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Operating a contact center is no easy task. They are under frequent scrutiny and rightly so, as the contact 
center is capable of providing multiple forms of value to an organization and serves as the most critical customer 
touch point. Success is typically measured in the form of improved process efficiencies, heightened agent productivity, 
a satisfactory customer experience and a reduction of costs. As a result, these measures of success become the status 
quo for benchmarking a center’s performance and are top of mind for most customer service leaders.  Effectively 
meeting some or all of these objectives has been the primary focus for a majority of contact centers.  The problem 
is that it isn’t always easy or possible to articulate how, or even if, the organization “profits” from the actions of the 
contact center.  The end result is that most contact centers (62% according to the latest research from ICMI and 
Zendesk) are perceived to be cost centers by the rest of their organizations. This puts these centers at an incredible 
disadvantage when the need arises for anything (people, technology, et. al.) above what is considered the bare 
minimum. 

But what if a veritable gold mine of opportunity was hiding in every contact center?  Imagine opportunity for providing 
additional levels of value; opportunity for generating more profits for the organization; opportunity for elevating the 
contact center as a highly strategic asset to the organization. Not only is it possible for a “cost center” to become a 
“profit center,” it’s easier than you may think.

The value that contact centers provide to an organization can be classified a variety of ways 
that essentially fall within four fundamental categories:

  Cost Efficiency

  Customer Satisfaction and Loyalty

  Strategic Value

  Revenue Generation (for revenue generating centers)
Whether they’re expected by the business to be revenue generating or not, all centers are capable of delivering value 
in the first three of these categories, and those three areas should be an integral part of any center’s day-to-day 
operations.  This whitepaper provides actionable insights on how to effectively deliver value in all four of these areas 
and highlights where the opportunities for an organization to profit are hiding. 

62%
of contact centers are 
perceived as a cost center by 
the rest of their organization.

50% define it as “one which provides 
financial gains to an organization.”

41% define it as “one which provides 
both financial gains as well as additional 
advantages and benefits to an organization.”
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Operating a Cost-Efficient Contact Center
At the most basic of levels, contact centers were brought into existence as a cost-efficient means of handling an 
organization’s inbound and outbound customer communications.  By pooling resources together and unifying under 
a central point of contact (whether it is an 800 number, email address, Twitter handle, etc., or some combination), 
an organization can handle more contacts with fewer people, while improving customer satisfaction and reducing 
customer effort.  An organization benefits from these reduced costs the most when the contact center optimizes the 
number of contacts that can be handled by each resource.  

A mistaken assumption is that contact center cost efficiency is defined as handling as many contacts as possible 
with as few resources as possible.  The problem with that focus on quantity over quality as the path to cost efficiency 
is that it often results in repeat contacts, customer dissatisfaction, agent frustration, and increased attrition.  The 
best-in-class contact centers are capable of delivering efficient service while enhancing customer satisfaction and 
employee performance. 

That said, just over half of the contact centers recently surveyed by ICMI (54%) believe that they are providing this basic 
level of cost efficiency to their organization.  Accurate planning, staffing, and real-time management strategies help 
to amplify and complement the contact center’s inherent efficiencies.  Some of the fundamental metrics that enable 
a contact center to monitor and control their cost efficiency include service level, scheduled adherence, and forecast 
accuracy.  

The first of these, service level, is a key factor in the customer experience as it affects abandonment rates, channel 
hopping, and agent burnout, among other things. Finding the right service level for an individual contact center or 
customer type may require a bit of trial and error, but there are a few tips for getting started with this metric.   

Example service level objectives:
Contact centers with high demands (sales, competitive outsourcers, VIP service)

90/20, 85/15, or 90/15

Contact centers with moderate demands (customer-service focused)

80/20, 80/30, 90/60

Contact centers with modest demands (no competition, government, tech support)

70/60, 80/120, 80/300

Measurement and reporting frequency:
Half-hour intervals provide the most actionable and insightful data.  

Warning: Larger intervals (hour, daily, etc.) disguise the truth and hinder effective staffing. 
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Schedule adherence insures that the contact center’s most important resource (the agent) is ready and available to 
handle contacts when it’s necessary.  ICMI’s latest research discovered that schedule adherence objectives vary greatly 
from one contact center to the next and are influenced by a variety of factors.  

The third fundamental metric for monitoring and controlling cost efficiency is forecast accuracy.  This measurement 
reveals how effectively the contact center anticipates their workload and provides insight into what actions must be 
taken in the future to best handle their contacts.  Without an accurate forecast, a contact center doesn’t know how 
many agents to staff, when to expect peak periods, and other critical insights into ensuring efficiency.  Considering the 
importance of forecast accuracy in running a cost efficient contact center, a shocking discovery was made during ICMI’s 
latest research when it was revealed that 50% of contact centers do not measure forecast accuracy. A relatively simple 
step, checking the accuracy of the forecast and learning from past inaccuracies will help improve the contact center’s 
future efficiency and overall effectiveness.

Maximizing the ROI of Customer Satisfaction and Loyalty 
When it comes to organizational success and long-term growth, an element of increasing importance is customer 
satisfaction and loyalty. The contact center has been identified as having the greatest impact on the customer 
experience and, as such a focal point, must place a concerted effort in driving exemplary customer service.  As the 
contact center enhances its ability to provide distinguished service, the organization can expect to see improvements 
in customer retention and an increase in customer advocacy.

In addition to being a primary factor in driving customer satisfaction and loyalty, it is essential for the contact center to 
have formal methods for measuring customer satisfaction (CSAT).  Alarmingly, however, ICMI’s findings show that at 
least 20% of contact centers have no formal way of measuring CSAT.  As customer experience and satisfaction becomes 
increasingly important as a key service differentiator it is no longer sustainable for organizations to lack insight on their 
performance in this area.

Average Forecast 
Accuracy Objective:   +/- 10%

Percentage of Time 
Average Contact 
Center Meets Objective:   78%

       Schedule Adherence Dispersion
 Adherence Percentage of 
 Objective: Centers Using:

 95 – 100% 30%

 90 – 94% 32%

 85 – 89% 20%

 84% or less 18%
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Customer satisfaction can be measured through a variety of methods and is maximized when done in the same 
channel as the contact and is offered as close to contact ending as possible.

While formally measuring customer satisfaction is an important way of measuring the contact center’s ability to 
contribute to the profitability of the organization, it isn’t without its challenges.

Organizations Surveyed by ICMI Cited Five Top CSAT Survey Challenges: 
1. Implementing improvements based on results

2. Getting a decent response rate

3. Pinpointing key trends, problems, and preferences through analysis

4. Designing effective surveys

5. Identifying highly dissatisfied customers before it’s too late

Average Number of Survey Questions:  8

Methods for Offering Surveys:           Percentage of Contact Centers Using:
Customers Opt-In             29%
Agent Offers  13%
Both Customer Opt-In & Agents Offer  26%
Other: Random, 3rd Parties, Annual  32%

Additional and/or Alternative Metrics to CSAT

Metric:   Percentage of Contact 
   Centers Measuring:
Net Promoter Score (NPS) 26%
Customer Effort Score (CES) 13%

Typical Customer 
Satisfaction Ratings:
Less than 55%: 1.1%
56% - 60%: 2.9%
61% - 65%: 2.1%
66% - 70%: 2.5%
71% - 75%: 3.9%
76% - 80%: 9.6%
81% - 85%: 16.1%
86% - 90%: 21.8%
91% - 95%: 26.1%
96% - 99%: 12.5%
100%: 1.4%

Survey  Percentage of Contact
Method: Centers Using: 
Email Survey 49%
Web Survey 30% 
Live Phone Survey 27%
Automated Phone Survey 25%
Paper Survey 12%
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For these reasons alone, it is a recommended best practice to partner with a neutral third party to effectively develop 
and facilitate a customer satisfaction program that empowers you and your contact center to deliver personal and 
proactive customer service.  In an ideal scenario, your customer service platform would include access to a robust 
toolkit for gathering customer insights, including proven survey capabilities.  

Delivering Insights that Enable Strategic Decision Making
As the organization’s hub of communication, the contact center has the potential to be loaded with rich customer 
insights and robust data on their preferences and behaviors.  Virtually everything and anything that an organization 
could want or need to know about their customers could be gathered and harnessed company-wide to drive 
improvements, innovations, and long-term sustenance, yet ICMI’s research indicates that most organizations have 
barely skimmed the surface of these data gold mines.

In an era of customer-centricity, it may seem counterintuitive for organizations to intentionally neglect the powerful 
insights at their fingertips, but system complexities, information inundation, and lack of an intentional approach to 
gathering, analyzing, and sharing it all has proven difficult for contact center leaders.  While each of these present valid 
and real challenges for customer service organizations, they must be overcome for two important reasons.

1. As the customer experience becomes the competitive differentiator, it will become the 
responsibility of the contact center to deliver on the organization’s commitment.

2. The contact center can break the cost-center stigma by positioning itself as a strategic ally of 
organization, capable of providing deep and actionable customer data.

Delivering strategic value is the most powerful way in which the contact center can serve the organization, as it shifts 
the paradigm from “the contact center is only withdrawing from the organization” to “the contact center is increasing 
the value of the organization.” A remarkable change occurs when others discover how the contact center contributes 
and enhances their success, rather than detracting from their worth.

ICMI’s research revealed that while many contact centers (70%) use the data that they generate to improve efficiencies 
in the contact center, fewer use it to improve consistency of the customer experience (60%), and less than half of the 
contact centers are sharing these insights with other parts of the organization.

In order to provide this level of value to the organization, it requires a focus that goes beyond simply providing efficiency 
or even customer satisfaction.  Strategic value is achieved when the contact center focuses their attention on how their 
people, processes, and technologies contribute to the success of the total organization.  It is the result of aligning their 
mission, vision, values, and customer expectations with the decisions and actions within every single department.
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While this is no easy task, the effort required to achieve strategic value is returned back to the contact center 
exponentially. By harnessing what’s learned from interacting with customers, contact centers have enormous potential 
to provide valuable intelligence and support to other parts of the company. ICMI’s Brad Cleveland encourages contact 
center leaders to consider the value when the contact center:

1. Helps operational areas or manufacturing units pinpoint and fix quality problems, which boosts 
customer satisfaction and repeat purchases, reduces costs associated with warranties and 
repairs, and prevents unnecessary contacts to the organization.

2. Helps marketing develop more effective campaigns. Having a better understanding of what 
customers need and want and ensuring that marketing efforts target the best prospects can 
improve response rates, reduce relative marketing costs, and help the organization boost market 
share.

3. Serves as an early warning system of potential legal troubles. Product defects, vulnerabilities 
discovered in the company’s web site, inaccuracies in warranty statements or customer 
invoices—the call center is often first to hear of these issues.

4. Helps research and development (R&D) identify customer needs and the company’s competitive 
advantages and disadvantages. Though they remain useful, focus groups, market research, and 
traditional broad-based surveys simply can’t capture the depth and quality of intelligence that 
comes from interacting with customers on a day-to-day basis.

5. Enables the organization to improve self-service systems, based on the specific assistance 
provided to customers who opt out of or need help with these systems. This not only lowers 
the costs of providing customer service — it can also boost customer satisfaction and ensure 
that the contact center has capacity to focus on issues that really require or benefit from agent 
involvement.

In sum, when the contact center has an eye on the larger implications of quality and innovation, it will positively impact 
the entire organization’s workload, productivity, and quality.

The contact centers that most contribute to the profitability of their organizations are delivering value at all three levels: 
efficiency, customer satisfaction and loyalty, and strategic value.  The time and effort required to optimize your contact 
center’s performance at each of these levels will be returned exponentially to you and your organization in the form of 
increased efficiencies, heightened customer satisfaction and loyalty, and invaluable insights on how the organization 
can leverage customer expectations to drive future profitability.

Increasing Revenue Opportunities
For revenue-generating contact centers, there is one additional way to enhance their value and contribute to their role 
as a profit center, and that is through maximizing the agent’s ability to offer and convert cross and up-sell opportunities.  
Organizations implementing such programs are doing so most commonly to increase revenue, build customer 
relationships, and increase awareness of products and services.  Despite these easy opportunities to increase revenue, 
ICMI’s research found that just 45% of contact centers offer such programs.  Of the 55% that do not, just one-quarter of 
them have even considered implementing or trying such a program.
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The reluctance to attempt such a program seems a bit short-sighted, as the results are undeniable and can be achieved 
with relatively minimal effort.  The most common trigger for agents to offer cross/up-sell items are business rules that 
determine the fit for each specific customer, and, when utilized, over 52% of contact centers reported seeing increased 
revenue per contact or customer.  In addition, over one-third saw an increase in customer satisfaction as a result of their 
cross/up-sell offerings. 

The most challenging part of implementing a cross/up-selling program was said to be procuring enabling technology, which 
emphasizes the importance of picking the right platform for your efforts.  When done effectively, cross/up-sell programs 
should be an extension of providing great customer service, and, as such, it would make the most sense to deploy a platform 
that can integrate your service and sales functionalities in one place.  The contact center is already a complicated place, and 
those experiencing the highest levels of success have managed to create simplicities amongst the chaos.

Profiting from Effective Contact Center Management
Viewing the contact center as a pure cost to the organization is an archaic mentality that has run its course.  As 
customer expectations evolve and the complexity of service grows, today’s contact center is poised to deliver value 
and profitability to the organization like never before.  However, this requires a balanced approach to contact center 
leadership that delivers cost efficiency, customer satisfaction and loyalty, strategic insight, and if able, additional 
revenue opportunities.  When maximized to do so, every contact center is capable of helping their organization profit 
and experience success for years to come.

About ICMI
The International Customer Management Institute (ICMI) is the leading global provider of comprehensive resources 
for customer management professionals — from frontline agents to executives — who wish to improve customer 
experiences and increase efficiencies at every level of the contact center. Since 1985, ICMI has helped more than 
50,000 organizations in 167 countries through training, events, consulting, and informational resources. ICMI’s 
experienced and dedicated team of industry insiders, trainers, and consultants are committed to helping you raise 
the strategic value of your contact center, optimize your operations, and improve your customer service. ICMI is a 
part of UBM plc (www.ubm.com), a global events-led marketing services and communications company.

About Zendesk
Zendesk provides a customer service platform designed to bring organizations and their customers closer together. 
With more than 57,000 paid customer accounts for its customer service platform and live chat software, Zendesk 
is used by organizations in 150 countries and territories to provide support in more than 40 languages. Founded in 
2007 and headquartered in San Francisco, Zendesk has operations in the United States, Europe, Asia, Australia, and 
South America. Learn more at www.zendesk.com


