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IMPACT OF DIGITAL CHANNELS
ON CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT

Q: What are the key trends in customer 
engagement?

A: In today’s digital world consumers 
communicate differently with each other, and 
this shift is having a direct impact on the way 
they engage with organizations. The mobile 
phone has become ubiquitous, enabling people 
to communicate whenever they choose. 
The use of text messaging is replacing the 
spoken word, and the use of social media has 
skyrocketed. 

Our benchmark research shows that 
organizations have responded to these trends 
by extending their reach to support up to 17 
channels of engagement. On average they 
support eight, which are a mix of assisted 
channels (voice) and digital self-service (text 
messaging, mobile customer service apps, 
video and virtual agents). The research shows 
that most organizations are expecting growth 
in the use of all channels, both assisted and 
digital, over the next two years. Companies 

reported that 
they expect the 
biggest changes 
to be in use of the 
company website 
(significant 
growth expected 
by 41%), mobile 
apps (26%), email 
(25%), social 
media (24%) and 
text messaging (22%). Organizations are thus 
likely to have to support a mix of channels for 
the foreseeable future, and gaining full return 
on investment from digital channels will 
require ensuring that information provided 
is consistent across all channels so that 
customers don’t channel hop. If organizations 
achieve this objective the adoption rates for 
digital self-service are likely to rise, making it 
more likely call volumes will decrease.

Advances in speech recognition and natural-
language processing are also likely to change 
the way customers interact with the company 
via digital channels, using voice or free-form 
text as input to FAQs on the organization’s 
web site, IVR, mobile apps, chatbots, virtual 
agents and interactive video.

Consumers expect not only to be able to 
use the channel of their choice but that the 
responses they get will be personalized and 
their issues will be resolved at the first point 
of contact. If they must switch channels, they 
expect the transition to be seamless and do 

The use of text 
messaging is 
replacing the 
spoken word.
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not want to have to reenter information 
they have already provided. To meet these 
expectations, organizations increasingly 
extend interaction handling to business 
groups outside the contact center – for 
example, to the finance department to 
resolve billing inquires. 

Our research thus shows that interaction 
handling and customer experience have 
become multichannel, enterprise-wide issues. 
In this respect the research also shows 
organizations struggling to provide true 
omnichannel experiences in which responses 
are consistent on every channel. To meet this 
objective, organizations will need to connect 
interaction handling processes and systems, 
share information across all business groups, 
and ensure that digital self-service matches 
customer expectations.

to extend to voice-driven video and personalized 
video embedded in other forms of interactions – 
for example, a personalized video embedded in 
an email or text message. Each of these is soft-
ware-based, which means the opportunity exists 
to make these channels smarter using artificial 
intelligence and machine learning techniques to 
recognize the customer, personalize respons-
es and learn from previous interactions how to 
improve future interactions. An example might be 
to recognize a high-value customer and automate 
the authorization of a credit without having to 
refer it to the finance department. Such systems 
can facilitate providing a customer journey that 
is consistent across touch points and managed in 
accordance with corporate rules – for example, 
ensuring that a customer receives the same bal-
ance information for an account no matter which 
channel he or she uses. 

On another front, our research shows that less 
than one-quarter of organizations yet under-
stand the likely impact the Internet of Things will 
have on customer service. One obvious impact is 
that more connected devices will generate more 
customer data, much of it about how a customer 
is using what the company sells. This provides the 
opportunity to reach out to customers proactive-

Q: How is digital self-service expected 
to change over time?

A: As mentioned above, organizations expect sig-
nificant growth in the use of digital channels such 
as message-based services, mobile apps, video 
and voice-activated services. This growth is likely 
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ly through the channel of their choice to comment 
on usage, raise potential issues and advise how to 
get better value from the service.

Q: What role is mobile technology 
expected to play in customer 
engagement?

A:  It seems unlikely that the dramatic 
increase in the use of mobile devices will 
abate. Consumers will continue using mobile 
devices to search for information, play games, 
send text messages, chat electronically and 
occasionally make phone calls. Despite all 
the hype surrounding the use of mobile apps, 
many users remain content to use a browser 
to find information and access systems rather 
than open a dedicated app; this is reflected in 
less frequent-than-expected download and 
use of mobile apps. We do not anticipate that 
this will change until organizations develop 
more customer-friendly apps that are easy 
to use and do what the customer wants, 
which must include providing information 
consistent with other channels and seamless 
transfer to assisted service if needed.

Advances in technology could increase the 
use of such apps. Voice input is likely to 
increase as consumers become comfortable 

Q: What role are “robots” expected 
to play in customer engagement? 

A: First, it is important to recognize in this 
case that we are not talking about machines 
taking over the roles of human beings; we are 
talking about “smart” software that can be 
programmed to automate and innovate digital 
customer service. This comes in basic forms 
such as text (chatbots) and voice (virtual 
agents) input. 

Chatbots enable customers to use free-form 
text as the means of input (on a laptop, a 
tablet or a smartphone). Such a system, which 
can be embedded anywhere (for example, 
on the organization’s website), uses natural-

using systems such as Apple’s Siri that can 
be connected to external voice-friendly 
devices like the car radio. This creates 
the opportunity to redirect inbound voice 
calls back to a digital dialogue, such as a 
chat session, on the caller’s mobile device. 
Image processing systems also provide the 
opportunity to use pictorial input to support 
processes – for example, submitting a picture 
showing the damage caused in a car accident 
so that an agent or digital system can assess 
it and quickly approve a claim.
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with branching options where needed, driven 
by the customer inputs and data the system is 
programmed to collect from other systems. For 
example, a customer provides his or her name 
and is instantly authenticated, enabling the 
system to retrieve demographic data about the 
customer. It then will ask what the interaction 
is about and follow a process defined for 
that task. If the customer orders an item, for 
example, the system is programmed to ask 
the minimum number of questions necessary 
to complete and dispatch the order. From the 
company’s perspective, such an interaction 
fulfills customer expectations, reduces the time 
of the interaction and potentially completes 
more interactions at the first attempt. Analysis 
of how such processes work can over time help 
organizations improve them, saving money and 
increasing customer satisfaction. 

Robotic software can be programmed to 
respond to most situations, including instances 
when the system identifies an issue outside the 
scope of its automated responses and raises an 
alert so that a contact center agent or another 
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language programming techniques to identify and respond to the user’s request – to answer a 
free-form question immediately, for example, rather than listing a  series of answer options and 
asking which mostly closely fits the inquiry.

Virtual agents typically use voice input – the customer speaks and the software captures and 
analyzes the voice. Using voice biometric capabilities the system can identify the customer, thus 
speeding up the customer authentication process. Then advanced natural-language processing 
capabilities can enable users to ask questions, provide information and confirm responses rather 
than having to enter data manually.

In both cases, the organizations can program the robotic software to follow a predefined process, 
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employee can intervene. The system can also be programmed so that at a predefined point in 
an interaction, an employee takes control to finalize resolution and possibly meet regulatory 
requirements; for example, to read the caller his or her statutory rights where this is mandated.

Q: What are the challenges in supporting multiple mixed (assisted and self-
service) channels?

A: Our research shows that growth in volumes of interactions and diversity of channels are causing issues 
for organizations, primarily in integrating the systems required to support omnichannel engagement, 
finding ways to stop managing communication channels as silos and providing consistent responses 
at every touch point. The agent desktop has become a nexus of these issues. Our research shows that 
many agents must use multiple desktops, logging in independently to each system they need to access, 

Q: How will digital self-service 
impact contact centers?

A: As stated previously, our research 
shows that organizations need to support 
multiple channels of engagement and that 
employees outside a formal contact center 
are increasingly handling interactions. 
However, with call volumes likely to increase 
and the need for agents to complete some 
interactions that begin in a digital channel, it 
is likely that most organizations will continue 
to operate formal contact centers. That said, 
the use of digital channels is likely to change 
the profile of calls, with digital channels 
handling simpler interactions (say, a balance 
inquiry) and employees handling more 
complex interactions (such as completing a 
complex order). Agents thus are likely to have 
to be more highly skilled, trained to handle 
different types of interactions and channels 
of engagement, and equipped with better 
support tools such as an advanced desktop 
system.



navigating across systems to find and enter 
data, and potentially entering the same data into 
several systems. These complexities typically 

require agents to 
complete several 
after-call tasks, which 
for certain types 
of interaction can 
significantly increase 
the average time 
required to handle an 
interaction.

The complexity of the agent desktop has an 
impact that is potentially more serious than 
the one on agent workload. Customers are 
increasingly likely to start their journey using 
a digital channel. If, for whatever reason, they 
cannot complete the interaction they often 
will resort to phoning the contact center. This 
inconvenience causes customers frustration 
and puts pressure on agents to resolve the 
interactions. But if agents are successful in 
doing this, in the future these customers may 
be more likely to call the contact center first, 
negatively impacting the use of digital channels. 
Alternatively, if they are unsuccessful in 

resolving the issue, this will increase the number 
of complaints and potentially result in lost 
customers and/or negative posts on social media. 
Organizations thus need to improve the agent 
desktop and design the transfer from digital to 
assisted service to be as seamless as possible.
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Q: What are the key criteria for 
designing digital self-service?

A: Our research shows that even for established 
digital channels such as the corporate website 
and IVR, more than half of interactions end 
with a call to the contact center. In addition, 
certain groups of customers have stopped using 
digital channels because they experience them 
as hard to use, find some interactions difficult 
to complete, or information is not up-to-date 
or consistent with that available through 
other channels. We therefore conclude that 
organizations are not fully considering customers’ 
needs and expectations when designing their 
digital systems and likely view digital channels 
primarily as a means of saving money. This is 
illustrated by the widely used phrase “customers 
hate IVR,” which we believe is more aptly phrased 
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“customers hate how organizations have 
programmed IVR.” 

To create a successful digital channel of 
engagement, organizations should design the 
system with the customer in mind and not just 
as a means of cutting costs. This can ensure 
that they meet customer expectations,  are 
easy to use, provide personalized responses 
and provide up-to-date information and 
responses that are consistent with all other 
channels (including assisted). One example 
is modern visual IVR systems that allow 
customers to have a digital dialogue with the 

organization rather than just select options by hitting a button.

Q: How can organizations increase adoption of digital self-service?

A: The key phrase to drive adoption is “be 
proactive.” Customers won’t use channels they 
don’t know about. They also won’t embrace 
ones that they find hard to use. The system 
should be easy to use and appeal to modern day 
users’ expectations, including point-and-click 
functionality and visualization. The systems 
should do what customers want, not what 
organizations think they want; use customer 
forums to gather ideas and comments. The 
systems themselves should be proactive. 
Analysis of service usage and predictive 
capabilities enable reaching out to customers 
to warn them of issues or eliminating the issue 
altogether. Use analysis of usage to understand customer preferences and program the system to meet 
those expectations. 
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Q: What is the business case to adopt more digital self-service channels?

A: The business case for digital self-service should meet agreed-upon business objectives, without having 
a negative impact on the customer experience. It should consider both sides of the equation: increasing 
revenue and reducing costs. In our experience, many organizations focus on the latter because the results 
are more obvious. More use of digital channels should reduce the volume of calls and thus the number 
of agents required in the contact center, shorten interaction times and enable more interactions to be 
resolved at the first attempt; however, each of these outcomes includes the caveat that the system be 
programmed correctly and meet customer expectations. 

This plays to the other side of the equation, revenue: improved adoption and customer satisfaction can 
lead to better business outcomes such as more sales closed, more successful up-selling, better rates of 
collecting payments and increased use of services. Analyzing the use of such channels – for example, 
analyzing interaction reasons and outcomes – can point to improvements needed in other areas of the 
business such as eliminating product faults, producing better user guides and programming apps better. 
In all instances the case should be written in language that relates to executives and their expectations, as 
our research shows buying decisions typically end up with the executive team.

Don’t regard digital service as the be-all and end-all. Digital channels should be an integral part of the 
overall customer journey; some journeys might start digital and end up assisted, while others might start 
assisted but use digital along the way. Any combination is possible, so organizations should carefully 
consider customer and business expectations and reach a balance between the two.
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