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nightmare. The Taylor Reach Group helps you with 

decades of Customer Experience and Contact 

Center advisory and consulting experience. We 
help you achieve your customer interaction goals.
 Taylor Reach is a team of seasoned industry 

experts, that have spent 20+ years developing 

processes, strategies, operating models, expertise, 
and insights that help you avoid problems and 

unintended consequences.
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Insourcing, and Process Improvement, Taylor Reach 

guides you every step of the way.
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Established in 2003, The Taylor Reach Group is an award winning, call, contact centre and customer 

experience consulting and advisory firm. The company is based in Toronto and serves clients across 

North American and globally. We are vendor agnostic and do not partner with technology or 

outsource agencies. The only one who pays us are our clients. Each of our consultants possess a 

minimum of 20 years of ‘hands-on’ call/contact centre operational management/leadership 

experience. We do not sell the pyramid, the seasoned experts you deal with through the sales 

process are the same people who will complete your project. 

Taylor Reach has worked with contact centre and customer service organizations as small as 4 

agents and as large as 24,000. We have worked with leading brands, not for profits, governments 

and advised industry leaders in multiple verticals. 

Our services include: 

• Customer Experience Assessments 

and Benchmarking 

• Contact Centre Strategic Assessments 

• Contact Centre Audits and 

Benchmarking 

• Training Curriculum Design and 

Development 

• Technology Selection and Acquisition 

• Day to Day Operational Model 

Development 

• Digital Transformation 

• Omni-Channel, Multi-Channel, AI, 

automation, and self-service 

• Outsourcing/Offshore Suitability 

Assessments 

• In-Sourcing Assessments 

• Work from Home & Hybrid 

Assessment 

• Process Improvement 

• Knowledge Management 

• Site Selection 

• Organizational Design & Development 

• Best Practices 

• Whitepapers & Research Projects

Tens of thousands of contact centre agent positions globally employ Taylor Reach designed contact 

centre operational models; our clients have awarded us a +91 NPS score; we have the knowledge 

and experience to help your centre management. 

Contact: 

w: www.thetaylorreachgroup.com  

t: (647) 428-5811 x102 or 416 276 9068 / Toll Free: 866-334-3730 x102 

 

http://www.thetaylorreachgroup.com/
http://www.thetaylorreachgroup.com/
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INTRODUCTION 

“The Inner Circle Guide to First-Contact Resolution (2nd edition)” is one of the Inner Circle series of 
ContactBabel reports.  

Other subjects include: 

• Agent Engagement & Empowerment 

• AI, Chatbots & Machine Learning 

• Cloud-based Contact Centre Solutions 

• Customer Engagement & Personalisation 

• Customer Interaction Analytics  

• Fraud Reduction and PCI Compliance 

• Omnichannel 

• Outbound & Call Blending 

• Remote & Hybrid Working Contact Centre Solutions 

• Self-Service 

• Workforce Optimisation 

They can be downloaded free of charge from here.  

The Inner Circle Guides are a series of analyst reports investigating key customer contact solutions. 

The Guides aim to give a detailed and definitive view of the reality of the implementing and using 

these technologies, and a view on what the future holds.  

Statistics within this report refer to the UK industry, unless stated otherwise. There is a version of 

this report available for download from http://www.contactbabel.com/research with equivalent US 

statistics. 

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

  

http://www.contactbabel.com/research
http://www.contactbabel.com/research
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THE IMPORTANCE OF FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION: THE ‘MIRACLE METRIC’  

For most businesses, there is no fixed agreement on what a successful contact centre looks like: 

even in similar industries, around half of businesses state that a contact centre is a strategic asset, 

with the other half seeing it as an operational cost centre.  

Contact centre managers are tasked to balance factors such as cost, efficiency, staff morale and 

attrition, call quality, customer satisfaction and revenue – some of which may be mutually 

antagonistic – in a constantly changing environment where there is limited opportunity for 

reflection.  

Having said that, most of the contact centre world has moved on from the ruthless focus on call 

throughput and call duration that characterised many operations a decade or more ago.  

It can be stated with some confidence that first-contact resolution (FCR) is one of the keys to a 

successful contact centre: while ContactBabel research shows that customer satisfaction rating is the 

most important metric, the vast majority of survey respondents place first-contact resolution as 

being one of the top 3 metrics that are most influential on customer satisfaction, far more 

important than any other metric. Logically, it seems that to improve customer satisfaction, a 

business has to improve first-contact resolution rates.  

The ability to understand a query and deal with it in a reasonable timeframe at the first time of 

asking is the key to a contact centre’s success, reducing the overall number of contacts while 

providing the customer with a good experience which will impact on the company’s overall 
performance.  

It also has a positive effect on the agent’s morale (and thus, staff attrition and absence rates) and 

increases the chances of a successful cross-sell and up-sell being made.  

Little wonder that the first-contact resolution metric has grown hugely in importance: unlike many 

other metrics, it works for both customer and business – a true ‘miracle metric’.   

However, it can be problematic to quantify accurately. This risks the metric being downplayed, 

especially as it is not simply a matter of producing a monthly report from ACD statistics, particularly 

as it is as much a measure of the entire business’s success rather than just an internal contact centre 

metric. In addition – as with any single metric – excessive focus on achieving perfection can have a 

negative impact elsewhere.  

Almost nothing about first-contact resolution is simple, and this report looks at ways to measure and 

calculate this accurately, how to balance FCR against other business metrics, and ways to improve 

FCR that help the business and customer at the same time.  
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION: THE VIEW FROM THE BUSINESS  

It is difficult for an organisation to be confident about which of the many elements that go towards a 

great customer experience are actually the most important, and consequently should receive the 

greatest investment and resource. The following chart looks at the importance of key factors which 

occur within the customer experience when a customer contacts an organisation, from the 

perspective of the business and also from the customer.  

Organisations were asked to rank by importance eight factors that could be said to impact upon 

customer experience.  

Figure 1: What do you believe is the importance of these factors to a customer when contacting your organisation? 

 

 

As with many past ContactBabel surveys, first-time resolution was clearly seen as being the most 

important factor impacting upon customer experience, with 50% of respondents ranking it in first 

place, and a further 31% placing it within the top three. 
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION: THE VIEW FROM THE CUSTOMER 

ContactBabel carried out a survey of 1,000 UK consumers, one of the purposes being to identify any 

differences in opinion between organisations and customers about what were the most important 

customer experience factors when contacting an organisation. Consumers were asked to state which 

were the top three most important factors to them when contacting an organisation, with the same 

factors presented to them that had been offered to organisations within the business survey in the 

previous chart. 

Figure 2: What are the top 3 most important factors to you when contacting an organisation by phone or digital channel? (by age range) 

 

The chart shows the importance of various customer experience factors as an aggregated bar chart, 

segmented by age so as to show the factors that were of most importance to customers in each age 

range. Aggregating the results allows an understanding of which factors were placed in the top three 

overall, while also providing insight on age-related opinion.  

49% of the youngest age group (16 to 24 years old) stated that first-contact resolution was one of 

their top three most important factors, whereas 64% of the oldest age group (over 65 years old) 

placed this in their top three. This research shows that both businesses and consumers agree that 

first-contact resolution is the most important single factor impacting upon customer experience 

when contacting a business. 
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Understanding your Contact Centre Costs - FCR 

Contact centres are always striving to improve efficiency, increase customer satisfaction and deliver a superior customer 

experience. Technology is frequently the strategy employed to achieve this goal. While technology can certainly support 

improvement in all three areas, improvement can also be realized through increasing First Contact Resolution or FCR. 

FCR is a contact centre performance metric that identifies the centre’s ability to resolve an inquiry on the first attempt. While 

not a true measure of customer satisfaction, as the customer is not always asked if they are satisfied, or if the interaction met 

their need, it is nonetheless indicative of satisfaction for both your customers and your agents. 

Whenever anyone reaches out to a contact centre, they are looking to get “something done”. Completing that “something” to 

the satisfaction of the customer is resolving the reason for the inquiry. That is why contact centres exist, to resolve questions, 

issues, and inquiries. Those who can get what they want to get done, on a call or interaction will tend to be more satisfied than 

those who don’t. So, the higher your first contact resolution rate, the higher the satisfaction levels you will tend to see from 

those customers. 

There are a number of ways to measure FCR. The simplest may be to ask if the interaction resolved their inquiry, though that will 

not surface, and gaps between what the customer expects to occur and what does. Agent disposition can be similarly biased, as 

agents may disposition interactions as resolved, to avoid scrutiny of their interaction. Many organizations will define a time 

period of say 48 or 72 hours. The logic in this approach is that the agent will know the next steps that have to occur in the 

process and should be able to advise the customer so that there are no surprises. Hence, any callback within that window is 

presumed to have failed to provide all of the appropriate guidance. 

If the interaction with the contact centre fails to resolve the question of the inquiry, what is likely to happen? Yes, the customer 

will probably contact the centre again. There can be a wide range of reasons why a contact may not be resolved. There may be 

an unanswered question, the customer may have felt the agent did not understand them, the customer may be expecting one 

outcome but later find out that the outcome was not what they were expecting, or it could be agent error. Regardless of the 

cause, a second contact is going to do a few things. First, it is going to increase the cost to support that customer and get them 

an answer to their query. Second, the customer experience will suffer, and lastly, customer satisfaction will be harder to achieve 

than it was on the first contact.  

The cost of a second contact can be calculated in many ways. On a global level, some centres take the fully-loaded costs of the 

operation and divide that by the number of customer contacts and then use this cost as the incremental cost associated with 

each subsequent contact on the same issue.  

So let’s say the total cost to operate a centre is $10 million per annum and they get one-million interactions annually, the cost is 

$10 per interaction. Therefore, each time the centre fails to resolve the issue on the first attempt, there is an additional $10 

cost.  

Of course, a 100% FCR is unlikely, but we will use this for the purpose of illustration. In this centre, a 75% First Contact 

Resolution rate, would have a $2.5 million cost penalty versus a 100% FCR. Research published by SQM in 2021 showed that the 

“FCR performance range for the overall call centre industry is between 44% and 92%, with 71% being the benchmark average.” 
Of course, this means that 29% of customers had to call back to try to resolve their issue. 

Research has shown that just having a strategy or program to improve FCR will improve results, due to increased attention by 

leaders and agents alike.  So if you don’t have one today, create one, and 

1) Identify how you will measure FCR; determine how this will be tracked, what data & calculation is needed, or whether 

the measurement will be client survey-based (phone/email, etc.). 

2) Analyse the reasons why FCR is not occurring today; is it certain call types, is it your company policies & procedures, is it 

lack of agent knowledge/training.  What factors would hinder achieving improved FCR? Customer feedback and 

recorded call review can help to spot behaviours that may be impacting FCR. 

3) Define the strategies you will embrace to improve FCR. The improvement strategies can involve additional agent 

training or coaching, but it may also involve clearer or more details information on the website, in company policies, 

and the product instructions. Remember ambiguity creates confusion and confusion leads to customer interaction. 

FCR is a powerful metric that gauges your ability to meet your customer needs and improving FCR saves money, and increases 

customer satisfaction and loyalty. It may not be the only metric you need, but it is certainly one that you will want to watch. 

http://www.thetaylorreachgroup.com
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THE IMPORTANCE OF FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION TO SENIOR MANAGEMENT 

Business survey respondents were asked to pick a single customer experience metric upon which 

their board or senior management team most judged the success or otherwise of the customer 

experience programme. 

There was a wide mix of responses, with NPS and customer satisfaction score accounting for almost 

60% of responses. 

Of note is the fact that first-contact resolution rate was identified as being the key CX metric for 

senior management by only 5% of respondents, despite both the customer and business survey 

results showing clearly that first-contact resolution was the most important factor in influencing 

customer experience.  

This suggests that senior management are focusing on the end-product of the CX programme (i.e. 

customer satisfaction) rather than one of the key drivers of this customer satisfaction (i.e. first-

contact resolution).  

Figure 3: CX metric upon which the Board / senior management most judge the success of the CX programme 
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION: BENCHMARKS 

The chart below shows the changes in FCR for UK contact centres over a period from 2004. While 

the drops in first-call resolution rate (FCR) in 2012 and 2016 seemed to have been more of a 

statistical blip than a fundamental change, with the mean average over time being 75-76%, the 

overall trend line for FCR is actually declining slightly: as the easier interactions go to self-service 

(especially online), the contact centre is left with more difficult and varied tasks.  

As the contact centre adapts and invests in better ways of handling customer requests, first call 

resolution rate increases and parity resumes. The exodus of ‘easy’ work to self-service channels may 

not be quite balanced by immediate balancing improvements in knowledge sharing and other agent 

support processes that would mean stable first call resolution rates. 

Figure 4: First-call resolution rate (2004 - 2021) 

 

 

The first-contact resolution rate is an important metric for a business to track, being concerned both 

with the customers' experience as well as avoiding unnecessary calls. However, it is very difficult to 

measure effectively, with no single best practice method of getting definitive statistics that are 

directly comparable to the rest of the industry. This difficulty is shown by the fact that 10 years ago, 

around half of contact centres responding to this survey did not collect FCR performance at all. 
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However, unlike most contact centre benchmarking metrics, many commentators agree that first-

contact resolution is best off measured in isolation i.e. as an internal metric, rather than comparing 

the FCR of your own operation with others within your sector or of a similar size. This is because not 

only are all businesses different, but within each individual business are likely to be some 

departments where FCR varies wildly: technical support for example may have a relatively low FCR, 

whereas other departments which are handling simple calls are likely to see much higher FCR.  

It is also important to understand the effect that a good self-service system and effective outbound 

communication can have on reducing simple contacts: the fewer simple inbound calls received, the 

less chance there is of the other calls being resolved first-time, due to their increased complexity. 

However for the sake of completeness, the table below shows historical FCR rates by vertical market 

over time. 

Figure 5: Mean first-call resolution rate by vertical market (2004-2021) 

Year / 

Vertical 
FS HS INS MAN OS PS RD SVCS TMT TT UT Mean 

2004 82% - - - 75% 72% 74% - 84% 60% 83% 74% 

2005 83% - - - 81% 68% 76% - 81% 68% 80% 76% 

2006 68% - - - 88% 83% 87% - 71% 86% 81% 80% 

2007 87% - - - 84% 77% 72% - 92% 65% - 80% 

2008 84% - - - 81% 80% 70% - 87% 84% - 79% 

2009 85% - - - 76% 80% - 85% 83% - 83% 77% 

2010 61% - 69% 73% 79% 78% 90% 82% 61% 92% 87% 77% 

2011 78% 85% 73% 87% 82% 82% 81% 70% 73% 69% 73% 77% 

2012 78% 70% 73% 83% 78% 83% 84% 58% 62% 63% 84% 73% 

2013 72% 81% 85% 73% 77% 81% 83% 78% 74% 53% 75% 76% 

2014 82% 80% 73% 83% 82% 80% 86% 78% 70% 83% 67% 78% 

2015 65% 80% 81% 71% 80% 72% 82% 67% 71% 84% 71% 75% 

2016 75% 74% 76% 70% 74% 79% 83% 65% 63% 74% 76% 73% 

2017 80% 80% 75% 80% 79% 82% 80% 76% 67% 77% 63% 78% 

2018 69% 83% 70% 79% 69% 82% 70% 72% 69% 81% 69% 74% 

2019 78% 79% 67% 80% 66% 81% 63% 66% 64% 63% 77% 72% 

2020 67% 78% 67% 84% 77% 75% 73% 78% 73% 75% 58% 73% 

2021 64% 79% 66% 97% 77% 72% 68% 81% 78% 82% 76% 73% 

 

NB: FS – Financial Services; HS – Housing; Ins – Insurance; Man – Manufacturing; OS – Outsourcing & 

Telemarketing; PS – Public Sector; RD – Retail & Distribution; SVCS – Services; TMT – Technology, Media & 

Telecoms; TT – Transport & Travel; UT – Utilities 
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DEVELOPING A FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION PLAN 

Some of the steps involving the development of a first-contact resolution improvement programme 

include: 

• An FCR steering committee should agree upon the goals and outcomes that the project is 

aiming to achieve (e.g. specific target FCR, reduction in number of repeat calls, decreased 

call transfer rate, etc.) 

• FCR may negatively impact upon other metrics such as call handling time: in such cases, the 

relative importance of each metric to the contact centre as a whole, and individual 

departments, products or services should be considered 

• As with any other metric, consider ways in which FCR can be ‘gamed’ by agents in order to 
make it appear that the metric is improving 

• A robust methodology for calculating FCR should be agreed upon and used consistently over 

time 

• Agree upon methods of collection of FCR to be used across individual channels 

• Involve other relevant departments that may be driving repeat calls in the discussion, as 

they may be required to change their processes 

• Prepare to increase agent training plans depending upon what the FCR discovery phase finds 

• Plan for agent incentives and performance measurement to include FCR targets 

• Consider how to set realistic customer expectations for issue resolution, to avoid any 

callbacks within an unrealistic amount of time 

• Agree upon how often to track and measure FCR rates. 
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION VS AVERAGE HANDLE TIME (AND OTHER METRICS) 

While first-contact resolution is undoubtedly a key to driving contact centre success and positive 

customer experience, it is important to remember that no metric is an island: focusing on one 

measurement will have knock-on effects on others. 

Nowhere is this more obvious than in the case of average handle time (AHT). If agents are 

encouraged to solve as many issues as they can at the first time of asking, this is very likely to have 

an adverse effect on average handle time as agents will be focusing more on understanding and fully 

resolving any issue, rather than trying to rush customers off the phone to keep call durations down.  

On the face of it, this appears to be positive but there is also the danger that some agents may 

spend far too much time making 100% sure that the issue is resolved which will then have a negative 

impact not only on handle time but also queue lengths, cost per call and call abandonment rates. As 

with most things, balance and moderation are key. 

While average handle time is seen by contact centres as much less important than in the past, by 

using both FCR and AHT it is possible to highlight the most inefficient processes or contact reasons: 

for example, if FCR is low and AHT is high for a specific type of customer journey or business process, 

this suggests that this is suboptimal and can be flagged for process re-engineering. It may also be the 

case that the agent desktop / CRM system is flawed and is not supporting the effective or rapid 

answering of customer queries, or that the agent themselves requires extra training. 

The issues around focusing excessively on average handle time are well-documented: callers cut 

short; transferred unnecessarily to another agent (or worse, to expensive tier-2 support); neglecting 

to carry out the necessary after-call work correctly or follow up with customers. All of these things 

lead to lower customer satisfaction and a greater number of callbacks: effectively kicking the 

problem down the road so that it becomes more of an issue later.  

It may also be the case that agents that are measured mainly on AHT do not have the motivation to 

educate customers about how they could solve their own issues – for example, teaching them how 

to use self-service – preferring instead to do it quickly themselves which will reduce the length of 

that call, but will do nothing to avoid future calls from that customer about the same issue.  

On the face of it, it seems that FCR should be prioritised over AHT, but call durations should not be 

ignored as they impact upon cost, queue lengths, call abandonment, and thus customer experience. 

Despite much research evidence from ContactBabel and other organisations showing that FCR has a 

positive impact on customer satisfaction and experience, it is important to note that this is by no 

means the only factor. It is possible for well-respected brands that provide high-quality products and 

services to achieve high levels of customer satisfaction with fairly mediocre FCR, as the customer 

experience of the company obviously extends outside what the contact centre actually does. On the 

other hand, a business which has high FCR but whose products and services are relatively poor will 

not achieve high levels of customer satisfaction (for example, a business effectively handling a very 

high level of complaints about useless products is unlikely to experience high CSAT).  
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HOW TO MEASURE FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION 

The first difficulty in measuring first-contact resolution is to decide what to include and what to 

exclude. The good news is that – as we will show shortly – first-contact resolution is a metric that is 

far more suitable for use internally, rather than comparing it against external benchmarks. This 

means that as long as a company measures the same factors consistently over time (and across 

every department and outsourcer used), any FCR results remain valid. 

We have seen some consultants apply different terminology to various flavours of FCR (particularly 

in technical support), including: 

• First-call resolution rate: % of issues resolved by any number of agents (i.e. call transfers are 

allowed) as long as they are resolved on the initial call 

• First-contact resolution rate: % of issues resolved by the initial agent who takes the call (i.e. 

no call transfers allowed) 

• First-level resolution rate: % of issues resolved without escalation to a higher support tier 

(i.e. no call transfers to Tier 2, but call-backs are allowed from Tier 1). This is often used in 

technical support, as the cost of support from Tier 2 and upwards is often considerably 

higher, and this is useful as a cost-based metric. 

For clarity, within this report “first-contact resolution” will be used simply to describe the wider aim 
of handling an issue (whether through telephony or digital channels) without the customer having to 

start a second separate interaction about the same issue on another occasion. 
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CALCULATING FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION 

To reiterate, even though there are multiple ways of measuring first-contact resolution, businesses 

should choose the one that makes most sense for their particular activities, and remain consistent 

with this choice over time. All companies are different and may measure FCR in different ways. It is 

important to focus more on internal improvements rather than external benchmarks. 

Some of the most popular methods of calculating first-contact resolution include: 

A. The total number of contacts resolved correctly on the first attempt divided by the total 

number of contacts in a given period of time 

 

B. The total number of contacts resolved correctly on the first attempt divided by the total 

number of contacts in a given period of time that can be resolved correctly on the first 

attempt 

 

C. The total number of contacts resolved correctly on the first attempt divided by the total 

number of first contacts 

 

D. The total number of contacts resolved correctly on the first attempt minus total contacts 

reopened, divided by the total number of first contacts  

Using data as an example, these calculations will give somewhat different results. Assuming: 

• a business receives 1,000 calls per week, of which 950 could possibly be resolved at the first 

attempt 

• of these 1,000 calls, 900 are about a new issue and 100 are call-backs about issues that have 

not been resolved 

• of the 1,000 calls, 800 are then resolved within that call. 

This gives FCRs of:  

• A: 800 / 1,000 = 80% 

• B: 800 / 950 = 84% 

• C: 800 / 900 = 89% 

• D: (800 – 100) / 900 = 78%. 

Certain types of contact cannot be resolved successfully upon the first attempt. For example, a 

difficult technical question may always require escalation to higher-tier agents who will then need to 

call the customer back, or a mortgage application that is likely to require a number of calls as the 

application goes through numerous business processes.  

In such cases, marking calls as a failure (which are actually as successful as they could be) because 

they have not been resolved first-time will make FCR less realistic, although it is obviously simpler to 

include them. Method B (Net FCR) takes these types of call out of the calculation (sometimes called 

‘carve-outs’), whereas Method A (Gross FCR) includes them. Some service teams may prefer to 

include ‘time to resolution’ as a key metric to track those types of interaction that are unsuitable for 
FCR.  
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Methods C & D look to take reopened issues out of the equation by only considering what happens 

with entirely new contacts. Effectively, with these types of calculation, the contact centre only gets 

one chance to resolve an issue first time (which logically makes sense): these methods look at how 

the overall issue has been handled, rather than looking at the specific outcome of each call.  

It is our view that there is no single correct way to calculate first-contact resolution: it depends 

entirely upon the robustness of the available data, and also the nature of the contact centre’s 

activity. To reiterate, the most important thing is to find a method that works for your business, and 

to stick to it. 

Rather than simply looking at FCR, businesses may also wish to look at the overall number of calls 

required to handle a certain number of customer issues: it may be that follow-up calls may require 

three or four extra contacts, as well as being longer. This can identify areas of excessive cost where 

extra training or process improvement can make a major difference to performance and cost, which 

may not have been identified simply by considering FCR.  

Businesses should be wary about using repeat contacts as a way of measuring FCR: while this 

information is relatively easy to extract from an ACD system, it may well be the case that businesses 

have some customers who simply seem to enjoy calling the contact centre about various issues and 

basing FCR on this is likely to skew the findings. 

A possible checklist for questioning FCR criteria might include considering these scenarios: 

• Does a fully resolved contact mean that the issue was closed and that the customer satisfied 

with the response? (e.g. a customer turned down for a bank loan is unlikely to rate 

themselves as being satisfied with how the call was handled) 

• How do you wish to classify calls where a supervisor joined the conversation or otherwise 

coached within the call? 

• How do you wish to classify calls that were transferred to another agent within the same 

tier? 

• How do you wish to classify calls are transferred to an agent in a higher tier? 

• How do you wish to classify calls where the caller contacted the wrong department and has 

been transferred? 

• What about calls which are abandoned by the customer in the IVR or phone queue? 

• For emails: is there maximum number of emails or time elapsed in a conversation before the 

contact is marked as not having been resolved first-time? 

• What happens if there is cross-channel activity, for example a social media request which is 

then escalated into a real-time callback from the same agent? 
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• If a customer calls today about having “Issue A” with a product and gets a satisfactory 
response, then calls tomorrow about “Issue B” with the same product, should this be 
included as a successful first-contact resolution, or as a reopened issue? On the face of it, 

the former would seem to be most accurate so businesses may want their FCR calculation 

method to consider this scenario. It’s important to note that FCR and repeat contacts are 
different metrics and should not be confused. FCR is perhaps as much of an art as it is a 

science, and 100% accuracy will be almost impossible. Any outlying scenarios should be 

considered in the context of how important they are and how commonly they occur. 

 

Of course, not every business will have access to all of this information easily and in a usable format, 

and may decide in any case that it would be better to judge first-contact resolution more from the 

perspective of the customer rather than through internal processes (which in itself is not entirely 

straightforward). 

Furthermore, businesses should consider whether they wish to calculate FCR through using a time 

window: the amount of time that can elapse between contacts, after which the contact is 

considered to have been resolved first-time. Again, while this seems like a sensible and 

straightforward variable to apply, in reality it may be anything but: unresolved problems with 

monthly credit card payments may not show up until 30 or 40 days after the original issue was 

raised, and in cases where a different part of the operation is required to perform an action but does 

not (for example, the fulfilment department failing to send out an order), any callback may be many 

days or even weeks later. As with most things connected with FCR, it is for the business or a specific 

department to judge what makes most sense for them. 

Internal measurement can only go so far, in that it makes assumptions that if the business has not 

heard back from the customer within an arbitrary timescale, then the issue must have been fully 

resolved. However, it may be that the customer is more patient than usual, or has given up on 

getting a resolution. As such, businesses should be aware that relying entirely upon internal FCR 

indicators is unlikely to provide accurate information or much insight into whether they are really 

succeeding in delivering superior customer experience: it is usually noted that internal-only FCR 

metrics will tend to give a higher FCR than when the customer responses are also used to calibrate 

the calculation. 

The next section of this report will look at the various methods of gathering data for FCR purposes, 

one of which is gathering customer feedback. It should be noted here that while seeking customer 

feedback on the effectiveness of their last contact with the business is a good idea in principle, many 

interactions require other departments to carry out the promises made by the contact centre in 

order for the issue to be entirely resolved, so sending the customer an SMS or putting them into 

post-call IVR immediately after the call can only provide insight into the effectiveness of the agent 

rather than whether the issue has been entirely resolved. The ideal form of first-contact resolution 

does not just measure the success of the contact centre, it is actually measuring the success of the 

business. 
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First-contact resolution rates should also be tracked and analysed in the context of the overall 

number of reopened interactions. For example, if a business implements effective self-service, the 

first-contact resolution rate is likely to drop as more of the simpler interactions will be carried out by 

automation. In this situation, it is easy to imagine senior management becoming concerned about a 

perceived drop in performance within the contact centre, although from the customer’s perspective 
the opposite has happened. Businesses should consider not just the proportion of calls answered 

first time, but also the overall volume of unresolved contacts: if this has dropped, it is likely that any 

first-contact resolution solutions are working even though the FCR is lower. 

The opposite can also be the case, and it is important to understand why any change in FCR has 

happened: a rise in FCR (which is ostensibly positive) can be because a change in the self-service 

system has confused customers who now call in to have an agent handle what should be a simple 

matter.   

A final word of warning: as with any metric, there is a danger of being seen to place too much 

emphasis on improving FCR, which may lead to agents being tempted to game the system through 

using incorrect call disposition codes, for example. Using methods described later in this report 

which place the onus for measuring FCR upon the customer’s actions and feedback, this danger is 
likely to be alleviated. 

 

 

END-USER QUESTION 1: WHAT’S THE BEST WAY TO TRACK AND MEASURE 
FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION? 

 

The goal of measuring first-contact resolution (FCR) 

is to determine what percentage of contacts are 

successfully completed the first time a customer gets 

in touch. The best way to measure this is through a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

system which can report on contacts and reasons for contact by time period by customer. You can 

find additional approaches outlined in our posts “Measuring FCR in Your Contact Center” and “FCR 

Adoption and Utilization”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://thetaylorreachgroup.com/measuring-fcr-in-your-call-center/
https://thetaylorreachgroup.com/fcr-adpotion-and-utilization/
https://thetaylorreachgroup.com/fcr-adpotion-and-utilization/
http://www.thetaylorreachgroup.com/
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION MEASUREMENT METHODS 

There are numerous sources of information for businesses looking to gather data to calculate first-

contact resolution, some of which are internal and some external to the business: 

• agent feedback / logging 

• post-call surveys 

• interaction analytics  

• quality monitoring 

• tracking of reopened issues 

• repeat calls 

• repeat contact reasons. 

 

AGENT FEEDBACK / LOGGING 

Agents can ask questions to customers at the end of the call such as “Did I fully resolve your issue 
today?” and “Have you called about this issue previously?”, and mark each call with a disposition 
code accordingly. On the face of things, in a customer-centric business this would appear to be the 

most accurate way of determining FCR. Agents can be trained to identify repeat calls accurately so 

they can tag it in the CRM system which can then be reported upon.  

However, this should not be the only method of collecting FCR data: 

• customers may not wish to appear ungrateful or impolite to the agent, even though they 

may not be entirely satisfied with the response 

• if the issue requires extra processes or work through the back office (such as fulfilment), the 

customer will not know whether the issue has actually been resolved at the end of the call. 

Of course, the system of allowing agents to mark their own calls as resolved could be prone to abuse 

(especially if the agent is being scored are rewarded on their FCR), and it may be wise to include the 

checking of resolved calls as part of the quality monitoring process, or to have the system generate 

the status of calls as being resolved or otherwise depending upon the actions taken within the call.  
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POST-CALL SURVEYS 

For a metric which is so important to customers, it makes sense that the measurement of FCR should 

take into account the customer’s perspective.  

One of the main problems with surveys that are sent out after the interaction is that a relatively 

small number of customers will complete them, and results may be skewed in the direction of those 

who are very positive or very negative. It is also difficult to get enough answers in order to analyse 

FCR at the agent level. Sending the customer a summary of the interaction a few days afterwards 

(including what was said and any actions promised) allows them to mark it as resolved or request it 

to be reopened.  

On the other hand, while a post-call IVR survey or agent question may get a very high response rate, 

at this stage of the process is only possible to gauge the success of the actual call rather than the 

entire issue which may require processes and actions to be carried out elsewhere in the business in 

order to be successfully resolved. 

Many organisations use various types of survey in order to gather data which can be used in the FCR 

calculation process: 

IVR: at the end of the call the customer may be passed through to an automated IVR system which 

typically asks a mixture of open and closed questions which can be answered with a combination of 

touchtone and speech. This has the benefit of immediacy, in that the caller will be able to give an 

accurate assessment of the call and the agent, and also the business may be alerted in near-real-

time to any major problems through pre-programmed automated SMS or email alerts.  

The speed and ease with which an agent-invited IVR survey can be implemented gives it a distinct 

advantage over a survey conducted via outbound calls. The resources and staff time required to 

make outbound calls often mean that they are conducted erratically and rarely during peak times 

which undermines the quality and usefulness of the data collated. As agent-invited IVR surveys are 

automated, they require little staff input and can monitor FCR and other key metrics whenever the 

contact centre is open. 

Outbound automated surveys are becoming more prevalent, with more than 10m outbound IVR 

survey calls estimated to be made each year in the UK. After the call has been concluded, the caller's 

number may be put into an outbound dialler's queue, which calls them and offers an IVR survey. The 

speed with which this call-back is made is crucial to the take-up rate of the survey, with up to 70% 

acceptance rate if the call-back is in minutes, but perhaps only 10% if the call is made over 48 hours 

later. 
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Written: some businesses ensure that a system-generated email (or sometimes letter) is sent to the 

customer soon after an interaction takes place, requesting feedback. Typically, more customers who 

have had a poor experience will bother to return the questionnaire, skewing the figures, and 

although some good and detailed learning points can emerge, it can be an expensive way to survey 

customers, and perhaps only appropriate if the customer has engaged very deeply with the business 

on a number of recent occasions (e.g. completing a mortgage application) or with a demographic 

that has more time available to them, especially older people. There can be a lack of immediacy, and 

sending out a written questionnaire to ask about how well a single call was handled could be seen as 

overkill. 

Web forms are becoming increasingly widely-used as an increasing number of customers visit a 

website initially to see if they can find the information or resolve the issue themselves, whether 

through self-service or through a digital channel. 

Outbound: frequently, the contact details of a proportion of incoming callers will be passed to a 

dedicated outbound team, who will call the customer back, often within 24 hours, to ascertain the 

customer’s level of satisfaction with the original call. Sometimes customers will find this intrusive, 
while others will welcome the chance to provide feedback. Additionally, certain companies employ 

outside agencies to survey customers regularly, which may be useful in benchmarking exercises, 

since they will apply a more formalised and structured approach to data gathering and presentation.  

SMS: Text messaging has the advantage of immediacy of sending and also of reporting on the 

results. It is a cheap way of carrying out surveys, and can be linked to a specific agent, allowing the 

contact centre to use this information at an agent level. While SMS does not allow detailed or 

multiple questions, this is rarely an issue when collecting FCR data. SMS take-up rates are better 

than many other forms of feedback (at around 25-35% on average), and younger and more time-

poor customers are more likely to respond, providing a wider universe of responses across 

demographics. This form of survey can allow the contact centre to identify very unhappy customers 

and schedule an outbound call to deal with the problem. 

 

Some businesses may feel that surveying a customer after every interaction is overkill (both the 

customer and the business) and may instead consider including a question about ongoing issue 

resolution in any less frequent quality or customer satisfaction surveys that they run. The customer 

will then have an opportunity to describe what has happened, which will help the business identify 

common issues and processes that may be suboptimal. 
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QUALITY MONITORING AND ASSURANCE 

A popular way of tracking FCR has been to score calls based on whether they have been resolved 

first-time. As the quality team listens to many calls, there is a certain amount of objectivity and 

expertise to this method, but at best it can only provide a rough snapshot of FCR as only a minority 

of calls can be listened to. This also means that the identification of the issues that are causing 

suboptimal FCR are less likely to be identified than they would be in a situation where 100% of calls 

were being analysed, as in the case of interaction analytics. Businesses may also feel that FCR should 

ideally be seen from the perspective of the customer, and even neutral and objective QA teams may 

consider that an issue is resolved when in fact it is not. 

Businesses that are not already doing so may consider adding FCR to the quality monitoring process 

as one of the key metrics that agents are measured against, demonstrating to agents how important 

this is to the business.  

 

INTERACTION ANALYTICS  

First-contact resolution can be increased by identifying repeat callers and eliminating the root cause 

of repeat calls. Interaction analytics allows businesses to search for keywords and phrases such as 

“called before”, allowing businesses to focus on the issues, processes and agents that are causing 
the most callbacks. This can be supported by further analysis of conversations where the caller has 

indicated that they have called before, looking for categories such as billing or returning items which 

will give more indication how FCR can be improved by optimising processes outside the contact 

centre. 

By monitoring and scoring 100% of calls, the opportunity exists to connect analytics, quality 

assurance and performance management, collecting information about first-contact resolution rates 

right down to the individual agent level. Automatic evaluation of all calls means that businesses will 

no longer rely on anecdotal evidence, and will be able to break the call down into constituent parts, 

studying and optimising each element of each type of call, offering a far more scientific, evidence-

based approach to improving KPIs than has previously been possible.   
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TRACKING OF REOPENED ISSUES 

Some workforce optimisation suites allow businesses to create rules that can count the number of 

calls coming from the same phone number, customer account or ticket number within a specific 

amount of time. While this can act as a strong basis for robust FCR figures, it is important to note 

that while some customers contact the business frequently, it may not always be about the same 

issue. 

 

REPEAT CONTACTS 

A very popular and relatively simple way of measuring FCR is to assume that the customer has 

contacted the business again within a certain amount of time, then the query has been resolved 

successfully. However, this method does not take into account the reasons for any repeat contacts, 

which may in fact not be an unresolved issue but be related to something entirely different. 

 

REPEAT CONTACT REASONS 

An alternate method involves creating individual FCR rates at a contact reason level (e.g. billing, 

fulfilment, etc.) through analysing the CRM system. Once a customer calls about a particular issue 

upon which the businesses is looking to focus improvement, agents can ask whether that query has 

been resolved or whether this is a repeat contact. This allows businesses to see whether their focus 

on mending broken processes is actually working at an issue level. This method also allows 

businesses to identify whether the problem is at an agent level or a process level.  

 

USE OF FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION METHODS  

A recent ContactBabel survey looked at how over 200 UK contact centres were gathering data to 

calculate FCR, and how useful it was to them:   

• Agents provide opinions on whether the call was resolved completely, including tagging the 

interactions with a disposition code at the end of the call (used by 67% of respondents) 

• Tracking of issues shows if they are re-opened (51%) 

• Supervisors monitor calls and score based on their opinion (85%) 

• Customers can be asked their views by the agent (73%) or through an IVR survey (37%) 

• Analytics of interaction recordings can be used to see whether the call was actually resolved 

or more interactions were needed (30%).  
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The accurate tracking and actionable insight of FCR is one of the biggest challenges to the contact 

centre industry: it is key to customer satisfaction and cost management, and it is clear from the 

following chart that no single method of measuring FCR is seen as being particularly impressive.  

Figure 6: Use and effectiveness of first-call resolution measurement methods 

 

 

QA monitoring, the most widely-used form of gathering first-call resolution information, is seen as 

reasonably effective, but it is the automated analysis of call recordings that is considered the most 

effective by those respondents that use this method of calculating first-contact resolution. Other 

methods have their supporters and detractors, with tracking repeat calls being quite well thought of. 

It is worth noting that the majority of contact centres who track first-call resolution do so only based 

on the initial telephone call itself: that is, they do not check whether the action or business process 

initiated by the call has been followed through successfully. Most complaints received by a contact 

centre are about the failings of the wider business (usually around 80%), so focusing entirely upon 

the work done within the contact centre is missing the point of measuring first-call resolution.  
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FCR: RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

Extensive research from many different organisations show that resolving a contact at the first time 

of asking is almost always cheaper than cutting the call short and then having to deal with repeat 

contacts, not to mention the disappointing customer experience and the possibility of losing that 

customer altogether.  

It should also be remembered that repeat calls will often take longer as a result of the customer 

explaining what had been said and done on the first call, with the agent also having to read through 

the written notes to understand the history before beginning to try to resolve the issue. 

Second-line support calls can often cost between three and five times the amount that a first-line 

support call will cost, and escalating a call means that costs are cumulative (i.e. costing both the first-

line and second-line amounts). Businesses should also be aware that repeat calls – even if handled at 

the first-line level – will not necessarily be handled effectively at the second time of asking, and 

should have resource dedicated to determining the cause of those outlying customer requests which 

require excessive numbers of multiple contacts, as these can severely impact upon overall cost. 

Another factor to take into account when considering any return on investment for FCR optimisation 

is that of the cross-selling or upselling rate. A frustrated customer who has had to call back is very 

unlikely to be sympathetic to any attempt to sell any further products or services, which negatively 

impacts on customer lifetime value and also loyalty and advocacy. 

A simple example of the ROI possible from improving FCR is shown here:  

• 100 contact centre agent positions, each handling 70 calls per day = 2.5m calls per year 

• each call costs £5.00 = £12.5m per year 

• 70% first-contact resolution rate 

• therefore, £3.75m per year is spent on handling repeat calls 

• therefore, a cost avoidance of £125,000 per year can be expected from each percentage 

point that FCR improves.  

It is important however to reiterate that higher FCR in itself does not guarantee cost savings: the 

failure of a self-service solution which drives customers to use the phone for simple interactions may 

well increase FCR, but will certainly increase call volumes and thus costs. As such, businesses should 

remember that FCR should be used in conjunction with overall call volumes and the number of 

unresolved/resolved calls. 

The effect of low FCR on agent morale should also be considered: it is disheartening for agents to 

feel that they cannot help effectively and to be handling large numbers of calls from frustrated 

customers each day. Without doubt, this has a negative effect upon morale, absence and eventually 

attrition, creating unnecessary recruitment and training costs. 
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION AND DIGITAL CHANNELS 

Industry-wide, around 30% of inbound contacts are carried out over digital channels (email, web 

chat, social media, messaging), and it is important that the business also tracks the first-contact 

resolution rates for these channels, as well as for phone calls.  

Businesses should measure the current FCR across each channel and determine the appropriate 

targets. This should be done on a channel-by-channel basis, as they are unlikely to be uniform across 

channels: web chat may have a higher proportion of short and relatively simple requests, whereas 

email is often used for complaints and complex, lengthy queries, so it is inappropriate to apply the 

same blanket FCR targets.  

Each channel should also be assigned a specific definition of what a first-contact resolution looks 

like: for example, web chats may require the customer’s issue to be resolved before they end the 
chat session, whereas emails may require some back-and-forth clarification (in the same way as a 

web chat). It would seem unduly harsh to deny FCR status to a successful email interaction simply 

because there were multiple emails, so businesses may consider that any email exchange that is 

handled entirely within one hour should be treated as first-contact resolution, for example. 

Digital channels do not only refer to those which are handled by agents: web self-service is also a 

major part of many businesses’ customer service strategies, and is often the first place that a 

customer will visit to resolve a query. This places yet another complication on the measurement and 

tracking of FCR: if the customer has spent 10 minutes unsuccessfully searching a website, and then 

places a call which is resolved successfully, the business will measure this as a success for FCR, but 

many customers would disagree.  

It may be very difficult to understand and track whether a customer has attempted to solve the 

problem using a website (and also to understand whether it was a committed effort or merely a half-

hearted flick around the site), and some businesses may only wish to consider the FCR success of 

their agent-assisted channels.  

As with many things around FCR, there is no single right or wrong way to measure these things: the 

business must decide what makes most sense for them, and apply it consistently over time. 
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MEASURING CALL TRANSFERS 

A business implementing an FCR measurement programme will need to consider how it allocates an 

FCR status to contacts which are passed between agents or to other employees within the 

enterprise.  

Even within the best-run contact centres, call transfers are inevitable and a mean average of 10.6% 

of UK contact centres’ inbound calls are transferred between agents (excluding receptionists and 
other contact centre structures where all initial calls are passed on).  

The call transfer metric can indicate training needs at the individual agent level, a failure in the initial 

IVR routing or a need to update FAQs or other information on a website (for example, a spike in this 

metric might be driven by a recent marketing campaign which has confused some customers, 

creating a high level of calls about the same issue).  

Tracking, and call recording / speech analytics in cases of sudden high transfer rates could identify 

the issue. This insight would also help the contact centre see which other departments are required 

and for which issues, helping to identify any bottlenecks or broken processes. 

Figure 7: Call transfers by vertical market 

Vertical market  % of calls transferred (mean) % of calls transferred (median) 

Finance 11% 10% 

Housing 12% 14% 

Insurance 11% 10% 

Manufacturing 12% 10% 

Outsourcing & Telemarketing 7% 5% 

Public Sector 9% 5% 

Retail & Distribution 12% 9% 

Services 11% 10% 

TMT 12% 15% 

Transport & Travel 5% 5% 

Utilities 12% 10% 

Average 10.6% 10% 
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A high level of call transfers and subsequently being passed around more than one employee is seen 

as being particularly negative for B2B customers. However, it is important to note that first-contact 

resolution is still seen by these customers as being by far the most important factor impacting upon 

the customer experience, so businesses should not be overly concerned about passing a customer 

onto a colleague who is better placed to help.  

From most customers’ perspectives, a call would be viewed as being handled first-time if they have 

not had to put the phone down and redial. As such, moving from agent to agent is generally 

acceptable to customers for FCR purposes as long as the agent actually transfers them, but too often 

the customer is just given another phone number and has to go through all of the queueing and 

security again, only to have to explain the issue to the new agent. From the perspective of the 

customer, this is entirely unacceptable. 
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IDENTIFYING REASONS FOR REPEAT CONTACTS 

First-contact resolution rates are not simple to understand, but have to be viewed in context. An 

improving business may well see its FCR rate actually decline after it implements process 

improvements, which is counter-intuitive, but if the business had been handling live calls that were 

more suited to self-service or avoidable through better marketing communications, getting rid of 

these ‘easy’ calls entirely will make the FCR rate decline. If many calls are about the same issue, and 
are answered quickly and accurately, it improves FCR rates, but of course piles up cost and impacts 

negatively upon other performance metrics, such as queue length and call abandonment rate.  

Businesses should consider the reasons for these unnecessary calls, rather than just focusing upon a 

single metric, as high first-contact resolution rates may actually be masking underlying problems: 

• The contact centre is handling simple and repetitive calls that could be moved to self-

service, or which could be addressed on a website and through better marketing 

communications 

• Callers are dropping out of self-service to speak with agents because the self-service 

application is failing in its task and should be re-engineered 

• Unclear marketing communications are causing customers to call 

• Calls are being received that are actually driven by mistakes from elsewhere in the 

enterprise. 

When businesses begin stopping unnecessary calls at the source, those left are usually of a more 

complex nature. This will lower first-call resolution rates initially, allowing a clearer picture of what is 

really happening in the contact centre to emerge, which can then be addressed more fully. 

This section considers how to identify the reasons for repeat contacts, which will allow the business 

to focus on these areas and implement solutions and processes which will lead to FCR improvement. 

 

 

END-USER QUESTION 2: HOW CAN WE UNDERSTAND WHY WE’RE GETTING 
MULTIPLE CONTACTS? 

 

The Customer Relationship Management (or, 

Contact Center Platform) system can report on 

multiple same-subject contacts from a customer. 

Root Cause and Process improvement techniques can then be used to eliminate these multiple 

contacts. 

 

 

http://www.thetaylorreachgroup.com/
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ROOT-CAUSE ANALYSIS 

There is little point in a business tracking first-contact resolution unless they can identify the causes 

of repeat contacts and act upon them. Carrying out the analysis of the root causes of reopened 

issues and unresolved problems is the first step to mending them. 

Root cause analysis should consider: 

• whether some processes are so complex that they will always require numerous contacts to 

resolve. If it is impossible to do so, they should be treated as ‘carve-outs’ and not included in 
FCR measurement 

• whether there are a high number of calls coming into the wrong department which may 

indicate an issue around IVR routing 

• looking at customer satisfaction and FCR surveys, what are the reasons customers are giving 

for dissatisfaction or failures to resolve issues first-time? 

• through QA and analytics, it should be possible to understand whether agents are fully 

understanding the issues that customers are calling about or whether lack of comprehension 

is leading to agents providing incorrect or incomplete information 

• For digital channels, is it even possible for the customer to have the issue resolved first-time 

through this channel? For example, some businesses do not allow a customer to pass 

through security on a social media channel, instead insisting that they call into the contact 

centre 

• whether there is an excessive number of contacts being escalated to supervisor- or 

manager-level which may indicate an issue at the agent level that could be resolved through 

training or greater empowerment 

• the specific products or issues that are causing the most problems 

• whether procedures or processes are being adhered to, and if so whether they are actually 

hindering the agent’s performance 

• are customers actually being given the right information, and if not, is this an issue of 

providing better training around technology or improving the knowledge base? 

 

Root cause analysis may be carried out by the use of interaction analytics, customer journey 

analytics, dedicated FCR teams and quality assurance professionals. However, whether formally or 

informally, it is certainly worth businesses asking their agents directly why customers have recently 

been calling and to give their opinions on how more calls can be resolved first-time. This may not be 

a particularly scientific method, but as these are the employees at the coal-face every day, they are 

likely to be able to provide insight and also to note how unresolved issues and problems are 

changing on a day-to-day basis. 
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It is likely that after carrying out analysis of the major causes of first-contact resolution that it will be 

helpful for businesses to aggregate the data into larger segments such as technology, people or 

process.  

Other helpful segmentations include:  

• the product or service being offered, to see if there is anything inherently difficult within the 

interaction 

• whether the problems are being caused within the contact centre or elsewhere within the 

business 

• grouping unresolved issues by channel in order to understand whether any channel makes 

first-contact resolution intrinsically difficult or inappropriate for this matter.  

 

ContactBabel research later in this section shows that a very significant proportion of calls have tried 

to answer their own queries through web self-service before placing a call to an agent. It is 

important when considering root cause analysis that the shortcomings of information and 

functionality available on the website is considered, rather than just looking at issues within live 

channels. 
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CUSTOMER JOURNEY ANALYTICS 

While surveying customers or asking agents are useful methods of understanding why customers call 

back, customer journey analytics may be a more structured and accurate way to understand when 

the failure points are within the process. 

Driven by the need to get beyond the siloed nature of multichannel interactions, customer journey 

analytics aims to gather together the various data sources, triggered processes, and customer touch 

points involved the customer interaction, in order to optimise the overall customer journey.  

By fully understanding the customer experience, businesses can identify and rectify inefficiencies, 

helping to break down the boundaries between channels and between the front office and the back 

office in order to understand where customer journeys are breaking down, impacting upon 

customer experience, the business’s cost and first-contact resolution. 

While being able to optimise customer contact within each siloed channel, or being able to monitor 

the quality of an email or chat agent in the same way that businesses are now using analytics to 

improve the performance of a phone-based agent is useful, the real key is to include all of the stages 

along the customer journey. For example, understanding where potential customers drop out; the 

overall effort that the customer has to put in; the point at which buying decisions are made; 

bottlenecks in processes; the suboptimal points where customers get confused and have to place a 

call into the business: these are the promises that customer journey analysis makes.  

Customer journey analytics goes beyond the measurement of individual interactions and 

touchpoints. Sophisticated analytics solutions use data inputs from multiple sources, both structured 

and unstructured, in association with journey maps, which are produced by employees in multiple 

roles within the organisation who document how various processes currently work and how they 

could be optimised.  

In the past few years, a widespread realisation amongst businesses that the complexity of the 

customer journey has increased in line with the number of new devices and channels available to 

customers to communicate with the business has led to the initiation of customer journey projects, 

backed by new management positions coming under the wider ‘Customer Experience’ banner. This 
is particularly the case in larger contact centre operations, where businesses are increasingly looking 

at the effectiveness of back office processes that can impact upon whether the customer has to 

contact the business multiple times.  

Customer effort and engagement is very dependent upon the effectiveness with which channels 

work together, as well as the level of first-contact resolution. Proactively engaging the customer at 

the appropriate time within the customer journey provides an opportunity to reduce the effort 

required for the customer to fulfil their interaction completely. As part of a wider omnichannel 

engagement, businesses must seek to understand how and why customers prefer to engage with 

them, optimising the flow of information throughout any connected processes and channels so that 

the organisation becomes easy to do business with. 
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From the perspective of using customer journey analytics to improve FCR, businesses may already 

have a good idea which procedures cause the most problems to customers, and therefore can focus 

their initial efforts on better understanding those. The company may discover that customers trying 

to do certain specific things within this procedure are far more likely to escalate to the contact 

centre than others, giving a good idea about where improvements should be made. Customer 

journey analytics can answer questions around what customers are trying to accomplish, the volume 

of customers that this applies to, the average lifetime value of these customers, their retention or 

churn rate and what impact on revenue this poorly optimised process may have in the longer term. 

Additionally, insights around the relative effectiveness of channels and time and rate of escalation 

from each may show which are more ‘sticky’ for customers, and which are quickly abandoned.  

Respondents using a customer journey project reported generally positive outcomes and 57% either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed that the contact centre does not have the influence to change the 

area that is causing the problems. 

Although only 22% of respondents state that they do not fully understand where in the wider 

business things are breaking down, 41% find that they have difficulty in following and understanding 

the customer journey across departments, with 33% struggling to follow it across channels. The 

inability of many companies to be able to understand the customer journey across departments 

supports the finding that many instances of missed first-contact resolutions are driven by ‘failure 
demand’: errors or broken processes elsewhere in the organisation which the contact centre then 
has to clean up. The next section of this report looks at this in more depth. 

Figure 8: Customer journey projects: an assessment 
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FAILURE DEMAND 

John Seddon uses the term “failure demand” to describe calls that are created by the inability of the 
business’s systems to do something right for the customer: 

“A failure to do something - turn up, call back, send something…causes the customer to make 
a further demand on the system. A failure to do something right - not solve a problem, send 

out forms that customers have difficulty with and so on - similarly create demand and 

creates extra work. Failure demand is under the organisation’s control, and it is a major form 
of sub-optimisation.”1  

Seddon cites the instance of the bank where failure demand created almost half of the calls which 

they had to deal with. Another classic example of failure demand is where emails go unanswered, 

leading to calls being made (first-stage failure demand). Later, the email will be answered, 

unnecessarily, as the customer already has their answer or has gone elsewhere (second-stage failure 

demand). This redundant work will then impact on other (still live) messages in the email queue, 

creating a vicious circle of failure demand. Redesigning and restructuring the way in which work 

flows around the organisation, putting the contact centre at the heart of it, rather than treating it as 

a separate silo, will go much of the way to reducing unnecessary contacts. The customer ends up 

getting a better service from the whole company, not just the contact centre.  

The following charts show the change in the proportion of calls that are complaints, and whether the 

complaint is about the contact centre (e.g. an impolite agent) or the wider business (e.g. a late 

delivery, incorrect product etc). It should be noted that in all years studied, the target of the 

complaint was usually the failing of the wider business. As has been said earlier, FCR is a measure of 

the business’s success, not just the contact centre’s success. 

For every vertical market, the majority of complaints received are not about the contact centre itself 

(or its staff), but rather ‘failure demand’, caused by a breakdown of process elsewhere in the 
organisation. However, the contact centre has to deal with the dirty work, and further failures within 

the complaints procedure (or lack of it) can see customers calling into the contact centre again and 

again, becoming more irate each time, despite the real problem lying outside the contact centre. 

This is further exacerbated by the multitude of channels available to customers, who may choose to 

complain initially via letter or email, and follow up with multiple phone calls if these initial channels 

are not able to provide them with an acceptable response. 

There is also the case that there is a blurring of responsibility between the contact centre and the 

rest of the business so that lines of demarcation over where the fault lies can be difficult to find. For 

example, a telecoms provider that has taken an order for a new line has to rely on the rest of the 

organisation to provision and deliver this correctly. If the agent takes the contact email down 

incorrectly, the customer will not receive any information about their order, which may have a query 

on it. When the irate customer rings in to complain, the problem may appear to be with the back-

office processes where the order has halted, but the fault actually lay with the agent. Whether this is 

tracked or reported on correctly is not a certainty, so the split above between contact centre / back-

office complaints should be treated with caution.  

 
1 Freedom from Command and Control: A better way to make the work, work, by John Seddon 
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There is also a real risk, especially within large contact centres, that a single agent does not have the 

capability or responsibility to deal with the customer’s issue, which may reach across various internal 
departments (e.g. finance, billing, provisioning and technical support), none of which will (or can) 

take responsibility for sorting out the problem. 

A clearer upward trend can be seen when looking at the proportion of calls that are complaints in 

general, from less than 4% in 2010 to around 8-9% more recently. There may be multiple reasons for 

this: businesses may be failing the customers more often; customers may have become more 

demanding; or customers may have moved away from the traditional form of complaint – the letter 

– and prefer to use the phone to complain instead.  

Certainly, many contact centre decision-makers state that the most effective channel to use for 

complaints is the telephone, and it may be that customers have found this out for themselves over 

the past few years. 

Figure 9: Proportion of calls received that are complaints / target of complaints (mean average), 2010-21 
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Combining the two sets of data on the previous chart – the proportion of calls that are complaints, 

and the proportion of complaints that are about the contact centre (rather than the wider business) 

– gives the following chart: the proportion of calls that are complaints about the contact centre. This 

is a figure that contact centre decision-makers should be interested in, as these complaints not only 

cost money to handle, but are in large part avoidable in the first place.   

Since 2012, the figure of contact centre complaints is relatively steady at around 1.5% of inbound 

calls. This may not seem particularly high, but with 7bn inbound calls per year and typical cost per 

call of around £4.50, handling the 1.7% of calls that are complaints about the failings of the contact 

centre costs the industry over £500m per year. 

Figure 10: Proportion of calls that are complaints about the contact centre, 2010-21 
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Looking more widely at call-backs rather than complaints, the following chart shows that 23% of 

respondents report that more than half of their call-backs are due to failures in downstream 

processes and actions (or lack of them), showing that there is a real need for joined-up processes 

between the front and back-office as well as between channels.  

However, even if FCR can be measured successfully and accurately, this figure is still not necessarily 

actionable: we do not always know why some calls are not resolved first-time. Without a greater 

level of insight, contact centre managers may not be addressing the real issues that are impacting on 

customer satisfaction and the effectiveness of the operation. In the near future, we expect to see a 

greater use of the power of interaction analytics being directed at understanding why customers 

contact a business multiple times. 

Figure 11: Proportion of call-backs due to downstream business failures, by contact centre size 
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FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION AND THE FAILURE OF WEB SELF-SERVICE 

increasing numbers of customers attempt to use web self-service to resolve the issues rather than 

call the contact centre. However in many cases they are unable to do this, meaning that from the 

customer’s perspective even if the call is resolved first-time that it does not feel like a single 

successful interaction. 

Although 34% of survey respondents state that fewer than 10% of customers have tried to resolve 

issues online before calling the contact centre, 15% state that more than 1 in 4 calls come from 

people who have failed to complete their objective on the website first, and who may approach the 

call with frustration.  

Worryingly, 21% of respondents using web self-service do not have any idea of its success from the 

customers’ perspective. 

Figure 12: Proportion of callers that have tried to answer own queries through web self-service before calling 
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One of the two most important reasons for moving from web self-service to live telephony was that 

the escalation involved a complex issue requiring a live agent to complete successfully.  

88% of respondents also felt that customers wanted the reassurance that a live agent brings to a 

conversation.  

57% stated that the functionality that the customer calling in required was not available online, but 

interestingly, 51% stated that they received calls about issues that could in theory be resolved 

online, but customers were unable or unwilling to do so. As such, businesses may consider that time 

spent educating customers in how to use self-service would pay benefits in the long term.  

Relatively few respondents believed that website security authentication was an issue causing 

unnecessary inbound calls.  

Figure 13: Why customers move from web self-service to live telephony 
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INTERACTION ANALYTICS 

Perhaps the major driver of contact centre and customer experience success, first-contact resolution 

(FCR) can be increased by identifying repeat callers and eliminating the root cause of repeat calls, 

and interaction analytics is proving one of the most successful methods for businesses to use for this 

purpose. 

No contact centre solution apart from customer interaction analytics can provide a solid 

understanding of why customers are calling. Categorising types of calls, and then analysing them for 

the occurrence of similar types of words and phrases can give an insight into the reasons for 

customers' calls. For example, a category such as callbacks might be analysed for patterns, and it is 

discovered that the words 'delivery' and 'website' are mentioned in a disproportionate number of 

them. Listening to some of these conversations, it may be found that the website does not highlight 

delivery times effectively enough, leading to unnecessary calls to the contact centre, rather than the 

customer purchasing on the website.  

Information on failure demand can be gleaned from the contact centre, which can also hold huge 

amounts of knowledge about what customers’ views of the products, services, competitors and 
company are. Feedback loops will be established in leading contact centres to push information and 

insights upwards to those who can make a difference in product development, process 

improvements and customer strategies. Interaction analytics offers businesses the chance to mine 

huge amounts of data and find patterns and reasons in a timely fashion, and it is vital then to act 

upon this knowledge, proving to both customers and agents that the business takes them seriously.  

The automatic categorisation of calls, based on the types of words and phrases that typically get 

used within these types of calls, is a starting point. Analytics solutions can then add non-audio data, 

such as desktop activity or account status, and the tracking of word usage compared with its 

historical use (e.g. a 300% rise in the use of the phrase "can't log-on" after a software upgrade) can 

quickly indicate and identify issues that can be handed to the relevant department much more 

quickly than typical inter-department channels could usually manage. Regular references to 

competitors and their products can be captured, analysed and passed to the marketing or pricing 

teams to provide them with real-life, rapid and accurate information upon which to base decisions.  

There can be a correlation of repeat calls with specific agents and/or products, which can lead to 

training opportunities. This categorisation gives a starting point for analysis, meaning that businesses 

can listen to the right calls rather than getting them randomly or employing large numbers of people 

to get insight from customers’ calls. 

Interaction analytics can also be used to learn more about customer contact behaviour: analysing 

individual customers’ contact patterns can be used to develop customer profiling which may be used 
to identify customer groups who are more likely to call in multiple times, allowing the business to 

focus proactive outbound contact upon these people. It is also the case that a considerable number 

of repeat calls occur even though the correct information was provided initially: some customers will 

contact businesses multiple times because they were not satisfied with the response they received. 
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An example of a successful use of analytics for FCR purposes was seen in an organisation which had 

identified repeat issues as being a problem. Analysing the calls categorised as such, it was found that 

agents were saying "we'll call you back within 3 hours". As the callers were very keen to get the issue 

resolved, they were prone to overestimate the time passing, so analysis found that many called back 

before the three hours were up. By changing the script to e.g. "It's now 11.45am, we'll call you back 

by 2.45pm", customer expectations were set and call-backs dropped immediately. A few weeks 

later, call-backs went back up, and it was found that many agents had gone back to the 'old ways', 

and had forgotten to give the exact time.  

Integrating desktop data analytics into speech analytics allows businesses to tag valuable data 

automatically – such as account ID, product name and order value – from CRM, helpdesk and other 

servicing applications to recorded interactions. This additional desktop data can be used to enhance 

automated classification, which allows more targeted and efficient analysis centred on key business 

issues, such as lower-than-expected first-contact resolution, as well as customer churn, differences 

in call handling patterns between employees, frequency of holds/transfers associated with order 

cancellations and upselling and cross-selling success rates.  

There is an increasing requirement for omnichannel analytics, including email, text chat, IVR and 

web browsing sessions, to get the full picture of the customer's real journey in a single interaction, in 

order to identify and improve any channels that failed to fulfil their requirements. Improving self-

service optimisation is often a quick win that can provide immediate economic benefit to businesses: 

in the UK, a mean average of 16% of calls that go into an IVR system are 'zeroed-out' – rejected by 

the customer in favour of an operator – and in the US, 27% fail the self-service test.  

Businesses using customer interaction analytics to review these failed self-service sessions will be 

able to categorise many of them in order to improve the processes at a macro-level. Common 

findings from the analysis of these calls is that the IVR system was poorly worded, menu choices 

were not intuitive or did not match current service choices. Other failures occur through mistakes in 

IVR routing, and there may also be problems with a lack of customer awareness that various 

activities can be carried out by self-service.  

There will come a time when all data generated within a business will be able to be cross-correlated 

to provide insights not only to the customer contact department but also to parties such as 

marketing, operations and finance, so they have greater insight about issues such as price elasticity 

and revenue maximisation.  

The ability to prove to senior management that the actions and insight held within the contact 

centre has a distinct and measurable impact on the entire company – and as such is not simply a cost 

centre - is likely to improve its visibility and credibility which should help to create a long-term 

holistic view and assist further investment. 

The 'tell-me-why' and discovery modes of customer contact analytics will improve over time as 

better accuracy and more powerful processing provides richer and more joined-up data for analysis, 

and the inclusion of non-voice channels show the full picture of customer contact and its intent. 

There will also be major efforts to link analytics to proving profitability, including identifying 

“moments of truth” (points at which buying decisions are made, and long-term loyalty can be won or 

lost), and being able to predict and manage customer churn.  
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REDUCING UNNECESSARY REPEAT CONTACTS 

There are numerous ways to improve first-contact resolution rates and decrease unnecessary repeat 

contacts, through using technology, improving business processes and optimising agent 

performance: 

• routing a greater percentage of calls accurately through improving IVR choices, 

implementing visual IVR menus and through other IVR-driven routing improvements (e.g. 

routing based on customer language, previous call history, etc.) 

• setting clear expectations of the time that will be required to carry out any further 

supporting actions, so as to avoid customers calling back prematurely 

• proactively communicating with dissatisfied customers 

• improving agent access to relevant customer and product/service information 

• ensuring agent training and knowledge on products and services is suitable for their roles 

and the types of call that they are taking 

• implementing a widely shared knowledge base, making sure that it is kept up-to-date and 

the agents are confident about how to find information 

• improving automated first-line service (e.g. chatbots, web self-service). While handling a 

greater number of simple interactions online may actually decrease the first-contact 

resolution rate, there will be substantially fewer calls coming into the contact centre which 

means that the pressure on agents to handle calls quickly will be less, allowing them to 

spend more time resolving more complex issues 

• encouraging and empowering agents to own the issue, rather than passing it on elsewhere 

• supporting agents through implementing an AI-enabled agent desktop to assist them within 

the call through relevant and timely data, and afterwards with process automation 

• emphasising to agents and supervisors that FCR is an important metric by sharing its 

performance over time and through rewarding staff for improved levels of FCR. 

The following section will look at these and other methods of reducing unnecessary repeat contacts 

and improving first-contact resolution rates over time. 
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END-USER QUESTION 3: WHAT’S THE BEST WAY TO GET A QUICK 
IMPROVEMENT IN FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION RATES? 

 

The best way to gain a quick improvement is to begin 

to focus on it. If you are not tracking FCR today, 

begin. Even if you employ a less than perfect tracking 

method, just start. Starting a project and discussing this with the team will have a positive impact on 

FCR rates as you will have heightened awareness among the team and the front-line staff. Begin by 

asking the front-line staff what’s in the way of first-contact resolution and start empowering staff, 

improving systems, and changing processes to eliminate these issues. 
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 50 

WEB SELF-SERVICE 

For businesses, by far the major advantage to having customers use web self-service is the fact that 

the cost per automated support session is estimated to be between 40 and 100 times cheaper than a 

live call to an agent. 

Figure 14: Use of self-service, by contact centre size 
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Most customers will visit a website first, but if the self-service experience does not give them what 

they want – immediately and accurately – they will either call the business or go elsewhere. In cases 

where the customer is tied into an existing business, this will result (merely) in a higher cost of 

service and decreased customer satisfaction. In cases where the web visitor is a potential customer, 

a failure in the self-service process on a website will mean the almost-certain loss of a sale. In all 

cases, providing effective web self-service options – with a clear path to escalation to a live agent, 

along with any contextual customer-specific information – is in the best interests of the business.  

The website can provide various self-service options for the customer, ranging from the most basic 

search and static FAQ functionality, to personalised virtual agents and dynamic FAQs. 

By far the most prevalent functionality within web self-service is that of FAQs (frequently asked 

questions), which are used by 69% of respondents. The free text search of the document library is 

somewhat less well supported, at 22%. Only 9% of respondents offer no web self-service at all.  

Virtual agents are employed by only 9% of respondents, more often those within large enterprises, 

and will be explored in more depth in the next section on Digital Channels. 

An early section of this report looked at the failure of web self-service and its impact upon first-

contact resolution, finding that by far the most important reason for customers abandoning self-

service was that the issue is too complex and required an agent. 

While businesses cannot hope to solve every issue through self-service, it is clearly important to 

focus upon those more common requests where even customers who are relatively inexperienced in 

using web self-service had a good chance of resolving the issue without contacting a live agent. Key 

to the successful take-up of self-service is that agents should be encouraged to take the time to 

explain to customers that they could use self-service to solve their own issues, rather than making a 

phone call. For agents to spend a minute or two explaining to a customer how they can do this is a 

good investment in avoiding unnecessary calls in the future. 
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AI-ASSISTED SERVICE FOR AGENTS 

The previous section introduced the use of AI to help with self-service, often in the form of virtual 

agents. When the virtual agent / chatbot application has low confidence that it has returned the 

correct result, it is able to escalate the customers query seamlessly to a live chat agent, who then 

has access to the self-service session history, enabling a greater chance of a successful resolution 

without repetition. The eventual correct response can be fed back to the automated virtual agent 

(and the knowledge base underlying it), which will make it more likely that future similar requests 

can be handled successfully through automated agents.  

It is not only the customer that can benefit from this type of AI assistance. Agents cannot be 

expected to know everything about each product, issue or service, especially in high attrition 

operations where expertise is at a premium. Even where the knowledge is available to agents, they 

have to know where to find it.  

Within the call, the typical agent is likely to have to use multiple knowledge sources, which will also 

take longer and run the risk (especially for new agents) of missing vital information that is available 

but perhaps hidden away. Robotic process automation (RPA) can gather knowledge sources and 

provide them to the agent in a unified manner, and any updates to this information can be shared 

automatically across applications and systems (including self-service), providing an immediate, up-

to-date and consistent source of information. RPA can assist with agent tasks in the background, 

provided guided assistance at specific stages of the call, including dynamic scripting and compliance 

hints.  

The use of AI to assist agents in real time within a call offers the chance of a real paradigm change: 

by the nature of the job, an agent-customer interaction has always necessarily been between two 

people, and the level of support that an agent can actually receive within a call is very limited. Advice 

on learning points have been restricted to post-call reviews, rather than realistically being able to 

improve the outcome of the interaction in real-time.  

AI offers an opportunity to provide timely and effective support to every agent as necessary, actually 

within the call. AI can provide the agent with suggestions about next best-action, pull up relevant 

information from the knowledge base, make suggestions based on customer history and sentiment 

about optimal cross-selling and upselling opportunities, and even the style of conversation that this 

customer may prefer. This has a positive impact on first-contact resolution as well as customer 

experience, and is of particular use to less experienced agents and in unfamiliar subject areas.  

AI can work alongside agents to provide relevant knowledge that may be otherwise take a long time 

to find, and update the knowledge bases available to humans and AI self-service systems using an 

automated feedback loop that is constantly improving based on actual outcomes.  

It’s possible to fix customer service problems before they occur: for example, sudden numerous 

requests about the same thing are likely to indicate a breakdown in a specific business process or 

the occurrence of an outside event. AI can quickly recognise that this is an issue, and deliver 

information solutions to an agent’s screen as well as to the chatbots, and flag that changes should be 
made to the IVR announcement. 
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Survey respondents generally did not believe that AI would replace agents: only 18% agreed to some 

extent that this would be the case, with 69% disagreeing. It is worth noting that after a gradual 

movement over the past couple of year towards a growing feeling that AI will replace agents, this 

year’s views are very much of the opinion that they will not.  

Unanimity was found when the question was asked as to whether AI would support human agents, 

with all respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that this would be the case, reducing risk, 

speeding up responses and providing customers with higher quality resolutions.   

58% strongly disagreed that AI would be irrelevant to their contact centre, with almost unanimous 

agreement that AI will affect contact centres of all sizes. This figure is growing year on year as AI 

becomes more widespread and the benefits better understood. 

Figure 15: Views on the role of artificial intelligence in the contact centre 
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AI-ENABLED KNOWLEDGE BASES 

It is impossible for agents to be able to answer every query first time without having access to a 

repository of knowledge. For many organisations, a knowledge base started off as a list of useful 

documents and files, which quickly grew into a wider, less coherent collection of information 

sources, requiring increased levels of expert management, amendments, editing, and deletion.  

However, the resources required to keep these knowledge bases up-to-date are very scarce, as the 

people within the business that have the capabilities and expertise to do so also have their own jobs 

to do. Very quickly, what started off as a useful and highly tailored information resource has 

mushroomed into an expensive, out-of-date and increasingly less-useful collection of information of 

wildly varying quality. AI can assist in the management of knowledge bases by feeding back 

successful outcomes, and noting when the answers provided did not meet the requirement.  

On an ongoing basis, feedback from agents and customers will identify gaps in the knowledge base 

which will need to be filled by product experts. Some knowledge bases will require full-time, 

dedicated resource to manage them, whereas others will rely on automated systems making 

dynamic changes depending on callers’ and agents’ requirements.  

It is often the case that large businesses with many products and services to maintain will have 

numerous editors across many departments who can make suggestions, although it may only be a 

small handful of people who will verify and publish this information. Businesses may want to 

consider allowing certain contact centre agents to create new entries based on their 

communications with the customer. Understanding which documents are being used the most 

allows the maintenance efforts be focused on the most important areas. 

It is not just the publishing of information that is vital: crowd-sourcing of answers, and feedback on 

accuracy and success from the wider “super-user” community will help the business to fine-tune the 

knowledge base and train the AI. Processes to gather this feedback should be put in place, and 

continually revisited to check effectiveness, and it’s possible to add successful answers to the 

knowledge base very quickly if a response from an agent (for example, via email or web chat) has 

been marked to be successful, and AI is an effective method of doing this regularly and consistently. 

Those who contribute timely and useful information – whether a customer or an employee – can be 

rewarded and recognised accordingly. People want to share their knowledge with others, and 

enabling them to do so easily is beneficial for all parties concerned. Businesses could measure the 

success of the knowledge management system by measuring the return on investment from call 

avoidance, by the rating or score given by readers of recommended articles, or through targeted 

customer satisfaction ratings. 

The process of assembling the data and knowledge can be done through data labelling, which 

requires a tag to be put against each knowledge source (e.g. text, pictures, videos), showing what it 

is about, for example “a video clip showing how to change an oil filter on a specific car model”.  

As this can require a great deal of resource, another method may be to crowdsource the collation 

and tagging of data from a number of sources: the agent as they go about their everyday business; a 

field technician solving the customer’s issue; or super-customers who are happy to answer queries 

from other customers on a web forum. AI can also be used : a subset of machine learning, ‘deep 
learning’ is a “class of machine learning algorithms that uses multiple layers to progressively extract 
higher level features from the raw input”. 



 

 

 

 

 

 55 

For example, in image processing, lower layers may identify edges, while higher layers may identify 

the concepts relevant to a human such as digits or letters or faces”2. This requires a great deal of 

data, tagging, human evaluation and AI training until an acceptable threshold for accuracy is 

reached, and the AI-enabled self-service system can recognise and handle matters for itself. 

Depending on its sophistication, the creation, uptake and maintenance of a knowledge base may 

require a dedicated team, at least in its initial phase, of a user experience designer, data scientist 

and developer to build the model, with inputs from business experts to keep the model aligned with 

what the commercial requirements actually are. Those looking to implement use-cases which are 

tightly focused upon specific high-volume queries and processes (e.g. chatbots), will need less 

intense support. Solution providers may have editable templates and predefined applications for 

many popular business processes, or even have pre-trained bots. Key to success is remembering that 

this is about solving a business issue, not implementing impressive technology, so it is vital that both 

the user interface and implementation procedure are friendly for those other than AI specialists. 

The following table shows the knowledge resources that agents have within a call. Finding, reading, 

assimilating and using information actually within a call as very difficult and is rarely done 

seamlessly. An application such as case-based reasoning, which prompts the agent to ask specific 

questions, drilling down to find the right answer, is very useful but only 25% of agents have access to 

this sort of dynamic application and only 6% have access to an AI-enabled virtual assistant. Most 

have to search around on a company website or FAQ page, or rely on a wide, unsupported search of 

knowledge bases or the wider Internet.  

Figure 16: In-call access to computer-based knowledge sources for agents 
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REAL-TIME ANALYTICS 

Real-time speech analytics assists with FCR through applying the results of machine learning that 

have been carried out on large quantities of previously recorded conversations, providing an 

understanding of the actions and information that have been seen to provide successful outcomes in 

previous similar interactions, and relaying this to the agent within the call. Real-time analytics can 

offer guidance to the agent on the next best action for them to take, bring in CRM data and 

knowledge bases to suggest answers to the question being asked, and advise on whether to change 

the tone or speed of the conversation.  

Furthermore, it can trigger back-office processes and open agent desktop screens depending on call 

events. For example, the statement of a product name or serial number within the conversation can 

open an agent assistant screen that is relevant to that product. Real-time analytics can also check 

that all required words and phrases have been used, e.g. in the case of a service request or forming a 

phone-based contract, so as to avoid unnecessary callbacks as not all of the relevant information 

was shared with the customer.   

The speed of real-time analysis is crucial to its success: long delays can mean missed, inappropriate 

or sub-optimal sales opportunities being presented; cancellation alerts can show up too late; 

compliance violations over parts of the script missed out may occur as the call has already ended.  

The effectiveness of real-time analysis may be boosted by post-call analytics taking place as well. For 

example, by assessing the outcomes of calls where specific cross-selling and upselling approaches 

were identified and presented to agents in real time, analysis can show the most successful 

approaches including the use of specific language, customer type, the order of presented offers and 

many other variables (including metadata from agent desktop applications) in order to fine-tune the 

approach in the future.  

Additionally, getting calls right first-time obviously impacts positively upon first-call resolution rates, 

and through picking up phrases such as "speak to your supervisor" or “I’ve called about this before”, 
can escalate calls automatically, flag them for further QA and be used to help calculate FCR. Analysis 

of call recordings can also be used to track how many calls come from the same phone number over 

a period of time, and to identify the issues that are causing these repeat calls.  
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DIGITAL CHANNELS, AI AND FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION 

Perhaps the most obvious current potential use of AI in the customer contact environment is in 

handling digital enquiries, as web chats often take considerably longer than phone calls (due to 

agent multitasking, and typing time) and that many email response rates can still be measured in 

days.  

The main reason for this slow response rate of emails, and the excessive length of web chats is that 

there is very little automation currently being used in the UK contact centre industry which means 

that the cost of an email or web chat is very similar to that of a phone call.  

Digital channels may work quite well for customers, but businesses are not generally seeing the cost 

savings that automation can bring. Very few emails or web chats are handled entirely by AI, although 

a growing proportion of web chats are dealt with by AIs working alongside agents, suggesting 

responses which agents can then accept or amend. This way of working is most likely to be the norm 

in the foreseeable future, with the speed of automation and the emotional intelligence and 

commercial understanding of humans providing superior service at a lower cost.  

Figure 17: Human and AI email and web chat handling 

 

  

92%

67%

5%

21%

3%

12%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Email Web chat

Human / AI email and web chat handling

AI handles response without agents

AI suggests answers to agents

Handled entirely by agents (includes

templates)



 

 

 

 

 

 58 

The virtual agent may appear to a browsing website visitor to be a human agent, offering web chat. 

However, it is an automated piece of software which looks at keywords and attempts to answer the 

customer’s request based on these, including sending relevant links, directing them to the correct 
part of the website or accessing the correct part of the knowledge base. If the virtual agent cannot 

answer the request successfully, it may then seamlessly route the interaction to a live web chat 

agent who will take over.  

It is possible that the browser will not even realise that any switch has been made between 

automated and live agent, particularly if the web chat application is sophisticated enough to pass the 

context and the history to the agent, although many businesses believe it is best practice to identify 

clearly between virtual and real agents. The eventual correct response can be fed back to the 

automated virtual agent and the knowledge base underlying it, which will make it more likely that 

future similar requests can be handled successfully through automated agents. 

The most sophisticated conversational AI or virtual agents encourage the visitor to engage with 

them using natural language, rather than keywords. The virtual agent will parse, analyse and search 

for the answer which is deemed to be most suitable, returning this to the customer instantly. Many 

virtual agent applications will allow customers to give all sorts of information in any order, and either 

work with what it has been given, or ask the user for more detail about what they actually meant. 

Having been unconsciously trained over the years to provide their queries in a way which standard 

search functionality is more likely to be able to handle (for example, a couple of quite specific 

keywords), customers must be encouraged and educated to use natural language queries in order 

for virtual agents to be able to deliver to their full potential. 

Sophisticated AI applications attempt to look for the actual intent behind the customer’s question, 
trying to deliver a single correct answer (or at least a relatively small number of possible answers), 

rather than a list of dozens of potential answers contained in documents which may happen to 

contain some of the keywords that the customer has used. The virtual agent application may also try 

to exceed its brief by providing a list of related questions and answers to the original question, as it 

is well known that one question can lead to another.  

Solution providers and users train the system to pattern-match the right words or association of 

words with the correct result: the application, unlike older forms of web search techniques, does not 

simply guess what the customer wants, or how they will express themselves. Through ‘listening’ to 
what the customers actually say – perhaps through a mixture of large quantities of audio and text – 

the initial set-up configuration can achieve a good accuracy rate, which really benefits over time as a 

positive feedback loop is established. Solutions that gather and differentiate customer requests and 

results from multiple channels, noting the difference between them, have an even better success 

rate. 

Virtual agent functionality ’understands’ the context of what the customer is asking, with the result 
being more akin to that of an empathetic human who also has had access to what the customer has 

been trying to do. For example, if asked “When can I expect my delivery?”, the context and the 
required answer will be different depending on whether the customer has placed an order and is 

enquiring about its status, or has only a hypothetical interest in turnaround times in case they decide 

to place an order. 
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AI can also be used for email to create responses that look as though they have been written by a 

person rather than a machine, using natural language processing to write content, as well as 

understand it. Emails can be tailored based on the customer’s history and behaviour, optimising 

marketing messages as well as service, sending emails at a time when they have been calculated that 

they are most likely to be opened. Personalised emails can be sent, based on subscribers’ past email 
browsing activities to understand the type of content that they actually care about. This is a way in 

which AI can outperform human agents, who do not have the time or expertise to find patterns or 

draw conclusions from huge amounts of data.  

The following chart shows how successful or otherwise digital channels (email, web chat, social 

media) are at resolving issues without having to use another channel. All digital channels (especially 

social media) inevitably have their ‘failures’, and that offering multiple channels means that 

customers will move between them as they see fit, depending not only on the quality of the 

channel’s service, but also on what they wish to do, their personalities and experience, and many 
other factors. Therefore, a seamless, contextual omnichannel experience is necessary to reduce 

customer effort, and make sure they don’t have to start from the beginning in the next channel. 

Clearly, the limited capabilities of many businesses’ digital channels is driving a large number of 
customers to use another channel to resolve their issue, and this is an area that businesses looking 

to improve FCR should certainly focus upon.  

Figure 18: Proportion of interactions that require an alternative channel to resolve the issue, by channel 
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THE OMNICHANNEL APPROACH TO FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION 

As websites act as a digital front door for many businesses – the customer may start there, but often 

doesn’t end there – it is important that first-contact resolution is seen in the context of the customer 

journey, which will often be across multiple channels.  

Omnichannel describes the goal of customers being able to contact (and be contacted) through any 

channel – switching between them during the interaction as appropriate, while taking any relevant 

data and history along with them – with a single, unified view of the customer’s journey being 
available to the agent. From the customer’s point of view, an interaction that starts in a web chat in 
which a ‘how-to’ video is sent, and results in the agent carrying out a brief call to clarify any more 

difficult points would certainly be seen as a first-contact resolution. However, for many companies, 

siloes between channels and business processes mean that true omnichannel is still some way off.  

Survey respondents were asked to place themselves into one of three categories:  

• Multichannel: “We offer a choice of channels to customers (i.e. several of voice, email, social 
media, web chat), from which they can use one in a single interaction. If they change 

channel, the context and history is lost” 

• Multimodal: “We offer a choice of channels, and customers can use more than one in the 
same interaction (e.g. an agent can send an email or SMS to a customer while they are 

talking on the phone)” 

• Omnichannel: “We offer a choice of channels, and can use more than one over multiple 

interactions, while retaining the history and context of the original enquiry.  Relevant 

information follows the customer across channels and interactions”. 
Figure 19: Multichannel, multimodal or omnichannel? (by contact centre size) 
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Survey respondents believe that there are two main barriers to omnichannel: 

• the technology platform does not support a single view of the customer 

• business processes are siloed and separate. 

While these inhibitors to omnichannel are certainly formidable, they are not insurmountable. From a 

technical viewpoint, the starting point is to have a single integrated platform that is capable of 

identifying a customer regardless of the channel which they choose to use. This will involve mean 

evolving from the siloed, channel-focused point solutions that were put in place to handle a specific 

need, and using a services architecture that is extendable to different channels in the future. It is 

also important to have a master dataset for product and customer data which is a ‘single source of 
truth’ that can be drawn upon by any customer or agent through any channel. 

A key aim of omnichannel is to provide a consistency of customer experience, and this requires 

access not only to the same master dataset, but also the same knowledge bases and business logic 

must be applied equally. There must be real-time data flow and updates between channels and 

databases, as without this, consistency is impossible.  

Figure 20: Top 3 barriers to omnichannel 
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Looking at FCR across individual digital channels, synchronous channels such as web chat can be 

seen as being quite analogous to the voice channel in that the agent and customer experience two-

way communications in real-time, unlike email where the gap between responses can be measured 

in minutes, hours or even days.  

One of the best ways to improve first-contact resolution in the email channel is to provide a 

template questionnaire to the customer which will hopefully gather all of the information required 

in order to answer the question first-time, rather than just allowing the customer to send a an 

unformatted email. Using a template also makes it easier to categorise the types of interaction that 

are causing the greatest number of repeat calls or escalations to a live channel. 

Email ‘ping-pong’ – where multiple emails are sent from both sides to clarify issues and gather 

required data – are negative for the customer experience, take a great deal of an agent’s time and 
can be seen as being detrimental to FCR. Some businesses place a cap on the maximum number of 

emails that can be received from a customer, preferring then to take control by calling them directly. 

Web chat offers significant advantages for those businesses looking to improve their FCR in that 

agents can handle multiple simultaneous chats (whereas they can only handle one phone call at a 

time) and customers who are browsing on a website appreciate not having to disrupt their thought 

processes by changing device (e.g. from a PC to a phone) or their mode of communication (e.g. from 

visual to aural).   
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REAL-TIME DESKTOP INFORMATION AND ROBOTIC PROCESS AUTOMATION 

One way in which first-contact resolution can be improved is to unify and automate everything 

needed into a single agent desktop, bringing in the relevant data automatically depending on who 

the caller is, their contact history and why they are calling. At the end of the call, the correct data is 

written back to the relevant places, and the correct processes started automatically, meaning that 

the right departments will be provided with the right information, thus reducing the risk of failure 

demand, unnecessary calls and irate customers.  

This also takes the pressure off the agents to remember which systems to update and how to 

navigate through them within the call (which causes long delays, negatively impacting customer 

satisfaction), or in the wrap-up, which risks agent forgetting to do things, and also decreases agent 

availability, increasing the queue length, and decreasing customer satisfaction. In cases where 

multiple processes have to happen in order for the customer’s requirement to be met, automated 

outbound messaging to the customer, whether by email, SMS or IVR is likely to reduce the number 

of follow-up contacts that the customer feels that they have to make. 

Robotic process automation (RPA) consists of digital software agents that handle repetitive, rules-

based tasks at high speed, with great consistency and accuracy. The RPA workforce acts in the same 

way as human agents, working at the presentation layer level rather than requiring deep integration 

with systems, replicating the work that live agents or chatbots would be doing, but more quickly and 

without requiring any rest. RPA agents can input data, trigger processes, pass work onto other 

robots or humans as rules dictate and replicate data across multiple applications without making any 

copying mistakes. 

RPA-assisted integrated desktop solutions can remove the need for agents to log into multiple 

applications, assist them with the navigation between applications within the call, and make sure 

that customer data is gathered from the correct places and written consistently back to any relevant 

databases without the need to navigate through multiple systems.  

AI can work in association with robotic process automation solutions. For example, in the case of 

unstructured data such as customer emails or letters, optical character recognition can assist the 

entry of the customer requirements into the business system, amending databases and starting 

processes automatically where appropriate.  
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IVR AND SKILLS-BASED ROUTING 

IVR (interactive voice response) – whether through DTMF or speech recognition – can make a very 

significant difference to first-contact resolution. It has four main functions: 

1. to route calls to the right person or department (e.g. “Press 1 for sales, or 2 for service…”) in 
auto-attendant mode  

2. to identify who’s calling via either caller-line identity (where the caller’s number is 
recognised, and their records brought up immediately), or through inputted information, 

such as account number. The caller’s information is then “popped” onto the screen of an 
agent who then understands who the customer is and what they are likely to want 

3. to segment and differentiate between customers, prioritising against business rules in order 

to deliver a premium standard of service to them (e.g. minimising time on-hold, spending 

longer on the phone with them, offering high-value services, etc.) 

4. to deliver a total customer self-service interaction without having to use a human agent, 

saving the business money: historically, it has been calculated that 6 or 7 self-service IVR 

calls cost about the same as a single person-to-person call.  

 

Of those contact centres offering telephony self-service, a mean average of 22% were handled 

entirely by self-service without requiring an agent.  

Figure 21: Overall proportion of calls handled entirely through self-service (only in respondents which offer telephony self-service) 

 Proportion of calls handled entirely through self-service if offered  

1st quartile 30% 

Median 15% 

3rd quartile 10% 

Mean 22% 

 

The initial IVR announcement can be used to relay information to customers that may then 

circumvent the need to speak to a live agent at all: businesses may discover that a certain proportion 

of customers are calling for a specific simple reason for which an IVR announcement may be 

appropriate. In the case of a service outage, information about how long this will take to be resolved 

eliminate a large proportion of inbound calls. 

However, many calls are not suitable for self-service, as they may require multiple requests within 

the same call, be of a complex nature or be from a caller who feels that they need to speak with a 

person. Additionally, some small businesses may have such a low volume of calls that it is not cost-

effective to implement self-service.  
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Even amongst those respondents for whom telephony self-service is a vital part of the customer 

contact strategy, it’s no use trying to shift every customer service interaction onto telephony self-

service, as if customers don’t want to use IVR, they will “zero-out” (press 0 for a live agent, or try to 
find a similar shortcut). And if businesses don’t offer a live agent option to an irate and frustrated 
caller, they won’t need to worry about providing customer service to them in the future as they’ll go 
elsewhere.  

It is worth reiterating that if callers agree to try a company’s self-service system rather than insisting 

upon talking to an agent, there is an implied contract that if the self-service session is unsuitable, the 

caller should be allowed to speak with an agent. Few things can frustrate callers more than being 

hectored into using an unhelpful and irrelevant self-service system.  

Overall, a mean average of 16% of calls that go into the self-service option are “zeroed-out”: 
instances where the customer decides that they in fact wish to speak with an operator, which is 

similar to the historical norm. 

NB, 1st quartile performance for 'zeroing-out' is 2%, the median is 5% and the 3rd quartile is 21%. 

Figure 22: Proportion of self-service sessions ‘zeroed-out’ to an agent 
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There is a broadly positive correlation between the size of the contact centre and the proportion of 

self-service sessions that are abandoned in favour of speaking to an agent: the larger the contact 

centre, the more often customers abandon the session. One possible reason for this might be that 

larger operations are trying to do too much with their self-service. There is some evidence to suggest 

that this is the case, as it is very noticeable that respondents from larger organisations tend to have 

far more options in the auto-attendant functionality of their IVR solution, and this tendency to offer 

a great deal of functionality and options may well also apply to IVR’s self-service functionality as 

well. Overly complex or long-winded IVR functionality will tend to encourage session abandonment, 

and this may well be what we see here. From the customer’s perspective, a failed voice self-service 

session followed by a call with a live agent will probably not counting their eyes as being first-contact 

resolution, as they have already committed to using the self-service channel to begin with. 

Looking at the use of IVR for call routing, many businesses find that a substantial number of 

misrouted calls simply come from customers pressing “1” on the IVR system rather than listening to 

all of the options. A large proportion of these calls are then less likely to be able to be resolved first-

time as they are not being passed through to the types of agent who have the relevant skills or 

appropriate system access.  

34% of contact centres agree that one of the major reasons that customers abandon voice self-

service sessions is that there are too many IVR options: perhaps not entirely coincidentally, 33% of 

UK contact centres use DTMF IVR report that there are 10 or more options offered to customers. 

Figure 23: DTMF IVR total routing options, by contact centre size 
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Balancing having a reasonable number of routing options that are still specific enough to address 

most customers’ issues is a difficult trick to master. Logically, larger contact centres will tend to 

support larger businesses, which usually have more departments, offer a greater level of 

segmentation and have more products and services available to customers. Consequently, there are 

on average many more menu choices offered in the phone menu of large contact centres, with 70% 

of these respondents reporting offering seven or more routing options to their customers. Clearly, 

this excessive routing choice is a major opportunity for automated speech recognition or visual IVR 

to improve usability and thus, FCR. 

Automated speech recognition is particularly useful in cases where very long lists of items such as 

place names or surnames may be chosen, for which the more structured DTMF IVR is unsuited. The 

success or otherwise of speech-based IVRs is very affected by how callers are encouraged to use the 

service. It has been the case that some speech implementations have actually made life more 

difficult for the customer, who may not have the confidence that the system will understand their 

natural language request and provide very short, one-word answers; if nothing is given in the way of 

prompts or examples, callers may give too little or too much information as they are unsure of the 

sophistication or capabilities of the system, and this is often a reason for high self-service 

abandonment rates. Using prompts such as “describe in a few words why you are calling us, for 
example ‘to start a new mortgage application’” can be extremely useful in setting ground rules for 

the successful use of the system.  

it is far quicker to read text than to listen to text being spoken - some studies show that a caller can 

navigate a visual IVR menu between four and five times quicker than a DTMF IVR menu - the 

customer experience is improved without sacrificing any functionality or options. Furthermore, 

visual IVR can be used to send video presentations while waiting for an agent. Visual IVR is discussed 

in more depth later in this report. 

A skills-based routing strategy may be one of the most important tools in the FCR armoury, in that 

at its best, it delivers calls to the agent most likely to be able to solve the customer’s issue first time. 
Data tags can be assigned to agents, so that the best possible match to be made when the customer 

calls. Agent tags can include those connected with what the customer wants (e.g. sales, service, 

retention, etc.) and the skills of the agent (language, product expertise, etc.), and the requirements 

of customers can be analysed by considering IVR choices, the number that the customer dialled and 

any previous customer history. 

Businesses may also consider predictive behavioural routing in order to enhance their skills-based 

contact strategy. A sub-branch of predictive analytics, predictive behavioural routing uses insights 

gathered from historical calls and the analysis of customer communication types in order to choose 

the agent whose skills and characteristics are most likely to achieve a positive response from the 

next caller in the queue and who can handle the call effectively first time. 

Predictive behavioural routing uses millions of algorithms to decode the language used by agents 

and customers, in order to understand their state of mind, personality, communication style, 

engagement levels, empathy and transactional attributes (such as ability to overcome objections, 

willingness to sell, success rates, the number of times supervisor assistance is required, etc.).  
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Through analysing historical interactions, each customer can be matched against a specific 

personality style. When this customer calls again, they are identified through the IVR or the dialling 

number, and the call is then routed through to an agent whose performance when interacting with 

this specific personality type has been seen to be positive. This increase in empathy and the 

matching of communication styles has seen these matched agent-customer pairings get significantly 

higher sales closure rates and better customer satisfaction scores. 

By tracking agent performance across various personality types, information can be fed into the 

performance management process to help that agent improve, and agent capabilities should be 

regularly reassessed to promote optimal routing.  
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VISUAL AIDS – CO-BROWSING, VIDEO AND VISUAL IVR 

It is a well-known truism that a picture tells a thousand words, and many customer issues could be 

solved far more quickly and efficiently if the two parties were able to see what they were talking 

about. While visual aids have been slow in coming into the customer interaction space, the recent 

explosion in the use of videoconferencing driven by the coronavirus crisis has created a huge pool of 

customers who are now experienced and comfortable using remote visual communication.  

Solution such as co-browsing, video and visual IVR may well benefit from this increased familiarity 

that customers have with using visual aids, and is likely to lead to greater opportunities to improve 

first-contact resolution and reduce callbacks. 

 

CO-BROWSING 

Co-browsing (or web collaboration), which sometimes includes form-filling and page-pushing as a 

sub-set of functionality, is a very personalised, one-to-one channel, formerly used for high-value 

customers or in those cases where it is quicker and more effective for an agent to take over the reins 

than to talk the customer through the process. 

Co-browsing may be used for technical support, to help customers fill out complicated forms, or to 

complete online transactions, and may be done in conjunction with a concurrent telephone call or 

web chat. Unlike page-pushing – which is a one-way movement of information from agent to 

customer – and screen sharing – where the agent takes control of the customer’s desktop – co-

browsing is a true two-way collaboration tool. Either the agent or the customer can control the 

cursor or enter data into fields, and business rules can be set up so that the agent does not see or 

enter sensitive information.  

While it may be useful for the agent to take entire control of the customer’s desktop in cases of 
technical support requiring great complexity and expertise, in many cases it is simply enough for the 

agent to be able to view what is happening on the customer’s screen. Remotely taking over their 
desktop can be a concerning experience for customers, who may be concerned about the viewing of 

private data and whether any malicious programs are being installed.  

Businesses should consider co-browsing solutions which allow agents view-only access to the 

customer’s screen, are easy for any agent to use and which have auditable session recordings for the 

purposes of security and reporting. In this way, co-browsing is no longer the sole remit of higher-tier 

technical support agents, and can be used on any appropriate interaction in order to improve first-

contact resolution and customer experience. 
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VIDEO 

The use of video agents is a step towards more personalised, high-quality customer contact. The 

customer will be able to see to whom they are talking, through a multimedia PC or mobile device, 

assuming the broadband requirements are met. 

There are a number of cultural and business issues to consider: 

• Customers may prefer the impersonality of non-visual contact, and may be 

uncomfortable with the agent seeing them in a domestic environment, which would 

suggest one-way video may be more popular 

• Eye contact is critical for establishing trust and 60% of the communication process is 

actually visual. For sensitive purchases such as financial services, being able to see the 

financial advisor can help to establish trust and put the customer at ease. The entire 

contact may be captured and distributed electronically for further reference 

• Verbal abuse, a major problem for some agents, may decrease in a virtual face-to-face 

setting, however, agents may feel their privacy is decreased if they are on camera, 

especially one-way, and the incidence of disturbing crank calls may increase 

• The contact centre environment will need to be altered to impress the customer, and 

voice agents will need to be trained in visual communication. 

This application has potential, especially in a sales environment, and with technical support, where 

the agent shows the customer what they mean. Various businesses – usually banks – are already 

using video kiosks to offer virtual branch banking services in areas where physical branches have 

closed. Currently, customers are more likely to find that video is not being used to show a company’s 
agents in a live environment, but as part of a supported multimedia service experience, with the 

agent sending relevant recorded video clips either via chat or email.  

The widespread use of smartphones offers businesses a major opportunity to leverage their video 

capabilities to provide customer support. Customers can send live video to support agents who can 

guide customers through troubleshooting or setting up a new product. This can also be used for 

insurance claims, where damage can be assessed remotely without having to send a field support 

representative to the physical location. In particular, it has huge relevance and opportunity to 

provide field support at times where it is not possible to be in a customer’s home. This live video 
support solution offers great possibilities for improving first-contact resolution in situations such as 

complicated technical setups where it is difficult for the customer to explain exactly what they are 

seeing (or to use the correct terminology) and also provides mobile and truly synchronous 

communication that email and even web chat cannot match. 
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Allowing customers to start a video or voice call from the web browser (which may be via a desktop 

computer or smartphone, perhaps as an escalation from an existing web chat session), means that 

the organisation’s website can then offer video or voice contact centre functionality in a seamless 

manner, with customers able to request live communication with the business without the need to 

download specific software or seek out the phone number and break off from what they are doing 

on the website. Two-way video communication is likely to be of more interest to mobile users, as 

their smartphone device already comes enabled with a camera and microphone, unlike many 

desktop computers which may not have this functionality or whose users have it disabled. One-way 

video, to protect users’ privacy, is perhaps a more likely option in many instances, as is click-to-call. 

 

VISUAL IVR 

The audio-only nature of DTMF IVR places limitations upon how user-friendly the experience can be 

for a customer. There has always been a trade-off required between functionality and usability, 

which manifests itself in the number of menu options and levels that made available within the IVR 

system.  

The rapid growth in smartphones has meant that it is now possible to offer a visual representation of 

IVR menus on a device which will then be used to call the business. Because it is far quicker to read 

text than to listen to text being spoken – some studies show that a caller can navigate a visual IVR 

menu between four and five times quicker than a DTMF IVR menu – the customer experience is 

improved without sacrificing any functionality or options and is more likely to result in a first-contact 

resolution. Furthermore, visual IVR can be used to send video presentations while waiting for an 

agent, for educational or marketing purposes, or to answer the self-service requirement (for 

example, pushing the relevant YouTube clip in order to show the caller how to do something). 

Many businesses that use DTMF IVR have made long-term investments in this technology, and 

retiring the system entirely is not desirable. Giving existing IVR functionality a visual interface simply 

means that the IVR’s path can be shown as a picture on a website or smartphone, with callers 
touching the selection that they require without having to listen to all of the options or to go up and 

down levels or branches.  

This has the dual benefit for the customer of being far quicker than listening to IVR menu options, 

and of being significantly more likely to get them the correct information or to be routed to the 

department most appropriate to their needs. Visual IVR menu systems integrate with existing DTMF 

structures and reuse the same VoiceXML scripts, meaning that any changes made to the existing 

DTMF IVR system will be automatically replicated regardless of channel or device. 

Visual IVR offers companies the ability to develop value-added applications for their customers, 

rather than simply providing a visual representation of existing IVR menus. For example, in cases 

where very specific expertise is required, visual IVR can be used to help the caller self-diagnose 

where in the organisation they need to be going, rather than having to speak to a front-line agent 

who will then have to ask them the same questions in order to route the call to the appropriate 

resource.  
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It is worth noting that despite the huge uptake in smartphones and mobile apps, it is very unlikely 

that customers will find it convenient to have an app for every company with which they deal. Like 

apps, a visual IVR option provides businesses with an opportunity to display corporate branding and 

deliver an improved customer interaction experience and enhanced self-service capabilities. 

Figure 24: Visual IVR: benefits for businesses and customers 

Business Customer 

Cost reduction through improved call 

avoidance and more accurate routing, 

improving first-contact resolution and 

decreasing call transfer rates 

Greater granularity of routing, and improved 

functionality means that callers are more likely to 

arrive at the place where they need to be. 

Consistent functionality shared across IVR channels 

and customer devices means that customer 

engagement and confidence in using the system will 

be improved 

Leveraged existing IVR investments, 

without having to rip and replace 

Significant decrease in customer effort to access 

self-service or call routing capabilities 

Reusability of existing scripts lowers 

development costs  

If the agent has contextual information, there is less 

likelihood of the caller having to repeat information 

Contextual information gathered within 

the visual IVR session can be popped to 

agents, giving an improved understanding 

of the customer’s journey, reducing agent 
handle time and customer frustration 

As more customers are finding the correct 

information without having to call the contact 

centre, this means lower wait times for the 

customer base in general 

 

Building a business case for visual IVR may involve looking at the self-service ‘zero-out’ rate for your 
specific industry compared to your own statistics, considering your call transfer rate and listening to 

the ‘Voice of the Customer’ via call recording or speech analytics as they comment upon their IVR 
experience.  

Carrying out a specific IVR customer experience survey is also a good way of gaining accurate insight 

into what might be a significantly negative experience for some of your customer base. 
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PROACTIVE OUTBOUND SERVICE 

The traditional outbound call was simply about selling more products to new and existing customers. 

However, legislation and customer pressure impacted on cold calling, and the past years have seen 

an increasing proportion of outbound calling being made to existing customers, either to deliver 

customer care or to inform them proactively about events and circumstances which affect them.  

While the vast majority of targeted outbound contact is carried out by agents, the opportunity exists 

for automated outbound service to expand – such as sending reminders and notifications to 

customers through an automated process – thus significantly reducing the cost to the business while 

improving the overall customer experience. Many customers will choose to seek clarification or a 

status update at some point in the buying process through making an inbound interaction. By 

sending a pre-emptive outbound message, the business is proactively assisting the customer to 

manage their interaction. In the course of looking for drivers of repeat calls, a business may discover 

that there are some common issues that drive a significant number of customers to call back. For 

example, if a customer reports an outage in their broadband or utilities, the business may choose to 

send an SMS and/or automated call at regular points to keep the customer updated.  

Automated SMS messages are used by around one-quarter of respondents this year, mainly for 

notifications and reminders. Email is used more widely also for notifications, reminders and 

outbound customer satisfaction surveys. A small minority of respondents use recorded messages 

(which will usually include an IVR session to capture customer input) for these purposes as well.  

Figure 25: Use of automated outbound communication 
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Live outbound calls are much more widely used than recorded calls for reminders, notifications and 

customer surveys.  

17% of respondents allow agents to send reminders to customers via SMS, and 13% notify 

customers manually about deliveries etc. using this channel.  

Manual email is used in around 20% of cases as well.  

Figure 26: Use of manual / live outbound communication 
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Respondents were asked what proportion of inbound calls could be avoided by engaging the 

customer before they felt the need to call the business.  

29% of contact centres reported that more than a quarter of their inbound calls could be avoided if 

more proactivity was used, which would make a huge difference to costs (especially through 

automated outbound communication), as well as having a positive effect on customer experience.  

Businesses should be encouraged to analyse the type of interactions that they receive into their 

contact centre, and to see if there is a cost-effective way of proactively handling these. The 

opportunity is certainly there for the industry as a whole to manage the inbound demand more 

effectively than is being done so at the moment.  

Figure 27: Proportion of calls that could be avoided by proactive customer engagement, by contact centre size 
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ANTICIPATION OF CUSTOMER NEEDS 

As was stated earlier in this report, the use of IVR and the number dialled by the customer (DNIS - 

dialled number identification service) will provide a certain amount of information to the contact 

centre about why they are calling. 

Customer profiling – where customers are grouped according to specific characteristics, such as age, 

income, lifetime value or products purchased – can go beyond this, being used to assist with the 

analysis of the issues that these types of customer will tend to call about. This can help with skills-

based routing, and also with proactive outbound customer service which may provide them with the 

answers to their questions before they even call in. This can also be done at a product level, where 

analysis of the types of issue that product purchasers call in about can be used to provide agents 

with likely solutions on the desktop in real-time, and also may be used proactively to communicate 

with the customer. 

A similar approach can be used through looking at the types of call (and repeat calls) being received, 

and seeing if any of these call groups have a high preponderance of a certain type of customer: for 

example, if a high proportion of those calling in about the setup of a complex product are in a certain 

demographic group, then these customers will benefit from being routed to agents with particular 

technical or communication skills.  
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KNOWLEDGE WORKERS 

For many years, the larger contact centre solution providers have been encouraging businesses to 

look beyond the four walls of a typical operation and consider how and when to involve other 

knowledge workers in the enterprise, whether office- or field-based, in the business of customer 

service. Bringing in the right resource at the right moment can improve first-contact resolution in 

cases where the initial agent simply does not have the experience or knowledge to help.   

IP contact centre and cloud-based solutions can break down the boundaries between the contact 

centre and the wider business, allowing every employee to act in the capacity of a contact centre 

agent if in the best interests of the business. In many cases, the drive and interest towards IP 

telephony has come from the internal corporate telephony and IT departments, especially in the 

multi-office environments where real savings can be made. The newest headsets support the 

'enterprise as contact centre' model by allowing the employee to involve knowledge workers in a 

three-way conversation with the employee, immediately allowing a 2nd-line technical support worker 

to help with a difficult part of a query without an expensive, long-winded escalation process taking 

place. 

From a contact centre perspective, there are significant advantages to having non-contact centre 

personnel available to speak with customers on occasion: superior customer service (and the 

attendant improvements in customer spend and retention), immediate interaction with the right 

person, reduced call abandonment rates, shorter resolution times and fewer call-backs, as well as 

more intangible benefits like the ability of executives to listen to the customer first-hand and learn 

from the experience. The recent pandemic also saw some experienced customer service staff move 

out of the physical store in order to help customers over the phone or online.  

Figure 28: Non-contact centre staff handling substantial numbers of calls, by vertical market 

Vertical market  2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Finance 25% 20% 38% 12% 19% 23% 

Housing 33% 57% 61% 50% 42% 20% 

Insurance 20% 20% 19% 10% 0% 0% 

Manufacturing 5% 15% 15% 20% 25% 30% 

Outsourcing 15% 27% 39% 31% 40% 36% 

Public Sector 50% 31% 42% 58% 43% 24% 

Retail & Distribution 33% 14% 31% 29% 33% 32% 

Services 20% 29% 38% 50% 50% 33% 

TMT 50% 67% 63% 60% 50% 18% 

Transport & Travel 10% 10% 0% 24% 25% 29% 

Utilities 50% 60% 71% 67% 50% 50% 

Average 29% 31% 39% 38% 34% 25% 
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Usually, respondents in the TMT, utilities, services, public sector and housing vertical markets tend 

to report the greatest levels of contact handling by non-contact centre staff (the TMT sector includes 

many IT helpdesks where subject matter experts can be brought in if needed). However, 2021’s 
figures are very different, with a much lower-than-usual use of non-contact centre staff across most 

verticals, probably caused by pandemic- and lockdown-related pressure on staff across the whole 

organisation. It will be interesting to see if this rebounds in the future.  

Knowledge workers can be incorporated virtually into the contact centre on a part-time basis, 

without actually becoming a customer service agent. Although only used by 26% of the respondents 

who use non-contact centre staff to handle calls, 'presence management' links workers from diverse 

back office departments into the contact centre by allowing communication and collaboration across 

sites and functions. Presence management shows if a user is available to communicate via a specific 

medium, such as instant messaging, email, telephony etc. Availability can be defined either by the 

knowledge workers themselves, or via device detection. It is possible to route calls to experts using 

the same criteria as in the contact centre.  

There are, of course, some potential dangers:  

• Highly-paid knowledge workers may be overworked by the demands and interruptions 

placed on them by agents, and become less productive 

• Most collaborative tools include directory search, instant messaging and presence for every 

individual, however, it is skill sets rather than names that should be used, to discourage 

dependency on one expert. 

Intelligent routing should be used to govern requests for help to experts, creating routing rules to 

decide when experts should be used, and at what times. This should have the benefit of keeping the 

knowledge workers onside, and not choosing to show their presence as unavailable to avoid 

interruptions. Each skill area or department could offer a schedule to make sure that someone is 

available for the contact centre, thus ensuring the privacy of the others in that virtual team, 

although this is used by only 18% of these respondents. 

67% of staff outside the contact centre who answer customer queries have access to the same level 

of customer information as an agent within the contact centre. 2021’s drop in the use of schedules 
for on-call experts is likely to be a factor of pandemic-related pressure on other parts of the 

organisation which means that the availability of expert knowledge workers cannot be guaranteed. 

Figure 29: Integration of non-contact centre staff with systems and processes (only respondents using non-contact centre staff) 

Level of integration with contact centre 

systems and processes  
2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Same access to customer information as a 

contact centre agent 
55% 65% 68% 71% 70% 67% 

Can be viewed in real-time as being available 

or unavailable (‘presence’) 20% 29% 21% 27% 23% 26% 

Rota / schedule for on-call experts 10% 23% 18% 18% 21% 13% 
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TRAINING 

When new agents first arrive into the contact centre, it is an ideal opportunity to emphasise the 

culture of first-contact resolution to them, especially for those who have previously worked in 

operations that are focused more on handle time and more traditional performance metrics. 

Within reason, agents should be cross-trained as widely as possible in order to expand their 

knowledge of the company’s products and services, which will reduce call transfers and callbacks. 

Having agents that are able to handle support, billing and sales queries – quite apart from improving 

FCR – is also likely to boost agent morale and customer satisfaction as well as being able to manage 

call spikes more effectively. Even if an agent cannot deliver every aspect of service that the customer 

may require, a working knowledge of what other departments actually do will allow them to help 

the customer find the right resource and manage expectations.  

As contact centres are usually extremely dynamic environments, new issues and problems may arise 

from one moment to the next. It is of crucial importance that there is a real-time communication 

system in place on the agent desktop so that they can be made aware of any new caller issue that 

they are likely to have to handle in the short term, as well as how to resolve it. This ongoing training 

extends to new product launches, widespread marketing campaigns and any changes in company 

policies or pricing which may cause a rise in customer interactions. 

However, it is neither possible nor appropriate to train every agent on every possible product or 

scenario: businesses should analyse where they can see the greatest gains by focusing training 

efforts, which means that they should be aware of: 

• the number and type of calls which are most frequently escalated to second-tier support 

• the number and type of calls which are handled effectively first-time 

• the type of calls which most often end in repeat contacts 

• each individual agent’s strengths, capabilities and weaknesses (e.g. empathy, 

communication style, ability to learn new technical facts, etc.). 

It is also vitally important to provide agents with access to the correct systems, knowledge bases and 

any extra level of live support (e.g. supervisors, AI, etc.), as well as encouraging them to own the 

issue rather than worry about excessive call lengths. 

To maximise first-contact resolution, agents should be trained and assessed on their communication 

techniques: ideally, the agent will provide all of the information necessary to resolve the customer’s 
issue clearly and completely, as well as answering questions that the customer has not yet thought 

of, but which are often associated with this particular issue (thus avoiding callbacks). However, 

agents must be encouraged not to overcomplicate matters for fear of diluting the solution and 

confusing customers. 

Where appropriate, calls should always be ended with the agent asking whether they have fully 

answered the customer’s query. While some businesses may use this information to assist their FCR 
calculations, it is also useful in that it gives the customer a chance to clarify any confusion and to give 

them the confidence to ask another question without feeling that they are being pushed to end the 

call. Overall, a few more seconds spent on a call can make a difference to FCR and all of the benefits 

that it brings to both customer and business. 
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EMPOWERMENT 

For an industry that was in large part based upon the “command and control” method of operating, 
encouraging agents to make their own decisions rather than follow a set process or script can be a 

culture shock for everyone. Many contact centres have been set up – deliberately or otherwise – to 

delineate tasks and responsibilities along very specific lines, particularly in larger operations. In 

practice, this means that only certain groups of agents have the capability to issue credits, remove 

delivery costs or late fees, provide discounts or even access some of the systems required to resolve 

customer’s problem. Analysis of escalations or repeat calls can point to processes and policies which, 

if adjusted to allow first-line agents to handle, would make a major difference to FCR, contact centre 

cost and customer satisfaction. 

First-contact resolution requires agents to take full control of an issue, and decide the best way to 

resolve it themselves. The concept of ‘total contact ownership’ encourages the agent who has taken 
the initial call or digital contact to resolve this issue themselves: even if it is necessary to recruit a 

supervisor or the second-tier of support, the agent is still expected to follow the issue and make sure 

that it has been entirely resolved to the customer’s satisfaction. In this way, a resolution can be 
assured, the agent learns more about how to provide the correct answer themselves next time, and 

the customer receives truly personalised and dedicated service. 

However, empowerment does not just mean telling agents that any call they take is now up to them 

to deal with first time. Contact centres must make sure that agents have the authority to handle calls 

outside the norm, as well as the responsibility for making sure a successful resolution is reached. 

Systems and processes have to be put in place to allow agents access to the right resources and 

information, including knowledge bases, AI assistance and access to second-tier support as and 

when required. This latter point also needs to be emphasised to management, knowledge workers 

and technical support staff: it is not acceptable for such resource to mark themselves as unavailable, 

leaving the agent adrift. It may also be useful for back-office staff such as warehousing or delivery to 

be available to agents through instant messaging.  

Of course, especially in the case of inexperienced agents, there needs to be a limit to what agents 

are actually allowed to do in the pursuit of first-contact resolution. As every business is different, 

there is no hard and fast rule and the analysis of escalations and callbacks is likely to indicate to the 

business how potential bottlenecks can be eased while still managing risk. 

To find out more about agent empowerment, please download “The Inner Circle Guide to Agent 
Engagement & Empowerment”, which is available free of charge from here.  

  

https://www.contactbabel.com/the-inner-circle-guide-to-agent-engagement-and-empowerment/
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INCENTIVES 

One of the most obvious ways that agents can understand the importance of FCR to the contact 

centre is through rewarding them based on improvements to this metric, and of course it is 

important that the overall number of repeat calls is also taken into account (as improvements in self-

service systems can lead to a drop in the FCR rate which is no fault of the agent).  

Survey respondents were asked if their customer-facing employees were financially rewarded based 

on any customer experience factors.  

It was disappointing and surprising to see the lack of importance generally placed upon rewarding 

high first-contact resolution rates despite its overwhelming importance to the overall customer 

experience programme.  

Figure 30: Are customer-facing employees financially rewarded based on any CX factors? (B2B / B2C) 

 

 

However, it should be noted that as with any metric that directly impacts upon financial reward or 

other forms of recognition, there is a real possibility that the system can be ‘gamed’ to boost 
earnings, potentially endangering the customer experience, so perhaps FCR should be only one of a 

number of strategically important metrics used to reward agents. 
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SCRIPTING 

While rigid scripting has fallen out of favour with many contact centres, it can boost first-contact 

resolutions where there are many of the same type of customer enquiry coming into the contact 

centre.  

Ideally, web and phone self-service would be used to handle these sorts of popular enquiry, but 

where this is not possible businesses may wish to implement templates and scripts to guide agents 

to the answers and processes needed to fulfil the customer requirements at the first time of asking.  

This is especially useful in cases where there may be a high proportion of inexperienced agents, or 

for outsourced operations where teams may be handling more than one client.  
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ADDITIONAL METHODS TO REDUCE FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION 

Not every method discussed previously will be appropriate or possible for contact centres, as FCR 

improvement is very specific for each type of business. Apart from those already detailed within this 

report, there are many others that can be used to reduce first-contact resolution:  

• after identifying the main issues that cause repeat calls, businesses may decide to use 

dedicated teams of experienced agents to handle these issues, freeing up simpler 

interactions for less experienced or capable agents 

• customer journey analysis may identify an excessive number of steps and effort that the 

customer has to do in order to achieve their goal. Removing some of these should decrease 

the number of times that a customer may have to contact the business 

• while proactive outbound communication (e.g. sending an email or SMS at various stages of 

the process) can really help to avoid unnecessary calls about progress, it’s important to 
remember that every communication received by the customer may be seen by them as a 

potential opportunity to ask another question. It is important to understand what customers 

may be thinking at each part of a process, and to provide the information pre-emptively 

• businesses should look to make their operations transparent to the customer: an excellent 

example of this can be seen in the retail and distribution sector, where the easy availability 

of delivery tracking means that calls about this topic have been hugely reduced 

• agents should be trained and encouraged to listen fully to the customer and take notes 

within the call so that they have all of the information needed. Although it will impact 

negatively upon average handle time, where appropriate the agent may wish to repeat the 

customer’s issue to them and to clarify any uncertainty. Where there are complex or 

multiple issues, this will allow agents to address every question and demonstrate to the 

customer that the agent is actually listening to them and cares about resolving the issue 

• another FCR-friendly approach that may have a negative impact on average handle time is to 

encourage agents to show the customer how they achieved that resolution, if the same 

functionality is available through self-service. If done successfully, the customer will never 

call about that issue again, and increasing familiarity with self-service may well encourage 

them to try this channel for other issues 

• agents should be encouraged to balance the thoroughness of their replies against over-

explaining to customers, which may actually confuse them further about issues that are 

irrelevant 

• where possible, agents should be specific about the amount of time that it will take to 

resolve an issue or to carry out a process. For example, rather than saying merely that “you’ll 
get an email from us with your policy details on”, they may prefer to say “you’ll receive an 
email from us which may take up to 72 hours to receive. If you have not seen this, please 

check your junk folder. However I can assure you that you are now fully insured with us even 

before you receive this email.” 
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END-USER QUESTION 4: IN THE LONGER TERM, WHICH SOLUTIONS WILL HAVE 

THE MOST POSITIVE EFFECT ON FIRST-CONTACT RESOLUTION? 

 

At the end of the day, to deliver FCR we must be able 

to provide the answer or information required by the 

customer to resolve their inquiry. Regular reporting 

should be shared broadly within the centre and organization and should include specific FCR goal 

setting and process improvement thinking that is applied to all multiple-contact issues. This 

reporting combined with a comprehensive training curriculum, a robust knowledgebase, and a focus 

on contact resolution will lead to proactively engaging customers and allow for a deeper 

understanding of whether and how their issue was resolved and where improvements can be 

applied. 

  

http://www.thetaylorreachgroup.com/
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ABOUT CONTACTBABEL 

ContactBabel is the contact centre industry expert. If you have a question about how the industry 

works, or where it’s heading, the chances are we have the answer.  

We help US and UK contact centres compare themselves to their closest competitors so they can 

understand what they are doing well, what needs to improve and how they can do this.  

The coverage provided by our massive and ongoing primary research projects is matched by our 

experience analysing the contact centre industry. We understand how technology, people and 

process best fit together, and how they will work collectively in the future.  

If you have a question about the contact centre and CX industry, please get in touch.  

Email: info@contactbabel.com  

Website: www.contactbabel.com 

Telephone: +44 (0)191 271 5269 

Free research reports available from www.contactbabel.com (UK and US versions) include: 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Agent Engagement & Empowerment 

• The Inner Circle Guide to AI, Chatbots & Machine Learning 

• The Inner Circle Guide to AI-Enabled Self-Service 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Cloud-based Contact Centre Solutions 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Customer Engagement & Personalisation 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Customer Interaction Analytics 

• The Inner Circle Guide to First-Contact Resolution 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Fraud Reduction & PCI Compliance 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Omnichannel 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Omnichannel Workforce Optimisation 

• The Inner Circle Guide to Outbound & Call Blending  

• The Inner Circle Guide to Remote & Hybrid Working Contact Centre Solutions  

• The Inner Circle Guide to Video & Next-Generation Customer Contact 

• The Inner Circle Guide to the Voice of the Customer  

 
 

• The European Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide 

• The UK Contact Centre Decision-Makers’ Guide 

• The US Contact Center Decision-Makers’ Guide 

• The UK Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide 

• The US Customer Experience Decision-Makers’ Guide 

 
 

• UK Contact Centre Verticals: Communications; Finance; Insurance; Outsourcing; Retail & 

Distribution; Utilities 

• US Contact Center Verticals: Communications; Finance; Healthcare; Insurance; Outsourcing; 

Retail & Distribution. 

mailto:info@contactbabel.com
http://www.contactbabel.com/
http://www.contactbabel.com/research

