.

For decades, contact centers have 
operated primarily in reactive 
mode. A customer encounters a 
problem, reaches out for help, and 

the service team responds. 
While this model still dominates many 

operations, it increasingly clashes with 
modern customer expectations.

Today’s customers expect companies 
to know them, anticipate their needs, 
and resolve issues before they escalate. 
That shift—from reactive service to pro-
active engagement—is redefining the 
role of the contact center.

Increasingly, AI and predictive ana-
lytics are making it possible, as well as 
creating a few challenges along the way. 
Smart contact center leaders will rec-
ognize that we aren’t just anticipating 
these changes; they are already here.

THE END OF “WAIT FOR THE 
COMPLAINT”
Traditional support models focus on 
managing incoming volume: calls, emails, 
chats, and tickets. But the most advanced 
organizations are using data to prevent 
many of those contacts in the first place.

BY JEANNIE WALTERS, CCXP, CSP, EXPERIENCE INVESTIGATORS

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

Predictive analytics allows contact 
centers to analyze historical interaction 
data, behavioral signals, and operation-
al metrics to anticipate customer needs 
and potential issues. 

By combining AI, machine learning, 
and customer data platforms, organi-
zations can forecast service demand, 
identify at-risk customers, and trigger 
proactive outreach.

STRATEGY

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
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STRATEGY
As examples, predictive systems can:

•	 Forecast spikes in call volume and 
adjust staffing in advance.

•	 Identify customers who are likely to 
churn based on interaction patterns.

•	 Alert agents when customers may 
need support before they contact the 
company.

According to McKinsey (cited by Worx-
pertise), organizations adopting predic-
tive customer support have reported 
efficiency improvements of up to 30% and 
a reduction in average wait times of 20%. 

Further, research studies by Deloitte 
(also cited by Worxpertise) found 88% 
of contact centers leveraging predictive 
analytics report significant improve-
ments in customer satisfaction.

The goal is simple: resolve issues be-
fore the customer experiences friction.

AI AGENTS: WHERE  
AUTOMATION WORKS BEST
As predictive insights grow, so does the 
role of automation.

AI agents, sometimes called virtual 
agents or conversational bots, are now 
capable of handling many high-volume 
customer interactions. These systems 
can answer common questions, provide 
order updates, troubleshoot basic is-
sues, and route customers to the right 
human agents.

But the most effective deployments 
treat AI as a complement to human ser-
vice rather than a replacement.

AI works best when it:

•	 Handles routine requests.

•	 Provides 24/7 availability for simple 
support.

•	 Routes customers to the right  
resource.

•	 Assists human agents with real-time 
insights.

Many organizations are also deploying 
AI agent-assist tools, which analyze 
conversations in real time and provide 
agents with knowledge suggestions, 
summaries, and next-best actions.

The results? Faster resolution and re-
duced cognitive load for agents: with-
out removing the human element from 
complex interactions.

THE TRUST CHALLENGE IN  
PROACTIVE OUTREACH
While proactive service has clear ben-
efits, it faces a new obstacle: customer 
trust. With fraud and scam attempts 
rising globally, many consumers hes-
itate to answer calls, texts, or emails, 
even when they come from legitimate 
companies. 

A proactive outreach strategy must ad-
dress this concern directly. Organizations 
are increasingly using tools such as:

•	 Branded caller identification

•	 Verified SMS messaging

•	 Secure in-app notifications

•	 Authenticated customer portals

Just as important, companies must re-
spect communication preferences and 
clearly explain why they’re reaching out.

Proactive service works best when cus-
tomers feel confident the message is le-
gitimate and valuable.

B2B VS. B2C: HOW  
PROACTIVE CONTACT 
STRATEGIES DIFFER

Proactive customer engagement looks 
different depending on who you're serving. 
Here's how the strategy shifts between 
business-to-business (B2B) and busi-
ness-to-consumer (B2C) environments:

Relationship depth 
•	 B2C organizations manage millions of 

individual customers, making AI-driven 
segmentation and automation essential to 
scale proactive touchpoints.

•	 B2B relationships involve fewer, higher-val-
ue accounts with named contacts and ded-
icated support teams. Proactive outreach is 
more personalized and account-specific. 

Predictive signals
•	 In B2C, behavioral data—purchase history, 

app activity, support volume—drives 
predictive models. 

•	 In B2B, signals are more relation-
ship-based: contract milestones, usage 
patterns, renewal timelines, and stake-
holder engagement levels all inform when 
proactive outreach is warranted.

Communication channels
•	 B2C customers are typically reached 

through SMS, email, app notifications, and 
automated voice.

•	 B2B outreach relies more heavily on direct 
account manager contact, email, and 
scheduled check-ins through CRM-trig-
gered workflows.

Stakes and timing
•	 A B2C churn event may involve one customer. 

•	 A B2B churn event can mean losing an entire 
account worth significant recurring revenue, 
making early intervention even more critical.

The common thread: in both models,  
proactive outreach must be relevant, timely, 
and trusted. The technologies differ, but 
the principle does not.

BOX

...ORGANIZATIONS 
CAN FORECAST  
SERVICE DEMAND,  
IDENTIFY AT-RISK 
CUSTOMERS, AND 
TRIGGER  
PROACTIVE  
OUTREACH.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
https://worxpertise.com/predictive-analytics-in-contact-centers-forecasting-demand-and-optimizing-resources/
https://worxpertise.com/predictive-analytics-in-contact-centers-forecasting-demand-and-optimizing-resources/
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STRATEGY

BUILDING THE PROACTIVE  
CONTACT CENTER
Moving to a proactive service model re-
quires more than new technology. It re-
quires a shift in mindset. Organizations 
must rethink the purpose of the contact 
center: from resolving problems to pre-
venting them.

Key capabilities include:

Unified customer data. Predictive in-
sights rely on combining CRM data, in-
teraction history, behavioral signals, and 
operational metrics.

Cross-channel visibility. Customers in-
teract through voice, chat, messaging, 
and digital platforms. Proactive service 
requires understanding the entire journey.

Operational forecasting. Predictive 
models can anticipate interaction volume 
and customer needs, allowing teams to 
prepare in advance.

Agent empowerment. Agents must 
have access to real-time insights and 
tools that enable them to act proactive-
ly rather than reactively. 

In many organizations, this transfor-
mation turns the contact center from 
a cost center into a strategic source of 
customer insight.

THE STRATEGIC OPPORTUNITY
Contact centers remain one of the rich-
est sources of customer intelligence in-
side any organization. Every interaction 
reveals information about expectations, 
friction points, and unmet needs.

Predictive analytics and AI are simply 
making that intelligence usable in real 
time. Instead of waiting for the next 
complaint, companies can identify pat-
terns, intervene earlier, and design ex-
periences that prevent issues from hap-
pening at all.

That shift—from reactive service to 
proactive engagement—may be one of 
the most important evolutions in the 
future of customer experience (CX) for 
contact centers. 

Jeannie Walters, CCXP, CSP, is the founder and 
CEO of Experience Investigators and author of 
“Experience Is Everything: Making Every Moment 
Count in the Age of Customer Expectations.” She 
is an international keynote speaker recognized as 
one of the customer experience industry's most 
influential voices.

ORGANIZATIONS MUST RETHINK 
THE PURPOSE OF THE CONTACT  
CENTER: FROM RESOLVING  
PROBLEMS TO PREVENTING THEM.

http://experienceiseverythingbook.com/
http://experienceiseverythingbook.com/
http://www.humannumbers.com/
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MOVING AI AGENTS FROM 
PILOT TO PRODUCTION

A PLAYBOOK FOR DEPLOYING THEM AT SCALE.

The hardest part of deploying AI 
agents in a contact center isn’t 
the technology. It’s the moment 
when a successful pilot fails to 

translate into production.
I’ve seen that moment from both sides. 

At Autodesk, I inherited a large customer 
service organization with CSAT in the low 
80s and led it to an industry-high 95%. 

That result didn’t come from technol-
ogy alone. It came from prioritizing cus-
tomer experience (CX) first and letting 
efficiency follow. 

The leaders who succeed will be those 
who move deliberately from pilot to 
production, treating AI agents as strate-
gic assets, not cost levers.

This article is that playbook with 
these five steps to follow. 

STEP 1: REJECT DEFLECTION; 
ADOPT ENHANCEMENT  
STRATEGIES.
Most AI contact center deployments 
begin with a deflection goal: to keep 
customers away from human agents as 
long as possible. Containment rate be-
comes the North Star. Every interaction 
resolved without human involvement is 
counted as a win.

This framing is flawed. Deflection opti-
mizes for the cost of the interaction. But 
enhancement optimizes for the outcome 
the customer needs. 

BY REDDY MALLIDI, J&R CONSULTING

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

AI AGENTS

THE GAP  
BETWEEN A 
SUCCESSFUL 
PILOT AND A 
FAILED  
PRODUCTION 
ROLLOUT IS 
USUALLY A 
MEASUREMENT 
PROBLEM. 
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Towards reaching a 95% CSAT score at 
Autodesk, we mapped every category of 
customer contact and asked these ques-
tions: “How can we reduce customer fric-
tion?" and "Where can automation deliv-
er value while maximizing CX?” 

For many high-volume, low-com-
plexity contacts, such as order status, 
account updates, and basic trouble-
shooting, AI can deliver faster, better 
experiences than routing customers to 
queues and waiting for humans. 

But for anything involving escalating 
frustration, account risk, or complex 
multi-system issues, the human touch 
is critical. 

The deployment question should be: 
“Where does AI create a genuinely bet-
ter experience and where does it create 
friction that we are willing to accept 
because it reduces cost?” That second 
category should be small and it should 
be called out in your planning process.

Klarna’s own CEO eventually put it 
plainly: the key distinction in custom-
er satisfaction lies in the type of task. 
Basic tasks are often handled more ef-
ficiently by AI. Complex problems still 
require human interaction (CX Today).

That insight should have been the 
starting point, not the lesson learned 18 
months and a public reversal later.

STEP 2: SEGMENT YOUR INTER-
ACTION PORTFOLIO BEFORE 
WRITING A SINGLE USE CASE.
Before deploying any AI agent, you need 
a clear map (see FIGURE) of customer 
interactions. Segment them across two 
dimensions: interaction complexity and 
emotional intensity.

•	 Low complexity, low emotion. These 
are your best AI candidates: password 
resets, order status, balance inqui-
ries, appointment scheduling, basic 
policy lookups. The customer wants 
speed and accuracy, not empathy. AI 
can outperform humans here when 
implemented well.

•	 Low complexity, high emotion. 
Proceed with care. A billing dispute is 
technically simple, but the customer 
calling about it may be stressed or at 
risk of churn. AI can start the interac-
tion, but the escalation path to a hu-
man should be frictionless and swift. 

	 Klarna’s AI chatbot took up to 20  
seconds to answer simple FAQs,  
not to mention the runarounds  
afterwards. That latency alone  
destroyed the experience.

•	 High complexity, low emotion. AI can 
assist but should not lead. Agents with 
AI co-pilot tools, such as real-time 
knowledge surfacing, case summari-
zation, or next-best-action prompts, 
perform measurably better here than 
either AI alone or unaided humans.

•	 High complexity, high emotion. This 
is a human-first zone. Customers in 
financial distress, experiencing prod-
uct failures with downstream conse-
quences, or navigating multi-channel 
escalations need a skilled, empathetic 
agent who can reason through a 
tricky situation. 

	 No current AI agent does this well, 
and attempting to automate these 
interactions is where CX is severely 
compromised, leading to customer 
churn. This segmentation is not a one-
time exercise. As AI capabilities evolve 
and your interaction mix shifts, revisit 
and revise it. 

STEP 3: DEFINE WHAT  
“PRODUCTION-READY” MEANS 
BEFORE PILOTING.
The gap between a successful pilot and 
a failed production rollout is usually a 
measurement problem. Pilots optimize 
for what’s easy to track: containment, 
handle time, deflection. Production is 
judged on what actually matters: cus-
tomer satisfaction, repeat contacts, re-
tention, lifetime value.

That misalignment is fixable, but only 
if you define production success before 
you begin the pilot. This requires early 
alignment across Finance, CX, and Op-
erations on the metrics that will govern 
scale decisions.

Four thresholds should determine wheth-
er an AI agent is ready for production.

FI
GU

RE

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
https://www.cxtoday.com/contact-center/klarnas-ai-merry-go-round-enough-to-put-anyones-head-in-a-spin/
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•	 CSAT parity. AI interactions must 
meet or exceed human baseline  
CSAT for the same use case. This is 
non-negotiable.

•	 Repeat contact below baseline. If 
customers come back more often af-
ter interacting with AI, the system is 
deferring problems, not solving them.

•	 Controlled escalation rates. Every 
AI-to-human handoff carries cost and 
friction. Track escalation by inter-
action type. Rising rates signal poor 
scoping or routing.

•	 Seamless human fallback. Customers 
must be able to reach a human quickly 
and without losing context. In practice, 
many interactions will still require this 
handoff, often at critical moments.

Gartner estimates that by 2029, agentic 
AI will resolve 80% of common service 
issues autonomously, reducing costs 
by 30% (Gartner, March 2025). Getting 
there isn’t a single leap. It requires dis-
ciplined, iterative expansion where each 
deployment earns the right to scale.

STEP 4: GOVERN YOUR AI 
AGENTS LIKE MANAGING YOUR 
BEST EMPLOYEES.
When I managed large customer service 
orgs at ADP and Autodesk, we did not 
deploy a new rep into a live customer 
interaction without training, quality 
monitoring, escalation protocols, and 
coaching feedback loops.

AI agents deserve the same governance 
structure, or an even more rigorous one, 
because they operate at a scale and speed 
no individual human agent can match.

Governance in practice means four things:

•	 Behavioral guardrails. Define 
explicitly what your AI agents are au-
thorized to do, say, and offer. Define 
what they are not. 

	 AI agents that stray outside their 
defined scope, providing inaccurate 
information or handling interaction 
types they were not trained for, will 
create liability and erode trust at scale.

•	 Quality reviews. Sample AI-handled 
interactions the same way you sam-
ple human agent interactions. Score 
them on the same rubric.

•	 Feedback loops into retraining. 
Unlike traditional software, AI agents 
learn and improve when their failures 
are fed back into the model. This 
requires a process: someone reviews 
queues, analyzes escalation patterns, 
and model updates are tested before 
redeployment.

•	 Human supervisor visibility. Super-
visors need real-time dashboards 
showing AI agent performance along-
side human agent performance. Both 
human and AI should be managed 
with the same operational rigor, not 
as separate domains. 

The organizations that are getting 
AI right are building an AI workforce 
management (WFM) discipline inside 
their contact center operations. It is 
not glamorous. But it is what sepa-
rates a sustainable deployment from a 
high-profile reversal.

STEP 5: BRING YOUR HUMAN 
AGENTS INTO THE DEPLOY-
MENT, NOT THE AFTERMATH.
One of the most consistent findings in 
recent research is that contact center 
agents are more open to AI than lead-
ership assumes. 

Research from Cresta found that 
65% of agents want real-time AI sug-
gestions during customer interactions. 
Organizations that reduced new agent 
onboarding time by 50%-plus did so by 
embedding AI assistance into the train-
ing process.

The agents who will thrive in an AI-aug-
mented contact center are the ones who 
can handle the interactions AI cannot: 
the complex, the emotional, the novel, 
the high-stakes. Your AI deployment is a 
talent strategy and should be managed 
as such, like the following:  

•	 Bring agents into the pilot. Ask them 
where AI is helping and where it is 
creating friction. Their feedback is often 
the earliest signal that something is 
wrong with routing logic or scope defi-
nition: signals that would normally take 
weeks to show up in your CSAT scores.

•	 Be honest with your team about 
what AI deployment means for their 
roles. Define what human agents will 
be responsible for as AI takes on more 
volume. Invest in building those capa-
bilities and not on attrition to resolve 
the equation.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF 
POOR AI DEPLOYMENT

To deliver outstanding results with AI, 
companies must prioritize customer 
experience first and pursue efficiency 
second. Too many deployments today 
reverse that order, leading to bad 
consequences.

Klarna is a well-known example. After 
replacing 700 agents with an AI assis-
tant the company claimed delivered 
human-equivalent quality, it later ac-
knowledged that it had “gone too far,” 
with cost becoming “too predominant” 
and quality suffering, leading to a qui-
et rehiring of human staff (CX Dive). 

Salesforce similarly reduced its 
support workforce while reporting 
cost gains from AI but left open the 
question of long-term customer trust 
and retention (CNBC). 

These are not isolated cases. They re-
flect a broader pattern: intense pressure 
to demonstrate fast AI ROI, often mea-
sured through headcount reduction. 

But contact center agents are more 
than cost centers. They are the last 
human connection a customer has at 
the moment they need help most.

BOX

AI AGENTS

https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2025-03-05-gartner-predicts-agentic-ai-will-autonomously-resolve-80-percent-of-common-customer-service-issues-without-human-intervention-by-20290
https://www.customerexperiencedive.com/news/klarna-reinvests-human-talent-customer-service-AI-chatbot/747586/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/09/02/salesforce-ceo-confirms-4000-layoffs-because-i-need-less-heads-with-ai.html
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THE AGENTS WHO WILL THRIVE IN 
AN AI-AUGMENTED CONTACT CENTER 
ARE THE ONES WHO CAN HANDLE THE 
INTERACTIONS AI CANNOT: THE  
COMPLEX, THE EMOTIONAL, THE 
NOVEL, THE HIGH-STAKES. 

AI AGENTS

PUTTING THE PLAYBOOK IN 
PRACTICE
The pressure to deploy AI agents at 
speed is real. A Gartner survey found 
that 77% of customer service and sup-
port leaders are feeling it from their 
own senior executives (Gartner, October 
2025). The pressure will only intensify as 
agentic AI capabilities expand.

But the leaders who will succeed are the 
ones who defined their customer in-
teraction portfolio before they defined 
their use cases:

•	 Who set production-readiness thresh-
olds before they ran their pilots?

•	 Who governed their AI agents with 
the same rigor they applied to their 
human workforce?

•	 Who brought their teams along rather 
than presenting them with a fait 
accompli?

The Klarna story (see BOX) is instructive 
because the reversal was avoidable. The 
cost savings were real. The quality de-
terioration was also real. A more delib-

erate deployment strategy would have 
captured most of the former while pre-
venting most of the latter.

The goal is not to choose between cost 
efficiency and customer experience. The 
goal is to deploy AI agents in a way that 
delivers both.

The Gartner survey cited above con-
firms where AI deployments should be 
focused. The highest-value use cases are 
agent assist, self-service, operations au-
tomation, and agentic AI, not, and in my 
view, mass agent elimination.

I spent years driving toward that 95% 
CSAT score at Autodesk by treating every 
customer interaction as a signal worth 
listening to. AI agents do not change 
that discipline. They scale it, if you gov-
ern them well enough to let them. 

The technology is ready. The question is 
whether your deployment strategy is.

Reddy Mallidi is Chief AI Officer & COO at J&R 
Consulting and author of Leading With AI Agents 
(#1 Amazon Bestseller) and AI Unleashed. A former 
operations and technology executive at Autodesk, 
ADP, and Intel, he advises Fortune 2000 companies 
on AI strategy, implementation, and governance.

This month, Mark shares Part 3 of his 
Coaching series, Average Handle Time 

vs. Human Time. Don’t Miss Part 1, 
published in the May issue and 

Part 2, published in the June issue.

https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2025-10-08-gartner-says-the-most-valuable-ai-use-cases-for-customer-service-and-support-fall-into-four-areas
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2025-10-08-gartner-says-the-most-valuable-ai-use-cases-for-customer-service-and-support-fall-into-four-areas
https://reddymallidi.com/
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Article/average-handle-time-vs-human-time-part-1
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Article/average-handle-time-vs-human-time-part-2
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Customer interactions can be likened to railroad cars in 
a train being pulled by a locomotive. Each interaction, 
like the train, is on a journey, and each customer has a 
destination, like the cars that are carrying the products.

On locomotive-powered trains, couplers or drawbars enable 
the railroad cars to move forward by transmitting the energy 
from the locomotive(s) propulsion systems. Contact centers 
perform a similar function with customer interactions. The 
agents (human and now AI) pull the customers along.

But how the trains and contact centers perform depends 
on many factors: like the power of the companies that are 
moving them, operational environments, and the tightness 
of their connections. They share the challenges of avoiding 
splitting apart or, worse yet, derailments.

To find out how the customer interaction train is moving, 
to see how clear the track is, but also to look forward and 
respond to any troublesome issues, we had virtual conversa-
tions with our panel of industry supplier experts. They are: 

•	 Sarita Fernandes, Vice President, Product Management, 
Avaya

•	 Lisa Orford, Global Vice President, Product Management, 
Contact Center, 8x8

•	 Sarika Prasad, Director, Product Marketing, Five9  

KEEPING THE CUSTOMER  
INTERACTION TRAIN ON TRACK

CONNECTING THE CUSTOMERS

AI IS NOW HELPING CUSTOMERS  
MOVE FORWARD.

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE IMAGES

BY BRENDAN READ, CONTACT CENTER PIPELINE; Q&A WITH EXPERT PANEL

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
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WHAT CHANGES, TRENDS, AND DEVELOPMENTS 
HAVE YOU SEEN EMERGE OVER THE PAST 12 
MONTHS THAT IMPACT CUSTOMER CONTACT, 
AND WHAT ARE THEIR DRIVERS?

Over the past 12 months, customer contact has become much 
more dynamic. Organizations are moving away from fixed 
workflows and toward systems that can respond in real time, 
based on what’s happening in the interactions.

Customer expectations are a big driver. People expect 
companies to understand their histories, intent, and context 
across every channel. At the same time, enterprises are trying 
to connect fragmented systems and make faster decisions 
with better data.

As a result, customer interactions are becoming a much 
more valuable signal for each business. Each conversation re-
flects customer sentiment, intent, and the state of the rela-
tionships at that moment.

That shift is increasing demand for technologies that can 
work with live data. Approaches like model context proto-
col (MCP)-enabling platforms allow AI systems to access and 
act on real-time context, making interactions more relevant 
and responsive.

We’re also seeing more focus on how AI and human agents 
work together. The most effective models bring both into the 
same workflow, with AI supporting speed and scale while hu-
mans focus on judgment and customer experience (CX). 

This is what we call “tandem care”, a model of service 
where AI agents and human agents collaborate in real time, 
each amplifying the strengths of the other to improve out-
comes. 

This coordination allows for seamless transitions between 
self-service and human agent assistance, ensuring that full 
context and progress are preserved while delivering an ef-
fortless customer and employee experience.

The biggest shift I've seen is that customers have stopped 
being patient. They expect you to know who they are, re-
member what happened last time, and resolve their issues 
fast, regardless of which channel they're using. And when you 
can't deliver that, they leave. It's that simple.

What's driving it? AI has reset expectations. People have 
experienced genuinely helpful automated interactions, so 
now they hold every contact center to that standard. 

The organizations that are struggling most right now are 
the ones with fragmented systems; they can't deliver a con-
nected experience because their data is scattered across tools 
that don't talk to each other.

The contact center used to be a cost center you managed. 
Today it can make all the difference in a competitive market. 
The leaders who recognize that are investing in platforms 
that unify the CX. The ones who don't are losing customers 
to competitors who have.

Over the past year, contact centers have shifted from AI hype 
to operational reality. Teams are no longer just experimenting 
with AI. They are implementing it at scale and across the full 
customer journey.

AI solutions now go well beyond managing simple FAQs. 
They power intelligent triage, real-time quality management, 
and end-to-end self-service. Voice AI has matured dramati-
cally. Interactions that once felt robotic now feel fast, natural, 
and contextually aware. 

At the same time, younger customers are raising the bar. 
Customers expect AI-powered service as standard, with a 
clear path to a human agent when needed.

Yet technology alone is not enough. CX has become the de-
fining battleground for brand loyalty. 

•	 Businesses must create experiences that feel effortless, 
personal, and deeply human. 

•	 There is a growing recognition that AI must augment, not 
replace, human empathy. 

•	 Trust and governance around AI deployment are now 
boardroom priorities, not afterthoughts.

This shift is being driven by a fundamental change in mindset. 
Contact centers are a growth engine, not just an operational 
cost. When organizations get this balance right, combining 
smart automation with genuine human connection, they will 
not just resolve issues. They will build lifetime customer loyalty.

SARITA FERNANDES

SARIKA PRASAD

LISA ORFORD

CONNECTING THE CUSTOMERS

"AI HAS RESET EXPECTATIONS.  
PEOPLE HAVE EXPERIENCED  
GENUINELY HELPFUL AUTOMAT-
ED INTERACTIONS, SO NOW THEY 
HOLD EVERY CONTACT CENTER TO 
THAT STANDARD." 
			               -- LISA ORFORD
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WHAT IS THE STATE AND DIRECTION OF AI IN 
THE CONTACT CENTER? IS IT MATURE AND 
RELIABLE, OR DOES IT STILL HAVE ISSUES? ARE 
CONTACT CENTERS REALIZING BENEFITS FROM 
IT AND IF SO, WHERE? 

FURTHER, WHAT IS AI BEING USED  
PREDOMINANTLY FOR? ASSISTING LIVE AGENTS 
TO IMPROVE THE CX? OR TO DEFLECT AND/OR 
SHORTEN LIVE AGENT CONTACTS AND REDUCE 
THE NEED FOR STAFF?

SARITA FERNANDES:
AI is delivering real value today, especially in areas like agent 
assist, summarization, and automating routine interactions. 
Many organizations are already seeing improvements in effi-
ciency and productivity.

Where it still falls short is consistency. In a lot of environ-
ments, AI doesn’t have full visibility into the customers, the in-
teraction histories, or what’s happening across systems. When 
that context is missing, the outputs can feel disconnected.

That’s why more of the focus is shifting to how systems 
connect and share information in real time. With MCP, AI can 
access live, contextual data during the interactions, improv-
ing both accuracy and relevance. 

Contact center agents can now be more proactive with cus-
tomer responses, as they’re able to leverage the power of AI 
to easily access a vast array of data points, such as custom-
er profile and demographics, behavioral data, transactional 
data, and more. 

Right now, the most common use cases are clear. AI is help-
ing agents with real-time guidance and next best actions. 
It’s handling routine inquiries, directing requests to the right 
places, and turning conversations into structured data that 
the business can actually use and learn from over time.

As that happens, the connection between AI and human 
agents becomes more important. When both are working 
from the same context, transitions are smoother, and the ex-
perience stays consistent.

All of this also depends on having the right governance and 
data controls in place, so organizations can trust how AI op-
erates and how customer data is being used.

LISA ORFORD:
AI is delivering real value, but not universally and not by 
accident.

Where it works well: agent assistance. Real-time coaching, 
post-call summaries, and surfacing the right information at 
the right moments. Agents handle calls faster, with more con-
fidence, and customers feel the difference: faster resolution, 
less repetition, and fewer transfers.

Where AI falls flat is when organizations deploy it on frag-
mented infrastructure. A chatbot that doesn't know what 
happened on the phone last week isn't helpful; it's just an-
other thing customers have to work around. Those failures 
aren't AI problems; they're data problems.

The honest truth is AI will handle an increasing share of 
routine contacts. That's not a threat; it's an opportunity if 
you're prepared for it. 

It means live agents can focus on the interactions that ac-
tually benefit from human judgment and empathy. The con-
tact centers winning right now are the ones using AI to make 
human interactions better, not just to reduce headcount.

SARIKA PRASAD:
AI in the contact center is maturing quickly, reshaping how 
we know it today.  

AI is not just an automation process making back-office 
operations smoother; it is now a key business lever at the 
front lines of the customer CX journey. It’s highly effective 
at handling high-volume interactions, improving routing, and 
supporting agents with actionable insights in real-time. 

That said, adoption rate and meaningful value are not the 
same thing. While over 80% of contact centers have adopted 
AI, according to our 2025 Business Leaders CX report, many 
are still closing the gap between deployment and real oper-
ational impact. 

Unfortunately, urgency is outpacing readiness. Consequent-
ly, and not surprisingly, organizations rushing to implement 
without the right data infrastructure, integration maturity, 
or governance foundations are finding it difficult to scale be-
yond early pilots.

As AI continues to evolve, its usage is going to go much fur-
ther, becoming more mature, reliable, and more widely adopted, 
making automated CX operations more efficient and seamless. 

AI has multiple use cases within the contact center and 
across the CX journey, being most widely used to gather key 
information, quickly resolve routine tasks, and seamlessly 
route interactions to humans or other digital channels, when 
needed. So, organizations must get the implementation right 
to benefit.

"AS AI CONTINUES TO 
EVOLVE, ITS USAGE IS GO-
ING TO GO MUCH FURTHER, 
BECOMING MORE MATURE, 
RELIABLE, AND MORE 
WIDELY ADOPTED..." 
		         -- SARIKA PRASAD
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CONNECTING THE CUSTOMERS

The dominant model emerging is not AI replacing agents. It is 
automating where possible, with humans handling what matters 
most. AI handles volume. Humans handle value. Complex, emo-
tionally nuanced conversations remain firmly in human hands.

Finally, how contact centers measure success is shifting. 
Handle time gives way to Customer Effort Score, Net Promot-
er Score, and real-time sentiment as the metrics that truly 
reflect AI's impact on CX.

WHAT ARE YOUR RECOMMENDATIONS WHEN 
CHOOSING, DEPLOYING, AND USING INBOUND AND 
OUTBOUND CUSTOMER CONTACT APPLICATIONS?

SARITA FERNANDES:
The biggest thing is to look at how everything works togeth-
er, not just the individual tools, and to select a platform that’s 
open and does not lock you into a vendor.

A lot of organizations solve for specific use cases, but the 
systems don’t share context or connect well. That creates 
friction quickly, both for agents and customers.

Interoperability is key. Systems should be able to connect 
across channels, workflows, and AI models. Flexibility matters 
too, especially as the AI landscape continues to evolve. Sup-
porting both private and public models helps avoid having to 
start over later. 

Real-time context is another big factor. Applications per-
form better when they can understand what’s happening in 
the moment and adjust. More dynamic workflows tend to 
handle real-world variability better than rigid ones. 

It’s also important to think about how interaction data is 
used. Every conversation is a signal. When that data is cap-
tured and used effectively, it helps the business make better 
decisions and spot trends earlier.

On the operational side, AI and human agents should be 
working from the same information. Clear handoffs and shared 
context go a long way in keeping the experience consistent.

Finally, deployment flexibility and governance still matter. 
Most organizations are balancing cloud and on-prem envi-
ronments while meeting security and compliance require-
ments. The solution should support that without adding un-
necessary complexity.

If those pieces are in place, it becomes much easier to build 
a system that can adapt and improve over time.

LISA ORFORD:
The biggest mistake I see is purchasing point solutions that 
solve today's problem but create tomorrow's headache. If 
your inbound, outbound, and AI systems don't share the 
same customer data, every interaction starts from scratch. 
Unified data isn't a feature: it's the whole game.

Sequence your AI investments carefully. Automation works 
best on top of mature operations with real interaction data. 

If you deploy AI before you understand your contact pat-
terns, you'll get low containment rates and frustrated cus-
tomers. The data you collect in Year One is what makes AI 
actually useful in Year Two.

Finally, measure what customers experience, not just 
what agents do. Volume metrics tell you how your opera-
tion is running. 

First contact resolution (FCR), customer effort, and loyalty 
tell you whether it's actually working. Build your evaluation 
framework around outcomes from the start: that's the only 
way to know if the technology is earning its keep.

SARIKA PRASAD:
Simply choosing a platform and setting it and forgetting it is no 
longer enough when managing customer contact applications.

For businesses to see true success, they need to have full 
visibility into their contact center operations, leaning on 
that data to develop informed, strategic plans based on 
their functions or product/service lines for CX decisions and 
deployment. As examples:

•	 Organizations that typically manage more complex in-
teractions, such as financial services, healthcare, or gov-
ernment, need to focus their investment and automation 
strategy around information security, seamless escalation, 
and human agent empowerment. 

•	 Organizations in the retail space must prioritize solutions 
that are built for managing high-volume inquiries, quickly 
and effectively. 

To ensure customer contact platforms continue to align with 
company business goals and customer expectations, I recom-
mend conducting regular audits, gathering real-time analytics, 
and regularly sourcing customer feedback and agent insights. 

The more data leaders have into resolution, consumer be-
havior, and agent experience, the more successful they will be 
in optimizing their contact center strategies and turning CX 
into a revenue driver. 

"...AI AND HUMAN AGENTS 
SHOULD BE WORKING FROM 
THE SAME INFORMATION. 
CLEAR HANDOFFS AND SHARED 
CONTEXT GO A LONG WAY IN 
KEEPING THE EXPERIENCE 
CONSISTENT." 
		     -- SARITA FERNANDES

Brendan Read is Editor of Contact Center Pipeline. He has been covering 
and working in customer service and sales and for contact center 
companies for most of his career. Brendan has edited and written for 
leading industry publications and has been an industry analyst. He also 
has authored and co-authored books on contact center design, customer 
support, and working from home. Brendan can be reached at brendan@
contactcenterpipeline.com.

mailto:brendan%40contactcenterpipeline.com?subject=
mailto:brendan%40contactcenterpipeline.com?subject=
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FINDING (AND CUTTING) THE 
HIDDEN TELECOM COSTS

DATA VISIBILITY CAN SHED LIGHT ON THEM.

Telecommunications spending has 
become significantly more com-
plex for modern contact centers 
as customer expectations, tech-

nologies, and communication channels 
continue to evolve. 

What was once a predictable, 
per-minute model has expanded into a 
mix of email, live chat, SMS, chatbots, 
and more. While this may enable bet-
ter customer experiences (CXs), it also 
creates hidden inefficiencies that many 
organizations overlook. 

To manage these costs effectively, con-
tact centers must adopt a new approach. 

CHALLENGES OF MANAGING 
COMPLEX COSTS
Modern contact centers offer flexibility 
and increased capabilities, but they also 
introduce a broader, more dynamic cost 
structure.  Multiple channels of commu-
nication can mean multiple contracts 
stored across several different locations 
in a variety of formats. 

Contact centers often struggle with 
two things: (1) a lack of clarity and (2) 
simplicity when managing telecom ex-
penses, including managing licensing. 

When an organization doesn’t have a 
clear understanding of its telecom rates 

BY MIKE SAXTON, ARCADIA

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

and renewal timelines, it can lead to in-
efficiencies and unnecessary expenses. 

TELECOM EXPENSE MANAGEMENT

EFFECTIVE  
TELECOMMUNI-
CATIONS COST 
MANAGEMENT 
STARTS WITH 
CONSOLIDATING 
ALL DATA...INTO 
A CENTRALIZED 
SYSTEM.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
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TELECOM EXPENSE MANAGEMENT
For example, missing a contract renew-

al deadline may result in an automatic ex-
tension at an unfavorable rate. Yet some 
organizations still rely on spreadsheets or 
other traditional tracking processes. 

These approaches are complex, 
time-consuming, costly, and not 
suited for modern operations. Service 
changes can occur faster than compa-
nies can update their records, making 
it difficult to track what information is 
accurate. These inefficiencies can add 
up quickly and ultimately drain bud-
gets and productivity.

Additionally, a lack of organized, 
consolidated data also limits visibili-
ty. When contracts are scattered across 
inboxes and physical locations, and in-
voices arrive in multiple formats, iden-
tifying cost-saving opportunities be-
comes difficult. 

For instance, disorganized data that 
spans several facilities with different 
operational needs could result in an or-
ganization being billed for services it no 
longer uses. 

This challenge can be compounded 
when a company has separate teams 
handling contracts, operations, and 
payments who do not frequently com-
municate with one another.

TURNING DATA INTO  
COST-SAVING OPPORTUNITIES
Effective telecommunications cost man-
agement starts with consolidating all 
data, including invoices, services, and 
contracts, into a centralized system. 

This provides better visibility, accu-
racy, and strong operational control. It 
enables contact centers to move away 
from a reactive cost control strategy to 
more proactive management of their 
telecom expenses. 

This holistic view will also reveal 
where charges are accurate, where they 
might be duplicated, and where services 
can be optimized. It allows organiza-
tions to begin identifying underutilized 
or redundant costs and contracts that 
no longer align with business goals. 

Decision-makers can then use this 
information to pinpoint cost-saving op-
portunities (see BOX 2) that would have 
otherwise remained hidden. Thus, re-
sulting in a stronger alignment between 
financial and operational objectives. 

By taking a close look at existing op-
erations, identifying and addressing in-
efficiencies, it’s possible for companies 
to see a 2%–3% annual reduction in 
their telecom spending.  

TAKING ACTION
Engaging with a consultant can be 
helpful when facing the daunting task 
of assessing and overhauling telecom 
expenses, particularly for large organi-
zations that might have siloed teams 
handling contracts and expenses.

These experts will bridge the commu-
nication gaps between departments, 
working with all relevant stakeholders 
to understand organizational goals. 

They also have access to the latest data 
management, analysis, and security tools 
(also see BOX 1) to organize and protect 
information, deliver actionable recom-
mendations, and uncover cost savings. 

Telecom expense complexities will nev-
er disappear, particularly for companies 
operating contact centers that rely on 
these technologies to remain operation-
al. Technology will continue to advance, 
and customer expectations will evolve. 

Taking control of expenses now with 
the right tools, processes, and expertise 
will unlock future opportunities for effi-
ciency rather than frustrations. 

Additionally, the long-term benefits 
extend beyond financial gains. More visi-
bility into ongoing telecom costs can give 
finance, facility management, and oper-
ations teams greater confidence in their 
future planning and decision-making. 

SECURELY  
MANAGING DATA

HOW A MAJOR HEALTHCARE 
SYSTEM SAVED MILLIONS, 
FREED RESOURCES

Disorganized data scattered across 
silos and servers exposes companies 
to risk if security controls are incon-
sistent across data storage systems. 
In terms of risk management, using a 
secure, centralized platform is import-
ant; having all your data in one place 
helps mitigate that risk.  

Working with a partner that under-
stands industry standards and takes 
data security seriously is a huge step 
in the right direction. 

For instance, partners with third-party 
validation are guaranteed to treat data 
security with care. Mandatory crite-
ria for data security certification can 
include elements like network and ap-
plication firewalls, two-factor authen-
tication, and intrusion detection: giving 
your data the protection it needs. 

As the contact center industry 
evolves, IT, operations, and finance 
department decision-makers must 
evolve their cost management and 
data security strategies as well. 

The finance director at one of the 
U.S.’s largest healthcare systems faced 
the challenge of streamlining telecom 
expenditures for what they thought 
were a few dozen accounts, but what 
ended up being several hundred 
unique accounts.

We worked with the client’s finance and 
IT departments to design and imple-
ment a comprehensive telecom expense 
management (TEM) solution. One that 
included data capture, audits, bill pay, 
cost allocation, and network reporting. 

As a result, the healthcare organi-
zation saw $3.5 million in savings 
through resolving erroneous charges, 
$580,000 in annual savings from 
network optimization, and a $65,000 
reduction in annual late fees. 

It was also able to free their finance 
and IT teams to focus their resources 
on other initiatives. They now had 
enough time to develop innovations 
in telehealth and real-time claims 
payment technology while steering 
several major merger and acquisition 
(M&A) projects. 

BOX 1

BOX 2

Mike Saxton is the Business Solutions Director for 
Telecom at Arcadia. He brings more than 35 years 
of experience helping Fortune 1,000 companies 
optimize telecom strategies. Mike partners with 
Sales and Client Management teams to identify 
client needs, deliver tailored solutions, and support 
the growth of ENGIE Impact’s telecom offerings.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
https://www.arcadia.com/
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DO OFFSHORE BPOs 
HAVE A FUTURE?

IN AN AI-FIRST, POLITICALLY VOLATILE ECONOMY?
Every few years, someone predicts the 
end of offshore BPOs:

•	 Sometimes it’s when a new technolo-
gy gains momentum. 

•	 Sometimes it’s when political pressure 
ramps up to “bring jobs home.” 

Today, both forces are happening at 
once. And at first glance, you might 
assume the combination makes 
offshore support less attractive.

The reality is more complicated. AI/
more task automation makes onshore 
service delivery more efficient. But it is 
also making offshore delivery stronger 
and more capable. Their value doesn’t 
disappear; instead, it shifts. 

Here’s why. Offshore BPOs benefit 
enormously from AI that is fast to im-
plement, easy for agents to adopt, and 
customizable to the nuances of complex 
service interactions.

The future of BPOs isn’t determined 
by where agents sit. It’s determined by 
how quickly and effectively BPOs can 
adapt to a world where more interac-
tions are automated, complex inter-
actions continue to grow, and political 
pressure creates noise that does not al-
ways align with economic reality.

BY JEFF FETTES, LAIVLY

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

So, the key question isn’t, “Do offshore 
BPOs have a future?” It’s, “Which BPOs will 
evolve fast enough to remain essential in 
a blended human + AI service model?”

FROM LABOR ARBITRAGE TO 
AUGMENTED EXPERTISE
Before AI, contact centers had two basic 
levers for improving service:

•	 Hire more people.

•	 Improve training and processes.

BUSINESS PROCESS OUTSOURCING

...“WHICH BPOS WILL EVOLVE 
FAST ENOUGH TO REMAIN  
ESSENTIAL IN A BLENDED HUMAN 
+ AI SERVICE MODEL?"  
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BUSINESS PROCESS OUTSOURCING
AI introduces a third, far more scalable 
lever: augmenting the people you al-
ready have. 

Recent figures from McKinsey suggest 
that modern technologies could auto-
mate roughly 57% of U.S. work hours. 

They also emphasize a critical point: 
automation replaces tasks, not the hu-
man skills that define service interac-
tions. Emotional intelligence, complex 
task management, active listening, and 
contextual reasoning remain essential, 
and these skills are what contact center 
agents perform every day.

What AI really changes is which tasks 
humans spend their time on. Instead of 
toggling across systems or decoding poli-
cies mid-call, agents can now focus on the 
conversations and decisions that actually 
shape the customer experience (CX). 

This shift increases the value of agents, 
both onshore and offshore, in handling:

•	 Multi-step reasoning.

•	 Complex scenarios.

•	 High-emotion interactions.

•	 Compliance-heavy requests.

•	 Fraud-sensitive workflows.

These scenarios require agents to track 
large amounts of information, follow 
nuanced workflows, and quickly inter-
pret context.

Driving this shift is that customer 
journeys have become more fragment-
ed, with interactions now spanning five 
or more channels, up from two or three 
just a few years ago. 

That means agents must manage 
more complex scenarios, more excep-
tions, and more tools: thereby pushing 
cognitive loads beyond what humans 
can reliably maintain at scale. 

This rising complexity is exactly what 
sets up the case for operationalizing AI in 
the call center, which I will discuss later in 
this article, both onshore and offshore.

AI REMOVES OFFSHORE  
FRICTION, NOT JOBS
At first glance, it’s natural to assume 
that if AI makes agents faster and 
self-service more capable, offshore 
BPOs might lose ground. 

Offshore centers often carry a reputa-
tion (fairly or not) for slower navigation, 
communication friction, and inconsis-
tent outcomes tied to system or knowl-
edge limitations. 

Historically, their agents faced disad-
vantages unrelated to talent:

•	 Unfamiliar or fragmented systems.

•	 Heavy multitasking under pressure.

•	 Unclear workflows or exception paths.

•	 Inconsistent policy documentation.

•	 Linguistic phrasing or formatting 
differences that slowed clarity.

Offshore programs often scale rapid-
ly, and training cannot keep pace with 
constant updates, policy nuances, or 
new exceptions. Fragmented systems 
introduce extra seconds (or minutes) 
into every step. Also, cultural or phras-
ing differences can slow comprehension 
even when English proficiency is strong. 

All of this lands in a service environment 
where customer frustration is breaking 
records. According to The Wall Street 
Journal, 77% of customers now report 
experiencing a service problem. And 
their biggest complaints mirror these 
very friction points:

•	 Long waits.

•	 Unclear processes. 

•	 Interactions that feel harder than 
they should.

Over thousands of interactions, those fric-
tions add up to longer handle times, high-
er variability, and greater cognitive strain. 

This is exactly where AI shifts the equa-
tion. It reduces or eliminates many of 
these friction points. Modern agent-as-
sist tools can:

•	 Auto-retrieve information across 
systems.

•	 Guide next steps in real time.

•	 Summarize context instantly.

•	 Reduce cognitive load.

•	 Ensure consistent adherence to policy.

•	 Flag risk before it escalates.

In effect, AI levels the playing field by 
removing the operational barriers that 
once created gaps between onshore and 
offshore teams. 

As interactions grow more complex 
and journeys become more fragmented, 
organizations increasingly need tools 
that help agents manage volume, vari-
ability, and multi-system complexity. 

Companies using AI-assisted work-
flows see meaningful improvements in 
speed and accuracy: gains that are es-
sential for global operations where con-
sistency is paramount. Customers care 
less about where an agent sits and more 
about whether their issues are resolved 
quickly, clearly, and accurately.

ONSHORING POLITICS VS.  
SERVICE ECONOMICS
Political interest in reshoring contact 
center and IT support work has grown, 
especially as concerns about data secu-
rity and AI-driven fraud increase. 

•	 In 2025, Congress renewed calls for 
reshoring and limiting offshoring 
through the proposed “Keep Call 
Centers in America Act,” which also 
signaled a desire for more oversight 
of AI-driven interactions.

•	 In March 2026, the FCC issued a notice 
seeking comments for proposed rules 
on reshoring contact centers, requiring 
standard American English by agents, 
and on combatting illegal calls from 
other countries.

But the practical underlying economics 
haven’t changed.

https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi/our-research/agents-robots-and-us-skill-partnerships-in-the-age-of-ai
https://www.wsj.com/articles/american-customers-are-madder-than-ever-b9de4b54?mod=author_content_page_1_pos_1
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
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There’s a reason countries like the 
Philippines have a $30 billion call center 
outsourcing economy: cost matters. And 
as companies absorb higher costs from 
tariffs, supply-chain instability, and ris-
ing labor rates, those pressures inevita-
bly push them toward more affordable 
service models.

Customers also expect more from 
service interactions: faster resolution, 
clearer answers, and greater personal-
ization. Expectations are higher, but the 
price they expect to pay is not. Offshore 
BPOs allow companies to meet those 
expectations and manage cost.

With AI, offshore centers can now de-
liver higher-quality interactions at low-
er cost, making them more strategically 
valuable, not less. This is why offshoring 
persists. It’s not politics. It’s affordabili-
ty, capability, and CX economics. 

The future mix will be:

•	 Onshore for regulated, supervisory, or 
specialized work.

•	 Offshore for scalable, AI-augmented 
service.

•	 AI plus self-service for high-volume 
repetitive tasks.

The result isn’t a contraction of offshore 
BPOs. It’s a rebalancing of which orga-
nization handles what, driven by capa-
bility, cost, and risk profiles rather than 
politics alone.

OPERATIONALIZING THE AI 
VALUE PROPOSITION
Brands aren’t buying people per hour 
anymore. They’re buying measurable 
outcomes. Clients now expect: 

•	 First contact resolution (FCR) im-
provements.

•	 Lower error rates.

•	 Stronger fraud detection.

•	 Multi-system consistency.

•	 Predictive insights.

•	 Rapid adaptation to policy changes.

•	 Hyper-accurate compliance tracking.

These are not “seat” deliverables. These 
are capability deliverables. And deliver-
ing them requires more than just having 
AI tools licensed somewhere in the stack. 

In many contact centers, in-house 
and BPO alike, agents work in tech en-
vironments that grew over time like a 
game of Jenga: a CRM here, a ticketing 
system there, loyalty and POS systems 
built for other parts of the business. All 
held together by fragile APIs and swiv-
el-chair work. 

But ripping and replacing those sys-
tems is slow, risky, and expensive. This is 
where the concept of operationalizing AI 
becomes essential. It means layering in-
telligent orchestration on top of that re-
ality, not waiting for a perfect replatform.

 In practice, that looks like:

•	 An AI “overlay” that is system-agnostic, 
pulling data from old and new tools 
without needing deep integrations.

WHAT BPOs MUST BUILD (AND ASK) 
If you’re looking at your own operation and wondering whether you’re ready for what 
comes next, here’s a practical way to evaluate it. 

The checklist below outlines the operational foundations and the questions BPO leaders 
should be asking over the next 12-18 months to determine whether their organization is 
ready for the next era of AI-enabled service delivery.

1. 	 Real-Time Guidance and Knowledge Delivery. AI should provide agents with the 
right steps, policies, and context instantly, especially offshore, where complexity 
and multitasking can overwhelm performance.

	 Question to Ask: How do you use AI to reduce agent cognitive load and deliver the 
right guidance at the right moment?

2. 	 Continuous Governance of AI Models. AI must be monitored and tuned weekly for 
accuracy, drift, and risk, not reviewed quarterly after issues appear.

	 Question to Ask: What governance model do you use to evaluate AI performance, drift, 
and bias every week?

3.	 Fast Workflow Deployment (Under 30 Days). Clients will expect workflow changes 
to roll out across hundreds or thousands of agents in days, not months.

	 Question to Ask: How fast can you update workflows across your entire offshore team, 
and what’s your average deployment cycle?

4. 	 Automated QA and Conversational Intelligence. AI-powered QA and conversation-
al intelligence should identify patterns, risks, and opportunities at scale, feeding 
improvements upstream.

	 Question to Ask: What insights can you pull from tens of thousands of conversations 
each week, and how do you use them to improve CX?

5. 	 AI-Accelerated Training and Ramp. Training should be shorter, smarter, and sup-
ported by AI so offshore teams reach proficiency faster and more consistently.

	 Question to Ask: How do you use AI to speed up agent ramp, reduce attrition, and 
standardize quality across global sites?

6. 	 90-Day Improvement Cycles. Small, shippable enhancements that mirror agile prod-
uct teams will replace multi-year “transformations.”

	 Question to Ask: What improvements did you make in the last 90 days, and how did 
you measure their impact?

BO
X

https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/economics/article/3329438/us-call-centre-act-threatens-philippines-us30-billion-outsourcing-boom
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/economics/article/3329438/us-call-centre-act-threatens-philippines-us30-billion-outsourcing-boom
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BUSINESS PROCESS OUTSOURCING
•	 Real-time guidance that tells agents 

what to do next, rather than forcing 
them to hunt for answers across five 
different screens.

•	 Automation that quietly handles 
routine lookups, after-call work, and 
documentation so humans can focus 
on complex, emotional interactions.

For large, outsourced environments, 
this has to work across dozens of client 
systems, in high-turnover teams, and 
across multiple regions and languages. 

AI needs to be:

•	 Deployed quickly.

•	 Governed continuously.

•	 Delivered to agents at the second 
they need it, even in outsourced 
environments where systems vary, in-
tegrations are limited, and workflows 
change frequently. 

Operationalizing AI enables the above 
deliverables. And in complex BPO eco-
systems it is becoming the true compet-
itive differentiator. Offshore BPOs that 
embrace this are positioned to deliver 
all of these outcomes more effectively 
than ever before. 

AI doesn’t eliminate offshore BPOs. It 
elevates expectations and their ability to 
meet them.

FINAL TAKEAWAY: OFFSHORE 
BPOs DON’T DISAPPEAR — 
THEY TRANSFORM
Despite political shifts.
Despite the rise of AI.
Despite self-service being a cost center.

Offshore BPOs remain essential, but 
they must evolve. The ones that sur-
vive will be those that shift from selling 
labor to selling intelligence, capability, 
and AI-enhanced outcomes.

The future belongs to BPOs that can 
pair AI’s precision with humans’ judg-
ment, empathy, and accountability.

This combination will define the next 
generation of global service delivery and 
the next generation of customer trust.

Jeff Fettes is the founder and CEO of Laivly, a leading 
generative AI and automation platform designed 
specifically for the contact center environment. 
Leveraging 20-plus years of BPO and contact center 
experience and an academic background in AI, Jeff 
created a platform to solve real-world contact 
center challenges. 

AI DOESN’T ELIMINATE OFF-
SHORE BPOs. IT ELEVATES 
EXPECTATIONS AND THEIR 
ABILITY TO MEET THEM.

Invite Your Colleagues to sign-up 
for our weekly eNewsletter!

• Featuring insight from the top subject-matter 
experts, on the most pressing, ever-changing 
contact center management topics. 

• Share our expertise with your management teams 
and colleagues with in-depth articles, first-party 
research, and forward-thinking perspectives that 
you won’t find anywhere else.

SUBSCRIBE TO OUR 
WEEKLY NEWSLETTER BY 
VISITING OUR WEBSITE:

CLICK HERE!

https://laivly.com/
https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration/Free-Account
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AI AND THE FUTURE OF 
CUSTOMER SERVICE 

ARE COMPANIES USING AI RIGHT?

As AI becomes more deeply em-
bedded in customer service and 
contact centers, many organi-
zations frame the conversation 

around efficiency: faster resolution, 
lower costs, fewer agents. 

But that framing misses both the real 
risk and the real opportunity facing 
brands that serve large, price-sensitive 
customer bases.

The question isn’t whether AI will 
transform customer service. It already 
has. The question is whether companies 
will use it simply to check a box or to 
build trust and advocacy in an environ-
ment where good service is becoming 
increasingly rare.

THE LESS SERVICE MYTH FOR 
MASS-MARKET CUSTOMERS
Much has been written about the emer-
gence of a K-shaped economy where the 
middle class is hollowing out, wealth is 
concentrating at the top, and most con-
sumers fall into increasingly price-sen-
sitive tiers.

That shift has influenced how many 
organizations think about customer ser-
vice. High-value customers are seen as 
deserving high-touch experiences, while 
mass-market customers are routed to-
ward speed and automation. 

But customers don’t experience this 
as efficiency. Instead, they experience it 
as a difference in care.

BY VINCE BARSOLO, TELEVERDE

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

There’s a common assumption that 
customers outside the top income tiers 
expect less when it comes to service. In 
reality, they want less effort. They’re 
perfectly comfortable solving simple 
issues on their own: as long as the expe-
rience is fast, clear, and reliable.

This is where AI excels. Straightforward 
requests, such as checking an order sta-
tus, updating account information, or 
resolving basic issues, can and should be 
handled immediately through self-ser-
vice. 

CUSTOMER SERVICE

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
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CUSTOMER SERVICE

In fact, Zendesk reported that 51% of 
consumers say they prefer interacting 
with bots over humans when they want 
immediate service.  

When done well, automation respects 
the customer’s time and reduces friction 
across the system. But we see problems 
emerge when automation is treated 
as an endpoint rather than part of a 
broader service strategy.

WHEN “CHECKING THE BOX” 
BREAKS TRUST
Everyone has a story about bad cus-
tomer service, and those stories tend 
to stick. Importantly, 95% of consumers 
say that customer service has an impact 
on their brand loyalty. 

And as AI becomes more widespread, 
truly good customer service may be-
come even more scarce. It’s not because 
the technology fails, but because it’s 
implemented without judgment.

Too often, AI systems are designed to 
follow rules rather than produce desir-
able outcomes. They confirm require-
ments, adhere to policy, and complete 
workflows. Yet they can sometimes 
miss the broader context of what the 
customer actually needs.

HUMANS MUST OWN THE  
OUTCOMES
One of AI’s greatest strengths is consis-
tency. Well-designed systems can re-
duce routine errors, surface patterns in 
customer issues, and ensure that simple 
requests are handled accurately every 
time. But accountability for the custom-
er experience (CX) doesn’t disappear 
just because a system is automated.

Ultimately, humans are still responsi-
ble for outcomes. That’s why AI must 
be designed with humility as well as 
intelligence.

An effective AI experience recogniz-
es when it has reached its limits. There 
needs to be a point where the chatbot 
or other AI tool can say “I don’t have the 
answer, but I can get you to someone 
who does,” before turning the interac-
tion over to a human.

That handoff is critical. Customers 
don’t just want resolution; they want 
reassurance that a real person is avail-
able when the situation becomes com-
plex, emotional, or high-stakes. 

When escalation is difficult or opaque, 
frustration rises. But when it’s seamless 
and intentional, automation becomes 
an asset instead of a barrier.

THE RIGHT WORK FOR  
AUTOMATION 
The most effective customer service 
models don’t ask whether AI or hu-
mans are better. They ask where each 
belongs.

Simple, repeatable interactions should 
be automated. More complex moments, 
which are those involving judgment, 
exceptions, or trust, should escalate to 
people quickly and cleanly. The mistake 
many organizations make is treating es-
calation as failure rather than as a core 
feature of good service design.

This is especially important at scale. 
When customers feel trapped in auto-
mated loops with no clear path to a hu-
man, dissatisfaction grows rapidly. But 
when escalation is designed thought-
fully, AI helps manage volume while 
people focus on the moments that mat-
ter most.

Leaders need to look closely at their 
data. Examining call resolution rates, 
repeat contacts, and escalation driv-
ers can help make more deliberate de-
cisions about what to automate and 
what to protect as human-led work.

WHY PEOPLE STILL WIN THE 
RETENTION GAME
As AI becomes more accepted across in-
dustries, it will play an increasingly visible 
role in customer care and contact centers. 

Over time, certain interactions may be 
handled end-to-end by intelligent sys-
tems. However, in the foreseeable future, 
people still win the customer retention 
game. Especially when they’re placed in-
tentionally and supported properly.

The next evolution of customer service 
won’t be defined by how much is auto-
mated, but by how well automation and 
human judgment are orchestrated. 

High-volume, low-complexity inter-
actions will continue to move toward 
self-service. Moments that involve trust, 
exceptions, or emotion will demand 
faster escalation to empowered people.

At the same time, AI will increasing-
ly operate behind the scenes. Quality 
assurance (QA), coaching, and perfor-
mance feedback will become continu-
ous and data-driven. Instead of replac-
ing agents, technology will help develop 
them, raising the overall standard of 
service across contact centers.

Looking ahead, the brands that stand 
out won’t be the ones that deploy AI 
the fastest. They’ll be the ones that de-
sign customer care intentionally, using 
automation to remove friction, humans 
to build trust, and data to ensure the 
system learns over time.

In a marketplace where customers 
quickly forget average service and never 
forget bad service, the ability to com-
bine efficiency with accountability may 
become the defining advantage.

Vince Barsolo is CEO of Televerde, a global revenue 
creation partner supporting marketing, sales, and 
customer success for B2B businesses around the 
world. A purpose-built company, Televerde believes 
in second-chance employment and strives to help 
disempowered people find their voice and reach 
their human potential.

...PROBLEMS EMERGE WHEN 
AUTOMATION IS TREATED  
AS AN ENDPOINT RATHER 
THAN PART OF A BROADER 
SERVICE STRATEGY.

 

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
https://www.zendesk.com/blog/ai/productivity/ai-customer-service-statistics/
https://get.nice.com/rs/069-KVM-666/images/0003959_en_digital-first-cx-report.pdf
https://televerde.com/
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TURNING COST CENTERS 
INTO GROWTH CENTERS 

THE FOCUS IS NOW ON CONTINUITY, NOT CHANNEL. 

For decades, organizations have 
managed contact centers through 
a narrow operational lens. They 
have viewed them primarily as 

necessary cost centers, measured by 
their ability to resolve issues as effi-
ciently as possible while keeping ex-
penses under control. 

Metrics such as average handle time 
(AHT), abandonment rates, and cost per 
interaction have long defined success. 
These measures remain important for 
maintaining efficiency. Yet they capture 
only part of the contact center’s true 
strategic value. 

As customer expectations evolve and 
interaction data becomes central to 
business performance, forward-think-
ing organizations now recognize the 
contact center as something far more 
consequential. That is, a real-time en-
gine for relationship intelligence, reve-
nue influence, and enterprise-wide de-
cision-making. 

This shift – from cost center to growth 
center – is not simply about improving 
service. It reflects a broader rethinking of 
how organizations engage customers and 
how everyday interactions can create 
measurable business impact. 

BY TONY LAMA, AVAYA 

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

THE EVOLUTION OF THE  
CONTACT CENTER 
Customer expectations have changed 
dramatically. Consumers now insist: 

•	 On seamless and personalized experi-
ences across every channel they use, 
whether that’s voice, chat, messaging, 
email, or social media.

•	 That companies remember their his-
tories, understand their preferences, 
and resolve issues quickly without 
forcing them to repeat information or 
navigate disconnected systems.

CONTACT CENTER VALUE 
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Yet many traditional contact cen-

ter environments were not designed 
to meet these expectations. Customer 
engagement data remains distributed 
across multiple platforms, making it dif-
ficult for agents to access a comprehen-
sive view of the relationships. 

As a result, interactions can feel trans-
actional rather than continuous, focused 
on resolving the immediate issues rath-
er than strengthening long-term loyalty. 

But when organizations begin to uni-
fy interaction data and provide agents 
with a holistic understanding of the 
customer journey, the nature of the con-
versation changes. 

Service interactions become oppor-
tunities to build trust, reinforce brand 
value, and identify needs that might 
otherwise go unnoticed. This evolution 
is redefining the role of the contact cen-
ter from a reactive, expensive support 
function to a proactive growth-enabling 
engagement hub. 

WHY CONTEXT MATTERS 
At the center of this transformation is 
the concept of persistent context, which 
is the ability to carry forward relevant 
customer information across interac-
tions, channels, and time. 

Persistent context provides continuity. 
It allows organizations to move beyond 
isolated service events and engage cus-
tomers based on a deeper understand-
ing of their experiences and intent. 

When data from multiple touchpoints, 
such as purchase histories, behavioral 
signals, channel preferences, and pri-
or engagement history, is connected in 
real time, organizations gain a far more 
complete view of customer intent and 
journey progression. 

This continuity allows every interac-
tion to begin with understanding rather 
than rediscovery. Instead of rebuilding 
context at each touchpoint, teams and 
systems can move forward with shared 
intelligence that reflects the full rela-
tionship over time. 

The result is a more connected cus-
tomer experience (CX), one that reduces 
friction, strengthens trust, and creates 
the foundation for more intelligent de-
cision-making across the enterprise. 

AI AS AN ENABLER OF BETTER 
DECISIONS 
AI is accelerating the shift from cost man-
agement to value creation, particularly 
when it is grounded in live interaction con-
text rather than in static historical data. 

AI can analyze large volumes of en-
gagement signals in real time, helping 
organizations move from reactive ser-
vice to proactive decision-making while 
the customer relationships are unfolding. 

For agents, AI-driven tools can surface 
insights during conversations, recommend 
next actions, and automate routine tasks 
such as summarization or data entry. 

By reducing administrative burden, 
these capabilities free them to focus on 
the human elements of engagement, 
empathy, judgment, and relationship 
building. 

This dynamic has important implica-
tions not only for revenue but also for 
employee satisfaction. 

Contact center roles have historical-
ly been associated with high levels of 
burnout, driven by repetitive interac-
tions and pressure to meet narrow effi-
ciency targets. 

When AI augments human capability 
and enables more meaningful conversa-
tions, agent engagement and retention 
often improve. Organizations that em-
brace this approach are finding that em-
powered employees are better positioned 
to deliver positive customer outcomes. 

THE RISE OF THE CONNECTION 
CENTER 
As engagement strategies mature, many 
organizations are redesigning their con-
tact centers around continuity rather 
than channel. In these emerging con-
nection center models, customer con-
text flows fluidly across touchpoints, al-
lowing interactions to feel coordinated 
rather than fragmented. 

In this environment, agents are no 
longer viewed solely as problem-solv-
ers. They become relationship managers 
who guide customers through moments 
that matter, from resolving service is-
sues to navigating complex decisions. 

But achieving this vision requires both 
technological and cultural change. 

From a technology perspective, or-
ganizations need platforms capable of 
integrating interaction data, orchestrat-
ing workflows, and delivering AI-driven 
insights across channels, providing uni-
fied context. 

These capabilities enable a more con-
nected experience in which engagement 
signals can inform immediate action 
with intelligent guidance. 

From an organizational perspective, 
leaders must expand how they define 
success, balancing operational efficien-
cy with measures that reflect relation-
ship strength and business impact. 

FROM AN ORGANIZATIONAL  
PERSPECTIVE, LEADERS MUST EXPAND 
HOW THEY DEFINE SUCCESS, BALANCING 
OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCY WITH  
MEASURES THAT REFLECT RELATIONSHIP 
STRENGTH AND BUSINESS IMPACT. 

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/Registration
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Historically, service teams have of-
ten operated separately from market-
ing, sales, and product teams. Yet the 
insights generated through customer 
interactions can provide a powerful sig-
nal of emerging needs, sentiment shifts, 
and operational challenges. 

When these insights are shared across 
departments, organizations gain a 
deeper understanding of how custom-
ers experience their brand in real time. 

These insights can inform product in-
novation, demand forecasting, and CX 
design. In this way, the contact center 
becomes more than a support function. 
It enables a strategic feedback loop that 
helps guide business decisions. 

MEASURING WHAT MATTERS 
One of the most significant barriers to 
reimagining the contact center lies in 
how performance is measured. 

Traditional metrics like AHT and call 
volume will always play a role in oper-
ational management. However, organi-
zations seeking to position the contact 
center as a growth driver must also 
adopt measures that reflect long-term 
value creation. 

These measures may include tradition-
al indicators such as customer lifetime 
value, retention, and satisfaction trends.

They may also include more advanced 
outcome-based metrics such as goal 
completion rates, revenue influenced 
by service interactions, and sentiment 
improvement during conversations that 
reflect how interactions contribute to 
business performance. 

Increasingly, organizations are evaluat-
ing revenue influenced by service engage-
ments, the effectiveness of AI-supported 
resolutions, and the degree to which hu-
man and automated interactions work 
together to achieve successful outcomes. 

Emerging performance frameworks 
also examine indicators such as goal 
completion rates, the cost required to 
achieve a successful resolution, real-time 

sentiment movement during an interac-
tion, and the level of autonomy achieved 
before human intervention is needed. 

In parallel, many leaders are tracking 
agent engagement and development 
metrics to better understand how tech-
nology augmentation affects workforce 
performance and experience. 

By expanding measurement models 
to focus on value creation rather than 
activity alone, organizations can align 
incentives around strengthening cus-
tomer relationships, improving opera-
tional decision-making, and enabling 
more sustainable revenue growth. 

THE FUTURE OF CUSTOMER 
ENGAGEMENT 
The contact center is undergoing a pro-
found transformation. What was once 
viewed primarily as a cost center is be-
coming a strategic engine for connec-
tion and growth. 

Advances in data integration, real-time 
analytics, and AI-enabled collaboration 
are accelerating this evolution, alongside 
rising expectations for more personal-
ized and responsive experiences. 

Organizations that embrace the stra-
tegic potential of customer interactions 
are redefining the role of the contact 
center within the enterprise. 

Rather than treating engagement as a 
series of isolated transactions, they are 
building environments designed to turn 
everyday conversations into moments of 
understanding, trust, and value creation. 

In a world where CX increasingly 
shapes loyalty and differentiation, the 
ability to turn everyday interactions into 
moments of connection may be one of 
the most powerful competitive advan-
tages an organization can achieve. 

CONTACT CENTER VALUE 

Tony Lama is the Senior Vice President and General 
Manager of Avaya Software, with over 27 years of 
experience leading product strategy and innovation 
in the CCaaS and enterprise communications space.

TURNING SERVICE MOMENTS 
INTO GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES 
Once this foundation of unified context 
is in place, contact centers can begin 
turning high-intent service moments 
into measurable opportunities for re-
tention, expansion, and growth. 

One of the most immediate benefits is 
improved customer retention. Research 
consistently shows that customers who 
feel understood and supported are far 
more likely to remain loyal to a brand, 
even when issues arise. 

Contact centers are also uniquely po-
sitioned to influence revenue through 
contextual recommendations. Because 
they interact with customers at critical 
moments, often when intent and atten-
tion are already high, they can introduce 
relevant solutions in ways that feel 
helpful rather than intrusive. 

For example, a customer calling about 
a subscription renewal may benefit from 
a bundled offering that better aligns 
with their usage pattern. With the right 
insights, the agent can recognize this 
opportunity and respond accordingly. 

The goal is not to transform service 
professionals into sales representatives. 
Instead, it is to empower them to rec-
ognize when additional value can be 
created. Over time, these incremental 
moments of alignment can contribute 
meaningfully to revenue growth. 

BREAKING DOWN  
ORGANIZATIONAL SILOS 
Transforming the contact center also 
requires stronger integration with the 
broader enterprise. 

ORGANIZATIONS THAT EMBRACE THE 
STRATEGIC POTENTIAL OF CUSTOMER 
INTERACTIONS ARE REDEFINING THE 
ROLE OF THE CONTACT CENTER WITHIN 
THE ENTERPRISE. 

https://www.avaya.com/en/
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HOW RCS HELPS THE 
CONTACT CENTER
WHAT LEADERS NEED TO KNOW.

Over the past decade, texting has 
become an essential support 
channel for modern contact 
centers. For good reason: it’s 

fast, convenient, asynchronous, and al-
lows you to connect with customers via 
a device that’s rarely out of their reach.

But today, audiences expect a richer, 
more immersive, and more trustworthy 
texting experience. Fortunately, there is 
a newer protocol called rich communi-
cation services (RCS) that promises to 
deliver just that.

Here’s why contact center leaders 
should familiarize themselves with RCS 
as soon as possible. 

WHAT IS RCS?
RCS is a communications protocol that 
powers more interactive and modern 
texting experiences directly within a 
contact’s native messaging app. It sup-
ports high-resolution images and vid-
eos, customizable buttons, typing indi-
cators, read receipts, and more.

RCS rivals the look and feel of conver-
sations in over-the-top (OTT) messag-
ing applications like WhatsApp without 
requiring users to download anything 
new. And since you can communicate 
more information (and even share files), 
it can help increase agent efficiency 
while slashing resolution times.

BY AMANDA MCGUCKIN HAGER, TRUEDIALOG

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

RICH COMMUNICATIONS SERVICES

RCS...SUPPORTS 
HIGH-RESOLU-
TION IMAGES 
AND VIDEOS, 
CUSTOMIZABLE 
BUTTONS,  
TYPING  
INDICATORS, 
READ RECEIPTS, 
AND MORE.
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Beyond those engagement and pro-
ductivity-boosting features, RCS also 
helps tackle one of text messaging’s 
biggest weaknesses: earning a recipi-
ent’s trust. 

Thanks to verified sender profiles, 
where senders have been verified and 
approved by the individual telecom 
carriers and Google, messages arrive via 
a branded RCS agent, which displays 
a brand’s logo, colors, and a verified 
checkmark (rather than a random, face-
less phone number).

In an era of rising impersonation 
scams and text-based fraud, having this 
visual assurance can give contact center 
agents instant credibility.

Plus, RCS lets you track more perfor-
mance metrics than traditional texting. 
In addition to delivery stats, you’ll have 
insight into behavioral analytics like 
opens, clicks, and conversion rates. This 
can be incredibly useful when you want 
to determine which types of message 
content drive the best results.

WHY IS RCS SUDDENLY SO  
IMPORTANT?
We say RCS is newer because, although 
it’s been around for a while (mobile us-
ers in the U.K. and EU have been using 
RCS for almost a decade); the North 
American rollout (U.S. and Canada) has 
been much slower. 

Fortunately, now that major carriers 
have aligned on standards and Apple 
has given the green light to RCS with 
the release of iOS 18, we’ve seen a mas-
sive wave of adoption. 

Additionally, as businesses clamor to 
adopt the new protocol and beat out 
their competition, it has recently be-
come a popular topic of conversation in 
marketing circles.

In other words, if it seems like ev-
eryone is suddenly talking about RCS, 
you’re not imagining it. And we expect 
interest to grow even more in the sec-
ond half of 2026 and into next year.

HOW RCS COMPARES TO OTHER 
CHANNELS
As a contact center pro, you’re probably 
wondering why you need RCS when you al-
ready have SMS texting, email, voice calls, 
and in-app messaging at your disposal. Do 
you really need to train your agents on yet 
another communication tool?

The truth is that RCS isn’t a new chan-
nel to master, nor is it a replacement 
for any of the channels you’re already 
using. Instead, it’s a complementary 
method and an essential part of any 
modern omnichannel strategy.

Here’s how it compares to other channels.

SMS
SMS is the universal texting protocol, 
meaning it’s supported by nearly every 
carrier and mobile device worldwide. 
But while SMS supports only text-based 
messages, as I noted earlier, RCS also 
supports high-quality visual content, 
more interactive features, and verified 
brand profiles (also see FIGURE).

Email
Email can be useful for communicating 
a large amount of information at once, 
but texting drives significantly higher 
open rates. And because RCS also allows 
you to include attachments, it’s an ex-
cellent tool for real-time conversations 
and more actionable follow-ups.

Voice
There’s no denying voice calls are still 
essential for those more emotion-driv-
en, high-stakes moments. But in situa-
tions where customers are looking for a 
more asynchronous experience (without 
hold times), RCS offers contact centers 
a low-cost, high-engagement way to 
meet customer needs.

In-app messaging
Apps like WhatsApp and Facebook Mes-
senger can be great for supporting cus-
tomers who use those tools regularly. 
But RCS delivers equally immersive ex-
periences for contacts who prefer their 
native texting apps.

FI
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RICH COMMUNICATIONS SERVICES
SMS + RCS: THE FUTURE IS 
HYBRID
As RCS gains traction in the business 
world, more of our customers have been 
asking whether it will replace SMS. And 
our constant refrain is loud and clear: 
no. Not anytime soon.

Although RCS coverage has grown 
substantially over the past couple of 
years, it’s still not supported by every 
carrier and device. 

So, if you were to rely entirely on RCS 
for texting, you’d inadvertently limit 
your reach. (We imagine the customers 
who still depend on SMS wouldn’t be 
too happy to discover they could no lon-
ger engage with support teams via text.)

Since SMS is universal, it’s important 
that you don’t count it out. Instead, we 
always recommend a hybrid approach 
where you set up SMS as your fallback. 

Here’s what that looks like in action:

Suppose an agent supports a customer 
via a voice call and promises to follow 
up with some additional documents 
sent via text. They message the custom-
er via RCS with an image carousel, and 
each image links to a separate PDF. 

If the customer can’t receive RCS mes-
sages, the system will fall back to SMS and 
send the message in text-only format.

Depending on the texting platform 
your contact center uses, you may be 
able to set up a fallback version of the 
message. For example, since an SMS re-
cipient wouldn’t be able to receive the 
carousel linking to PDFs, you might in-
clude a link to a page that contains all 
of the files.

SMS fallback then serves as a safety net 
to ensure everyone can receive your mes-
sage, regardless of their device or carrier.

RCS CHALLENGES
RCS offers some incredible features and 
benefits, but it isn’t perfect. Just like all 
communication methods, it has a couple 
of limitations and drawbacks.

Availability and reach
RCS adoption is growing fast. But, be-
cause it’s not yet universally adopted, 
you will likely always have at least a 
small portion of your audience that can’t 
receive these messages. (Which is why 
it’s critical you use SMS as a fallback.)

Operational complexity
The visual richness you enjoy with RCS 
also takes additional effort and tech. 
Creating these assets often requires 
careful coordination with other depart-
ments, and you’ll also need to make 
sure you have the right texting platform 
in place. 

Ideally, you’ll want to work with a 
provider that has expertise in both SMS 
and RCS and offers a user-friendly in-
terface with a shorter learning curve (so 
you can get agents up to speed more 
quickly).

RCS SUCCESS BEST PRACTICES
Since RCS is still relatively new, contact 
centers are often unsure how to get start-
ed. Should you dive in headfirst or take a 
slower, more methodical approach?

The answer depends on your resourc-
es, immediate goals, and the clients you 
serve. But, in general, here are three 
things I always recommend.

1.	 GET YOUR VERIFIED SENDER 
STATUS ASAP

Generally, it takes eight to 10 weeks to get 
approval from the major telecom carriers 
and Google for your RCS agent; some car-
riers may take longer than others. 

We always recommend that our cus-
tomers begin the registration process 
as soon as possible, even if they aren’t 
quite prepared to launch an RCS cam-
paign. This way, once they’re ready to 
begin using RCS in earnest, they can 
hit the ground running with a verified, 
branded presence.

2.	 PLAN FOR A PROGRESSIVE 
ROLLOUT

As with any new communication meth-
od or channel, it’s a good idea to test 
your effort with one or two use cases 
first, such as order tracking, customer 
onboarding, or a short-term campaign. 

This allows you to familiarize yourself 
with RCS and work out any kinks in your 
process before you commit to it across 
the board.

3.	 INVEST IN THE RIGHT PLAT-
FORM AND INFRASTRUCTURE

A lot of a company’s success with RCS 
comes down to having the right tools 
and technology in place.

Choosing a reliable platform will make 
a tremendous difference in how quickly 
and easily you can spin up your RCS pro-
gram. And a great RCS partner will help 
you handle the registration process and 
support you in addressing security and 
compliance, too.

For contact center leaders, the mes-
sage is clear: RCS adoption is accelerat-
ing, and customers are hungry for richer, 
more engaging, and more trustworthy 
experiences. Organizations that invest 
in the right expertise and technology 
today will be best positioned to take 
the lead in the months ahead.

Amanda McGuckin Hager is CMO and CRO of 
TrueDialog, a leading enterprise SMS provider. 
With 25-plus years spanning brand, marketing, 
and revenue, she is a Go-to-Market authority 
and accomplished speaker, board member, and 
advisor who champions integrity, community, and 
connection.

ALTHOUGH RCS 
COVERAGE HAS 
GROWN SUB-
STANTIALLY OVER 
THE PAST COUPLE 
OF YEARS, IT'S 
STILL NOT  
SUPPORTED BY 
EVERY CARRIER 
AND DEVICE.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
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THE POWER OF PROACTIVE 
CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT

WHY CENTERS SHOULD SHIFT FROM REACTIVE SERVICE. 

For years, many organizations treat-
ed customer service as a break-fix 
function. A customer had a prob-
lem, the contact center solved it, 

and efficiency meant speed, volume, 
and cost control. 

However, with the advancement and 
incorporation of AI, that definition is 
much too small. World-class organiza-
tions are instead empowering teams to 
act as customer success advocates, fo-
cusing their efforts on proactive contact 
to develop more robust relationships 
between customers and brands. 

This work extends past fixing imme-
diate concerns and leans into strength-
ening relationships, protecting account 

health, encouraging repeat business, 
and identifying opportunities for long-
term growth.

Technology will accelerate this change, 
but the great differentiator is the hu-
man element, such as insight, empathy, 
and judgment. 

THE FOUR STAGES OF SERVICE 
EVOLUTION
This shift begins with culture and a firm 
understanding of CRM management. 
Service, and the CRM systems that sup-
port it, evolves through four distinct 
stages that map to when and how cus-
tomer engagement occurs, which are 
before, during, and after contact.

BY JASON FLIGMAN, CANON INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY SERVICES

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

1.	 REACTIVE SERVICE: THE 
STARTING POINT

Reactive service fixes what breaks. Cus-
tomers reach out when something goes 
wrong, and agents work through queues 
that are focused on responsiveness and 
throughput. The problem is that these 
environments often reward closing the 
interactions rather than closing the loops. 

Reactive service, by definition, starts 
after the customer has already experi-
enced friction. Even when the agent re-
solves the issue correctly, the customer 
has still paid a tax in time, uncertainty, 
and emotional energy.

CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
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CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT
2.	 PREDICTIVE SERVICE:  

ANTICIPATING NEEDS
Predictive service operates before and 
during customer contact; it anticipates 
what is likely to break. Leaders treat 
service demand as something that can 
be understood and forecasted, not 
merely endured. 

Before contact, organizations use data, 
AI models, and historical patterns to 
forecast likely issues, identify at-risk cus-
tomers, and prepare the right responses. 

During inbound or outbound inter-
actions, predictive systems surface 
context in real time, helping agents un-
derstand intent, next-best actions, and 
potential outcomes.

AI is changing what CRM intelligence 
looks like before a customer interaction 
ever happens. Modern systems can syn-
thesize account data, usage patterns, 
and prior interactions to give teams a 
deeper understanding of customer con-
text before the customers ever experi-
ence friction.

3.	 PROACTIVE SERVICE:  
PREVENTING DISRUPTION

Proactive service prevents issues from 
becoming disruptions. Instead of wait-
ing for customers to report problems, 
proactive organizations intervene earli-
er. They correct errors before they trig-
ger callbacks and deploy fixes before 
failures become outages. 

The metrics that matter are the ones 
that measure avoided friction, such as 
repeat contacts, reopens, transfers, and 
customer effort.

4.	 GENERATIVE SERVICE: CRE-
ATING FUTURE VALUE AND 
DEEPENING RELATIONSHIPS

Generative service operates after and 
across interactions, using insights from 
every touchpoint to create future val-
ue and opportunities to strengthen the 
bonds with the customers. 

It transforms the service from a mo-
ment of resolution to a continuous feed-
back engine that informs product design 
and policy decisions and improves digital 
journeys. This requires leaders to treat ev-
ery interaction as data and an emotional 
touchpoint, rather than just a ticket. 

In a generative model, every interac-
tion contributes to future value, ensur-
ing the organization focuses on high- 
context, relationship-building work and 
improving the entire customer lifecycle.

These stages are not isolated; they build 
on one another. Organizations typically 
operate across multiple stages at once. 
But maturity is defined by how far up-
stream they can move: from reacting to 
issues to predicting, preventing, and ul-
timately learning from them.

OVERCOMING THE BARRIERS 
TO GROWTH
Several common barriers can stall progress:

•	 Service Delivery versus Service 
Learning. Many contact centers pro-
duce insights but have no clear paths to 
operationalizing them or have owners 
accountable for translating what service 
learns into changes in product or policy.

•	 The Cost Center Mindset. As long as 
service is framed primarily as a cost 
center, investments in prevention and 
insight generation will always compete 
against near-term efficiency mandates.

•	 Metric Mismatch. If metrics priori-
tize speed over ease, and volume over 
value, the organization will optimize 
the wrong things.

•	 The Human Barrier. Service evolu-
tion asks leaders to protect employee 
capacity and emotional energy, not 
just productivity. You cannot scale 
proactive or generative service on a 
burned-out workforce.

THE PATH FORWARD
A practical way to lead this journey is 
to establish a roadmap and treat each 
stage as a set of explicit requirements.

•	 In the reactive stage, the cultural 
need is clarity. Customers want com-
petence when something goes wrong.

•	 In the predictive stage, the cultural 
need is foresight and preparedness. 
Leaders must trust data enough to act 
on it, equipping teams with the tools 
and context to anticipate needs rather 
than simply responding to them.

•	 As you move to the proactive stage, 
the cultural need shifts to curiosity 
and cross-functional collabora-
tion. There is also the need to build 
customers’ trust, like ensuring that 
the contacts are not seen by them as 
fraudulent (see BOX 1).

THE CHALLENGE OF TRUST
One challenge organizations must address as they scale proactive outreach is trust. The 
rise in spoofed calls and fraudulent outreach has conditioned many customers to ignore 
unknown numbers, send calls to voicemail, or block outreach entirely.

To operate effectively in this environment, proactive service must be paired with trust 
architecture. 

Leading organizations are addressing this in several ways:

•	 Verified communication channels. Use branded caller ID, authenticated messaging, 
and in-app notifications to signal legitimacy.

•	 Channel consistency. Reinforce outreach through known channels (email, app, portal) 
before or alongside outbound contact.

•	 Customer opt-in models. Allow customers to choose how and when they are contacted.

•	 Contextual transparency. Clearly state why the outreach is happening and what 
action is needed.

Proactive service only works when customers trust the outreach. Without that trust, 
even well-intentioned engagement risks being ignored or perceived as noise.

IN A GENERATIVE 
MODEL, EVERY 
INTERACTION 
CONTRIBUTES TO 
FUTURE VALUE... 
IMPROVING THE 
ENTIRE CUSTOM-
ER LIFECYCLE.
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RUN YOUR CONTACT 
CENTER LIKE A STARTUP

HERE’S HOW WITH VOICE AI ADOPTION.

I recently spoke with the head of a 
contact center at a very large com-
pany that’s been around since before 
mobile phones.

When I asked what his key performance 
indicators (KPIs) for the year were, the 
answer was a roundabout “none.” This 
executive didn’t track any metric con-
sistently on his contact center spend. A 
quick scan of online reviews of his com-
pany made me believe him.

Being unorganized breaks when scale 
and complexity rise or when the opera-
tions go through a platform shift. And 
we’re in the middle of just that.

VOICE AI: THE PLATFORM SHIFT
Voice AI is triggering an enormous oper-
ating model change inside both existing 
and new contact centers alike:

•	 Established teams are redesigning 
workflows.

BY AMBER SAHDEV 

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

•	 In some organizations, new stake-
holders are now accountable for 
customer conversations (Product, 
Engineering, Ops, Finance).

•	 Day-to-day decisions are happening 
faster and at higher volume.

KPIs

PICK ONE KPI YOU’D BET YOUR 
JOB ON. DON'T WORRY, YOU CAN 
CHANGE IT AS YOUR PRIORITIES 
SHIFT. BUT YOU NEED FOCUS NOW.
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KPIs
The bar for measurement is rising be-
cause small failures can now scale in-
stantly. In this environment, intuition 
isn’t enough. You need a measurable op-
erating system.

There’s a saying in Silicon Valley: 
startups = growth. In other words, 
startups are containers around growth. 

Similarly, I think, contact centers are 
containers around customer success. 
We should borrow operating principles 
from Silicon Valley and apply them to 
contact centers, especially during this 
voice AI platform shift. 

Pick one metric that defines winning, 
add a few guardrails that keep you hon-
est, and run weekly goals like the best AI 
teams to drive compounding improve-
ment. I will now explore these in detail.

SET A PRIMARY KPI

A.	Redefine KPIs

KPIs are a small set of quantitative metrics 
that tell you how “healthy” your opera-
tion is. The “health” part matters because 
it’s easy to confuse activity with progress.

KPIs force you to confront whether 
performance is improving or if you’re 
just keeping busy.

Setting KPIs is important for two reasons:

1.	 Obtaining objective truth
	 Numbers don’t lie: assuming you’re 

measuring the right thing(s). They keep 
you realistic about where you are.

2.	 Creating a feedback loop and 
prioritization

	 These tell you whether changes you 
make (policy tweaks, routing, train-
ing, tooling, voice AI iterations) are 
working and what to do next week. 
If you set them wrong, you can steer 
into circles.

B. 	Know what makes a primary 
KPI “good”

A good primary KPI should do these two 
things:

1.	 Quantify value delivered (to cus-
tomers and to the business).

2.	 Be a usable feedback mechanism 
(moves frequently enough that you 
can act on it).

If a metric is easy to move but doesn’t 
represent value, it’s a vanity metric.

C.	 Know what are bad KPIs 
(and why they fail)

Before you pick your KPI “North Star,” it 
helps to see common pitfalls, especially 
during voice AI rollouts, such as these.

1.	 “% automated” or “# of AI calls 
handled”

	 Why it’s tempting: it’s easy to mea-
sure and looks like progress.

	 Why it’s bad: it measures activity, 
not outcomes. You can increase 
automation while customer success 
declines.

	 How it breaks: teams over-optimize 
containment; escalations become 
more frustrated; repeat contacts rise.

2.	 CSAT/NPS as the steering wheel

	 Why it’s tempting: executives rec-
ognize it.

	 Why it’s bad: it’s lagging, noisy, and 
biased. It’s great as a check engine 
light, not as a steering wheel.

	 How it breaks: teams argue about 
survey methodology instead of 
fixing the underlying operation.

Rule of thumb: if the metric can go up 
while customers get worse outcomes, it 
cannot be your primary KPI.

D.	Select Better KPIs

Pick one KPI you’d bet your job on. 

Don’t worry, you can change it as your 
priorities shift. But you need focus now. 
Too many KPIs cause fatigue, debates, 
and eventually non‑use of the system.

Your primary KPI should:

•	 Move often (weekly is ideal).

•	 Tie directly to your business outcome.

•	 Capture what success looks like to 
you for the near future.

If you pick right, it shouldn’t feel reduc-
tive; it should feel focused.

INSTALL GUARDRAILS
Once you’ve chosen a primary KPI, pick 
two-three secondary health metrics. 
These are your operational guardrails: 
metrics that prevent you from “gaming” 
the primary number. Think of them as 
your contact center version of product 
“retention” and “quality” metrics. 

Here is an example of a strong default set:

1.	 Repeat Contact Rate (7–14 days)
	 If this rises, your “resolution” is 

probably brittle.

2.	 Handoff Success Rate (a.k.a.  
escalation friction)

	 Measure whether escalations land 
cleanly: the human receives full 
context, the customer doesn’t have 
to repeat themselves, and time-to-
first-human stays within your SLA.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
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3.	 Critical Defect Rate (compliance 
errors/over-refunding/etc.)

	 For refunds, cancellations, identity 
verification, regulated disclosures, or 
anything that can create liability.

CREATE AN OPERATING LOOP

A.	Set weekly goals

There’s another Silicon Valley saying: do 
things that don’t scale.

In contact centers, that might look like:

•	 Listening to 20 calls yourself this 
week.

•	 Spending an hour rewriting the esca-
lation policy yourself for the top two 
intents.

These aren’t long, glamorous projects 
with names, but they move the needle.

B.	 Aim for 1% - 2% weekly  
improvement

Set weekly goals for your primary KPI 
and target 1%-2% improvements. Those 
improvements compound (see CHART). 

For example, a sustained 2% weekly 
improvement compounds dramatically 
over a year. Compare this to a large cap-
stone project: an academic term that in 
business means a long, multi-team, big 
corporate effort that absorbs a lot of 
time: which doesn’t show any meaning-
ful KPI movement until late, if at all.

That means you end the year at about 
280% of baseline, without relying on a 
single giant capstone project. A small 
team (or even one operator) can often 
find a 2% win this week.

C. 	Draw the loop

1.	 Make the target visible
	 Draw a forward-looking chart for 

the next ~12 weeks. Put it some-
where the team sees weekly. Update 
it every week. Airbnb founders are 
famous for drawing it on the bath-
room mirror of their offices, but you 
don’t have to go that far.

2.	 Set weekly prioritization
	 Every week, list the changes that 

could move the primary metric. Pick 
the one or two bets that are most 
likely to hit the weekly target.

3.	 Ship, measure, learn
	 Voice AI makes iteration fast if you 

have instrumentation in place to 
analyze calls and outcomes (intent 
tags, outcomes, recontacts, escala-
tion reasons, and failure clusters).

Early course correction and six months of 
focused engagement can pay dividends 
for years. You’ll build operational muscle 
for all members in your organization. You 
should also review your primary and sec-
ondary KPIs monthly to make sure they 
reflect the stage of business you’re in now.

WHEN YOU MISS…

A.	Constantly address the  
limiting factor

Missing a week (or two) is fine if you 
know why. Use “5 Whys” until you reach 
something actionable. 5 Whys is a simple 
root-cause method where you ask: “Why 
did this happen?” repeatedly (usually 5 
times) until you get from the symptom 
to a specific, fixable cause. For example: 

Problem: First Contact Success dropped 
from 62% to 54% this week.

1.	 Why did First Contact Success drop?
	 Because more calls were escalated 

to humans mid-flow.

2.	 Why were more calls escalated?
	 Because the voice AI couldn’t com-

plete identity verification reliably.

3.	 Why couldn’t it complete identity 
verification?

	 Because the verification timed out 
so the agent started failing.

4.	 Why did the API time out?
	 Because traffic spikes caused 

rate-limiting and higher latency.

5.	 Why did rate limiting hurt us so 
much?

	 Because we had no retry mechanism 
and no fallback path (e.g., SMS veri-
fication).

CH
AR

T

EARLY COURSE 
CORRECTION AND 
SIX MONTHS OF  
FOCUSED  
ENGAGEMENT 
CAN PAY  
DIVIDENDS FOR 
YEARS. 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 43
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KPIs

So, the actionable fix is to ask the engi-
neering team to add retries and a fallback 
verification path. Having proper instru-
mentation and call analytics in place helps 
you diagnose issues at startup speeds.

B.	 Understand if it is a metric 
problem versus an execution 
problem

When a KPI doesn’t move, it’s usually 
one of two things:

1.	 Metric problem: the definition is 
wrong or doesn’t reflect value.

2.	 Execution problem: you’re mea-
suring correctly but not addressing 
the constraint.

It’s important to know what to fix.

C. 	Realize that instrumenta-
tion matters more in the 
voice AI era

Call analytics are no longer option-
al. Modern large language model (LL-
M)-based systems make it feasible to:

•	 Auto-tag intents and outcomes.

•	 Cluster failure patterns.

•	 Quantify policy violations.

•	 Surface the 20 calls that best explain 
why KPIs moved.

FINALLY…
Voice AI is bringing about not just a 
staffing change but a new operating 
model. The teams that win will treat 
their contact center like a modern 
growth organization:

•	 One metric that defines winning.

•	 A few guardrails that keep optimiza-
tion honest.

•	 Weekly targets and a repeatable 
operating loop.

•	 Fast diagnosis powered by call analytics.

We can take lessons from the Silicon 
Valley playbook to improve our organi-
zations and get compounding gains in 
customer success.

Amber Sahdev is an engineer focused on voice AI 
and call analytics for contact centers. He previously 
worked in customer success at organizations like 
Salesforce. He is an inventor on patents related 
to large-scale compliance and monitoring and 
maintains widely used open-source AI projects. You 
can find him on LinkedIn.

VOICE AI IS BRINGING ABOUT 
NOT JUST A STAFFING CHANGE 
BUT A NEW OPERATING MODEL. 

CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT
•	 In the generative stage, success 

requires trust in service insights and 
trust in frontline judgment.

Proactive and predictive customer ser-
vice, enabled by disciplined CRM man-
agement, is how the promise of expe-
rience-led growth becomes operational. 

CRM is the mechanism that connects 
proactive service to business outcomes 
by linking customer context to predic-
tive insight and orchestrating timely 
intervention.

Experience-led growth does not begin 
with selling more. It begins with listen-
ing, anticipating, and acting before cus-
tomers are forced to ask, accomplished 
by integrating humans with technology. 
For this is how you build successful and 
valuable customer relationships.

CANON’S JOURNEY FROM REACTIVE 
TO PROACTIVE SERVICE

Canon’s service organization has evolved significantly over time, moving beyond a 
traditional break-fix model toward a more proactive and insight-driven approach.

At the reactive stage, the focus was on responsiveness and resolution efficiency. As 
operations matured, we began investing in better data visibility and CRM integration, 
enabling a shift into predictive service, where teams could anticipate common issues, 
prepare agents with context, and reduce resolution time.

The transition to proactive service came through tighter alignment between service, 
product, and operations teams. 

By identifying repeat issues and systemic friction points, we were able to intervene 
earlier, resolving problems before customers needed to reach out and reducing unneces-
sary contact volume.

Today, Canon continues progressing toward a generative model, where service insights 
are used to inform broader business decisions. Feedback from customer interactions 
plays a role in shaping product improvements, refining digital experiences, and guiding 
internal priorities.

A key lesson from this journey is that technology alone does not drive transformation. 
Progress required cultural alignment, cross-functional collaboration, and a willingness 
to view service as a strategic source of insight and long-term value.

Jason oversees Canon's service operations, which has 
maintained BenchmarkPortal's Center of Excellence 
certification for 15 consecutive years, and which 
ranks in the top 10% of contact centers globally. He 
manages over 1,100 service professionals who handle 
200,000 - plus monthly interactions. 
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PREVENTING  
CHATBOT FAILURE

MICRO-GPTs CAN STOP THAT.

For more than a decade, contact 
centers have invested heavily in 
chatbots and conversational auto-
mation. Their promise has always 

been the same: deflect volume, reduce 
costs, and resolve customer issues faster. 

Yet despite years of tuning, tool-
ing, and AI upgrades, a familiar pattern 
persists. Customers still escalate to live 
agents far more often than leaders ex-
pect. Resolution rates plateau. Frustra-
tion rises. Automation teams work hard-
er, but results remain stubbornly uneven.

The uncomfortable truth is this: most 
chatbot failures are not caused by weak 
AI models or poor intent recognition. 
They are architectural failures. 

Many contact centers are running 
modern language models on top of sys-
tems designed for a much earlier era of 
automation. But as customer interac-
tions grow more complex, emotional, 
and unpredictable, those foundations 
begin to crack. 

Across the industry, self-service pro-
grams still see a large share of customer 
conversations escalate to agents, espe-
cially for billing, eligibility, and excep-
tion-handling scenarios.

This article examines why traditional 
chatbot architectures collapse and out-
lines a new software design approach, mi-
cro-GPTs, that offers a more resilient, gov-
erned, and leader-friendly path forward. 

BY SATYA KARTEEK GUDIPATI, PUBLICIS SAPIENT

ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

WHY LEGACY BOTS BREAK AT 
SCALE
Most production chatbots today are 
built on some combination of three fa-
miliar patterns:

•	 Intent trees that route customers 
through predefined paths.

•	 Keyword matching layered onto 
structured flows.

•	 Rigid dialog orchestration optimized 
for predictable requests.

CHATBOTS
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CHATBOTS
These approaches worked reasonably 

well when customer needs were narrow 
and transactional: checking order sta-
tus, resetting a password, or updating 
an address. 

But modern contact centers deal with 
something very different. 

Customers arrive with partial infor-
mation, emotional context, and multi-
step problems. They expect systems to 
remember what they said five turns 
ago, adapt when plans change mid-con-
versation, and recognize when self-ser-
vice is no longer appropriate.

Legacy bots struggle – and break - be-
cause they were designed around classifi-
cation, not reasoning.

At scale, contact center leaders see the 
symptoms clearly:

•	 Intent libraries explode as teams try 
to model every variation.

•	 Conversation flows become brittle 
and hard to maintain.

•	 Escalation rates rise despite constant 
tuning.

•	 Automation teams spend more time 
maintaining bots than improving 
outcomes.

These are not tuning problems. They are 
structural limitations.

WHY BETTER AI DOESN’T FIX A 
BROKEN DESIGN
To address these issues, many orga-
nizations have embedded more ad-
vanced large language models (LLMs) 
into existing bot platforms. But while 
surface-level understanding improves, 
sustained resolution does not.

Why?

Because the surrounding architecture 
still assumes:

•	 One centralized decision engine.

•	 Static intent definitions.

•	 One conversational flow that is re-
sponsible for everything.

LLMs excel at flexible reasoning. But 
when constrained by brittle orchestra-
tion layers, their intelligence is throttled. 

The legacy orchestration layer—specif-
ically the centralized dialog manager and 
the intent-routing engine—forces the 
model to behave like a smarter classifier 
rather than a reasoning assistant. Lead-
ers often interpret this as an AI maturity 
problem. In reality, it’s a design mismatch. 

The technology has evolved. The archi-
tecture has not.

THE MICRO-GPT MODEL: SMALL-
ER SCOPE, BIGGER RESULTS
Micro-GPTs represent a fundamentally 
different approach to conversational 
automation. 
   Instead of deploying one general-pur-
pose chatbot responsible for every-
thing, this model breaks automation 
into purpose-specific agents.

A COMMON REAL-WORLD 
FAILURE LOOP

ASK YOUR TEAM THESE 
QUESTIONS:

Consider a common scenario:

A customer contacts Support about 
a billing discrepancy tied to a recent 
plan change.

The bot detects “billing,” routes the 
customer into a payment flow, and 
asks a series of scripted questions. 

The customer mentions the plan 
change. The bot ignores it. The loop 
repeats. Frustration rises. The custom-
er types “agent.”

From the system’s perspective, 
nothing went wrong. The intent was 
detected correctly. The flow executed 
as designed.

From the customer’s perspective, 
the system failed to understand the 
problem.

This is the gap contact center leaders 
are struggling to close. 

As inbound automation strategies 
evolve, contact center leaders should 
shift the questions they ask:

•	 Are we scaling intent trees? Or are 
we reducing the need for them?

•	 Do our bots reason within clear 
boundaries or guess across domains?

•	 Can we explain and audit automated 
decisions?

•	 Does our architecture support  
specialization? Or fight against it?

The answers reveal far more about 
long-term success than vendor fea-
ture lists.

BOX 1

BOX 2

In this article, “micro-GPTs” refers to 
a software architectural pattern for 
building governed, retrieval-grounded 
conversational assistants, not a specific 
product or vendor solution.

A micro-GPT is not a smaller model. It 
is a bounded system, defined by these 
four core principles.

1.	 Domain-bounded. Each micro-GPT 
operates within a clearly defined 
problem space: billing disputes, 
shipping issues, service eligibility, 
plan changes. Narrow scope reduces 
ambiguity and improves accuracy.

2.	 Retrieval-grounded. Responses are 
generated using approved knowl-
edge sources—policies, procedures, 
FAQs, and structured data—not 
free-form guessing.

3.	 Policy-guarded. Business rules, 
compliance constraints, and escala-
tion thresholds are enforced explic-
itly, not inferred probabilistically.

4.	 Composable. Multiple micro-GPTs 
can collaborate or hand off context, 
allowing conversations to evolve 
without collapsing into a single, 
monolithic flow.
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This architecture mirrors how contact 
centers already operate: specialized 
teams, governed processes, and clear 
accountability.

HOW MICRO-GPTs IMPROVE 
RESOLUTION WHILE KEEPING 
CONTROL
For contact center leaders, the appeal of 
micro-GPTs is not novelty. It is control.

Traditional bots force organizations 
to choose between flexibility and gov-
ernance. Micro-GPT architectures elimi-
nate that tradeoff by embedding con-
trol at the system level rather than the 
dialog level.

This Figure provides a high-level 
comparison of legacy chatbot architec-
tures and micro-GPT–based systems.

With micro-GPTs leaders gain:

•	 Higher first contact resolution (FCR) 
through constrained reasoning.

•	 Lower maintenance overhead by up-
dating knowledge instead of retrain-
ing intents.

•	 Predictable behavior under stress, 
with safe failure and clean escalation.

•	 Clear ownership tied to operational 
domains.

For leaders accountable for both cus-
tomer experience (CX) and operational 
risk, these attributes matter far more 
than raw model sophistication.

If your bot needs constant tuning, you 
don’t have an AI problem: you have a de-
sign problem.

GOVERNANCE IS THE  
DIFFERENCE
Loss of control is one of the most com-
mon executive concerns surrounding 
generative AI. Ironically, micro-GPT ar-
chitectures improve governance rather 
than weaken it.

Because each micro-GPT is policy-guard-
ed and retrieval-grounded, organiza-
tions gain:

•	 Transparent decision boundaries.

•	 Auditable response logic.

•	 Explicit escalation triggers.

•	 Consistent compliance enforcement.

Instead of asking, “Why did the model 
say this?” leaders can ask, “Which policy, 
source, or boundary was applied?”

FI
GU

RE

LOSS OF  
CONTROL IS 
ONE OF THE 
MOST  
COMMON  
EXECUTIVE 
CONCERNS 
SURROUNDING 
GENERATIVE AI. 
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 TRADITIONAL BOTS FORCE  
ORGANIZATIONS TO CHOOSE BETWEEN 
FLEXIBILITY AND GOVERNANCE.  
MICRO-GPT ARCHITECTURES ELIMINATE 
THAT TRADEOFF...

CHATBOTS
That shift becomes critical as regula-

tory scrutiny increases and boards de-
mand clearer accountability for auto-
mated decisions.

A PRACTICAL MIGRATION PLAN
For organizations with deep investment 
in legacy bot platforms, replacing every-
thing at once is neither realistic nor nec-
essary. Micro-GPTs can be introduced 
incrementally.

A pragmatic migration approach looks 
like this:

1.	 Identify high-friction interac-
tions. Focus on use cases with 
high escalation rates or persistent 
customer dissatisfaction.

2.	 Define clear domain boundaries. 
Be explicit about what each mi-
cro-GPT application can and cannot 
handle.

3.	 Ground responses in authorita-
tive knowledge. Connect agents to 
approved policies, procedures, and 
data sources.

4.	 Wrap automation with gover-
nance. Define escalation rules, 
confidence thresholds, and handoff 
logic up front.

5.	 Integrate alongside existing 
systems. Measure impact before 
expanding scope.

This approach reduces risk, preserves 
prior investment, and delivers visible 
wins that build executive confidence.

THE PATH FORWARD
The next phase of contact center automa-
tion will not be defined by larger models 
or more aggressive deflection targets. It 
will be defined by architectural maturity: 
systems designed to reason within con-
straints, collaborate across domains, and 
operate transparently at scale.

Micro-GPTs are not a silver bullet. But 
they represent a decisive shift away 
from brittle, monolithic bot designs to-
ward automation that aligns with how 
contact centers actually work.

For leaders planning their inbound 
and automation strategies, that shift 
may be the difference between incre-
mental improvement and meaningful 
transformation.

Satya Karteek Gudipati is a Manager Technology at 
Publicis Sapient, focused on building trustworthy 
GenAI systems for contact centers: retrieval-ground-
ed assistants, policy guardrails, and human-in-the-
loop operations. He writes and speaks on micro-GPT 
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automation. You can reach out to him on LinkedIn.

RESOURCES FOR CONTACT CENTERS
REMOTE WORK
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