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IS LEGACY CRM 
HOLDING YOU BACK?

When AI-powered custom-
er service falls short, most 
organizations assume it's 
solely a tech problem. In my 

experience, it almost never is. 
The real issue is how contact centers 

were built in the first place, from the in-
side out, optimizing around one metric: 
minimizing time with human agents. 

The better approach is from the out-
side in, starting with the outcome the 
customer actually needs, then building 
the workflows to deliver it. Done right, 
live agent efficiency follows naturally.

LEGACY CRM AND AI
The problem is that legacy CRM was never 
designed for that better approach. It was 
built to log interactions and open tickets, 
not to fulfill requests or drive resolutions. 

Duct-taping AI on top doesn't change 
that. At best, it gets customers to the 
same dead end faster. 

Take a customer disputing a credit card 
charge:

•	 The chatbot understands exactly 
what they're asking, but it restates 
the policy and offers no path  
forward. 

•	 The customer ends up in a loop, not 
because the AI said no, but because 
they were never connected to any-
thing that could say yes. They still 
have to call a live agent. 

The bot didn't just fail to add value. It 
actively wasted the customer's time.
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ILLUSTRATION PROVIDED BY ADOBE STOCK

Legacy CRM promised transforma-
tion. What most organizations actually 
got was a digital filing cabinet: a system 
of record that was built to log interac-
tions, not to drive actions. 
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According to ServiceNow research 

that surveyed more than 34,000 execu-
tives, service professionals, and custom-
ers globally, service reps spend just 45% 
of their time on actual customer issues. 

So, what happened to most of the 
reps’ time? It was lost to manual work 
and to the overhead of disconnected 
systems that were never designed to 
work together; 80% of reps must toggle 
between three to five systems just to 
resolve a single issue.

Unfortunately, most companies have 
been deploying AI on top of legacy contact 
center and customer service platforms 
without fixing what was already broken. 

But those systems had two funda-
mental problems. They either deflected 
customers without resolving their is-
sues or when a customer did reach a live 
agent, that agent wasn't empowered to  
resolve it because the tools, people, and 
systems needed to fulfill the request 
weren't connected. 

AUTOMATION SURFACES THE 
WEAK LINKS 
Legacy CRM was built to log what hap-
pened, not orchestrate what happens 
next. When issues span departments, 
that gap becomes visible in painful ways. 

Let’s say a customer calls about a 
service outage or a billing dispute, and 
resolving it requires work from teams 
across Fulfillment, Legal, Billing, and 
Operations. Legacy CRM can track the 
request. What it cannot do is route work 
to the right teams, trigger approvals, or 
ensure every task gets completed. 

In such cases, human employees be-
come the middleware, manually copy-
ing data and chasing approvals across 
systems. Cases fall into black holes, and 
no one has full visibility into status or 
accountability.

The data asymmetry behind this is 
well-documented but rarely addressed. 
43% of reps cite inconsistent customer 
data as a top daily challenge. Yet only 
28% of executives recognize it as a sig-
nificant challenge. 

This last datapoint is troubling. When 
Leadership does not see the foundation 
problem; instead they reach for solu-
tions that do not address it: new dash-
boards, more tooling, another bolt-on.

Deploying AI on top of fragmented 
data, siloed applications, and broken 
workflows does not accelerate value. 
Instead, it accelerates dysfunction. 

Only 34% of executives report signif-
icant progress on building a genuinely 
connected enterprise approach, and 
that number explains why so many AI 
investments in the contact center are 
underperforming.

Real resolution requires AI connected 
to data and workflows. The system needs 
to know who the customer is, what they 
are entitled to, and what just happened. 

Let’s look at a disputed charge. Re-
al-time data confirms the transaction, 
and the workflow resolves it immediate-
ly, or processes a refund, issues a replace-
ment card, or schedules a callback, pull-
ing in a human only when truly necessary.

Unified data, integrated applications, 
governed knowledge, and clean process 
design are now table stakes. For auto-
mation to deliver what it promises, the 
CRM must connect, sell, fulfill, and ser-
vice on a single platform. Organizations 
that treat those as optional upgrades 
will keep hitting the same ceiling.

HUMAN AGENTS BECOME COM-
PLEX RELATIONSHIP STEWARDS
As I noted earlier, most agents spend 
their days doing work that should not 
require a human: toggling between 
apps, doing data entry, and acting as 
middleware between departments. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, only 39% 
of service reps say they have the tools 
and training needed to deliver superior 
customer experience (CX). The tools are 
failing them. 

What reps actually need are AI tools 
that surface context and next-best ac-
tions in the moment, backed by ongoing 
training that builds the judgment to use 
them well and the confidence to know 
when to step in.

But as automation absorbs routine 
work, the interactions that remain for 
humans are higher-stakes and more 
meaningful. They require emotional intel-
ligence, judgment, and the kind of rela-
tionship-building that AI cannot replicate. 

From our research, 87% of customers 
say phone calls are their preferred com-
munication channel. With that, 46% say 
their biggest concern with AI chatbots is 
their inability to fully understand their 
questions or concerns.

AI specialists surface context and rec-
ommended next actions so the agent 
can focus on the relationship, not the 
mechanics.

That is the shift that makes service 
a genuine differentiator. And when a 
situation calls for a human, the right 
platform makes that handoff with full 
context, so the customer never has to 
start over.

PREDICTIVE SERVICE EVOLVES 
INTO AUTONOMOUS  
RESOLUTION
The next phase of AI-powered CRM 
moves beyond anticipating issues to 
resolving them independently: before 
customers ever reach the contact center. 

DUCT-TAPING AI ON TOP 
DOESN'T CHANGE THAT. AT 
BEST, IT GETS CUSTOMERS TO 
THE SAME DEAD END FASTER.

https://www.contactcenterpipeline.com/subscriptions/group-subscriptions
https://www.servicenow.com/workflow/crm/cx-shift-study-expectations-ai-era.html
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AUTOMATION MATURITY 
EMERGES AS A STRATEGIC  
ADVANTAGE
The organizations that are winning cus-
tomers’ loyalty (and sales) are not the 
ones with the biggest AI budgets. They 
are the ones that start with the CX they 
want to enable. 

Such companies anticipate these key 
questions from customers:

•	 What products and services do you 
sell? 

•	 What do we get based on the prod-
ucts and services we bought?

•	 What requests can we make?

Successful companies design their solu-
tions around those answers, then build 
the workflows to capture and fulfill ev-
ery request. That outside-in clarity is 
what makes everything else work.

Success requires four things working  
together:

1.	 Targeted use cases with clearly 
defined outcomes.

2.	 Trusted unified data that AI can 
actually act on.

3.	 Disciplined governance that keeps 
automation improving rather than 
drifting.

4.	 Closed-loop workflows that contin-
uously learn from every interaction. 

None of those are technology purchas-
es. They are organizational capabilities 
that have to be built deliberately.

Leaders also need to change what 
they measure. Activity metrics, calls 
handled, cases logged, and average 
handle time (AHT) were designed for a 
model where human throughput was 
the primary lever. But they do not cap-
ture what matters in an AI-enabled con-
tact center. 

Instead, the metrics that reflect real 
progress are resolution time, first con-
tact resolution (FCR) rates, proactive 
issue identification, and customer sat-
isfaction, e.g., CSAT. Organizations that 
continue measuring activity while de-
ploying AI will keep optimizing for the 
wrong things.

The companies pulling ahead have 
stopped measuring how many contacts 
they deflect and started measuring 
whether customers actually got what 
they needed. 

Those that build this maturity unlock 
faster resolution, higher satisfaction, 
and real cost efficiencies that com-
pound over time. Those that do not will 
find themselves struggling to scale au-
tomation safely, with AI that surfaces 
problems faster than the organization 
can address them.

The expectation from customers is 
there; 53% of customers expect AI to de-
liver improved speed and efficiency. The 
question is whether the infrastructure 
behind the contact center can support 
that. But too often, it can't.  	

Data siloed across disconnected sys-
tems means AI is working with an in-
complete picture. Workflows that still 
require humans to manually pass infor-
mation create bottlenecks automation 
can't fix. 

The result? AI that moves faster to-
ward the wrong answer.

Predictive AI, connected systems, and 
automated workflows are converging to 
identify problems, diagnose root caus-
es, and trigger corrective actions auton-
omously. 

A telecom provider, for example, can 
detect network degradation in real time, 
identify the affected customer segment, 
and initiate remediation workflows be-
fore call volume ever spikes. 

With such autonomous resolution, 
customers may never need to reach out 
at all. Organizations with the right data 
foundation and workflow infrastructure 
are already running with this today.

The contact center’s orientation shifts 
as a result. Instead of firefighting cus-
tomer issues, teams are supervising and 
refining automated resolution loops. 
Instead of triaging incoming volume, 
agents are handling those cases that 
genuinely require human presence.
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Michael Ramsey is the Group Vice President of 
Product Management, CRM and Industry work-
flows at ServiceNow, which enable organizations 
to create seamless customer experiences and drive 
fierce customer loyalty. In this role, he is respon-
sible for strategy and execution throughout the 
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THE COMPANIES PULLING 
AHEAD HAVE... STARTED 
MEASURING WHETHER 
CUSTOMERS ACTUALLY GOT 
WHAT THEY NEEDED.  

https://www.servicenow.com/
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