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Executive Summary
The way brands engage and interact with consumers has
drastically changed as COVID-19 continues to disrupt
customer service as we know it. Overnight, in-person
communication has been severely reduced or eliminated,
customer service teams have been forced to go remote, and
consumer needs have fundamentally shifted. Adding to the
complexity: the economic and public health recovery remain
in flux

This report covers:

What lessons have we learned and how do customer service
strategies need to evolve?
In June 2020, CallMiner surveyed more than 2,000 consumers
to uncover how brands responded to the pandemic, the

•

How contact centers performed during the
pandemic.

•

What consumers value most when interacting
with brands right now.

•

How to improve customer service and human
connection.

•

How to effectively equip agents to solve
complex and sensitive issues.

•

The impact of customer experience on
retention and satisfaction.

impact on customer service preferences, and where brands
should focus to deliver an exceptional customer experience
throughout the crisis.
The primary takeaway: human connection and emotion
remain at the heart of customer service, retention and loyalty.
Today’s consumers, especially in times of crisis, want to be
heard and understood – and that starts with establishing
human connection and providing excellent support in the
contact center.
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Pandemic Customer Service:
Demand for Human-to-Human Interaction Rises
According to CallMiner’s research:

Consumers crave human-to-human interaction in times of
crisis. In fact, during the COVID-19 outbreak, CallMiner found
that 63% of respondents preferred human customer support

•

over automated and self-service channels (up 11% compared

Almost 90% of respondents experienced longer wait times
than usual.

to pre-pandemic levels). Fifty two percent of consumers

•

said they used the phone for customer service more than

35% of respondents contacted a single brand 3-5 times;
12% contacted a single brand 6-10 times.

usual. The majority of consumers relied on human support
over social media, chat, and self-service options during the

•

crisis – despite longer than usual wait times to speak to

77% of respondents called customer support despite
warnings of long wait times or encouragement from brands

representatives.

to use self-service channels.

Three quarters of consumers contacted two or more brands
during the pandemic. This led to high call volumes and busy
contact centers that were inundated with requests and
questions from nervous customers looking for answers.

What was the longest customer support wait time
change you experienced during the pandemic?

Approximately 5-15 minutes longer than usual

20.93%

Approximately 15-20 minutes longer than usual

24.37%

Approximately 30-45 minutes longer than usual

23.51%
12.69%

Approximately 1 hour longer than usual

8.24%

Approximately 2 hours longer than usual
Wait times were approximatey the same

9.10%

Wait times were reduced

1.15%
0%

10%

20%

30%

The fact that the large majority of consumers called brands despite pleas from providers to the contrary says a lot about the state
of customer service preferences right now. Despite widespread availability of self-service support, and longer than usual wait times,
consumers prefer to pick up the phone and connect with another human.
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This finding aligns with a survey conducted before the

Brand and Provider Takeaways

COVID-19 outbreak that showed consumer reliance on phonebased customer support increased 17% since 2018. That same
survey revealed two business-critical takeaways:

1. Nearly three-quarters of consumers will switch providers
after a poor contact center experience.
2. 90% of consumers say they are likely to stay loyal after a
positive contact center experience.

1. Prepare for increased phone volumes and equip agents
with interaction analytics to monitor and expedite calls.
2. Leverage speech analytics to more quickly and effectively
onboard new agents to help with increased volumes.
3. Use speech analytics to understand the most common
reasons consumers are calling, and revamp IVRs and
self-service channels to address these new inquiries and
automate simple requests.

In other words: contact centers remain mission-critical to

4. Analyze long calls, particularly those with high volumes of

customer retention and service – before, during and well

silence, to determine more efficient ways to solve callers’

beyond the current health crisis.

needs.

Remote Contact Centers Create Challenges
for Brands
Contact centers – which serve as the first line of support for
distressed consumers – are facing their toughest challenges
ever during the current crisis, all while adapting on the fly.
Like most other businesses, the pandemic forced many
contact centers to go remote, some for the first time ever.
Few were ready for the transition, which further exasperated
the customer service issues facing brands and their agents.
Consumers took notice:
•

69% of respondents were aware that most call center
agents were working from home.

•

60% encountered issues with agents working from home.

•

The top issues cited with remote customer service teams:
delays to information, noise and disruptions, the inability
to process certain requests, and abrupt hang-ups or failed
transfers.

•

Only 16% thought brands handled the surge in calls and
service requests exceptionally well; 18% thought the
customer service response from brands was problematic.
The remaining respondents were mostly neutral, recognizing
the challenges the crisis created for everyone.
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Brand and Provider Takeaways

But these issues didn’t – and don’t – have to exist. As
companies continue to adjust and prepare for new
challenges, the right communication, systems, operations
and engagement can make remote work function as
effectively, if not more, as working on-site. For example, AI
can automatically uncover if phone lag or disruption issues
are affecting at-home agents, or if the wearing of masks
is impacting on-site agents, leading to a problem where
they talk over customers. The solution could be as simple as
purchasing better headsets or increasing bandwidth. But you
can’t fix a problem that you don’t know exists. By identifying
issues, and pinpointing the exact reasons for disruptions,
brands can proactively take action to ensure a seamless

1. Monitor 100% of calls to spot potential issues.
2. Utilize analytics to evaluate agent performance, uncover
voice of employee (VoE) insights and identify if, and where,
agents are struggling, and why.
3. Leverage technology to enable remote coaching of agents
by supervisors and bi-directional communication on the
latest issues affecting performance.
4. Proactively take action to remedy issues and make the
customer and agent experience as seasmless as possible.

experience for both agents and customers.

Customer Service Performance Uneven, Despite
Rise in Consumer Empathy
At a time when customers needed more help than ever, they also had more empathy for
the agents on the other end of the phone.

Nearly 70% of customers said they were more empathetic and
understanding to the challenges that agents and customer service
departments faced during the pandemic. And they really meant it:

1 Hour
30-45 minutes
5-15 minutes

71.92%

67.38%

72.32%

WAIT
TIME

EMPATHY

Those who waited approximately an hour longer than usual were more likely to be more empathetic to agents (72.32%), closely followed
by those who waited only 5-15 minutes longer than usual (71.92%), and those who waited 30-45 minutes longer than usual (67.38%).
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But instead of capitalizing on this empathy and positioning

Armed with interaction analytics, they were able to uncover

agents to rise to the occasion, the performance from brands

the trend, proactively prepare agents to ease consumers

was uneven at best:

worries and update the company’s safety procedures. Without
those insights, the brand would have continued to operate

•

Nearly 40% of respondents said 75-100% of their calls

blind, and as a result, frustrate its customers.

mentioned coronavirus, yet 30% said agents were only
“somewhat” able to answer their coronavirus-related
questions or concerns with accuracy and credibility.
•

Only 20% of respondents ranked agents’ ability to answer
all their questions quickly as “exceptionally well”.

Approximately what percentage of your calls
discussed or mentioned the coronavirus with a
customer service agent?

Pandemic-related questions, issues and concerns caught
many agents and contact centers off-guard. In particular, the
travel and hospitality industry ranked last in terms of meeting
100!

customer needs during the pandemic, while banking and
financial services rated best. Part of the challenge lies with

18.85%

75%

anticipating customer needs. Providers may prepare and
coach agents to address one issue – like the financial impact

20.87%

50%

– when it turns out the main concern is something completely
different, like safety.

21.65%
17.35%

25%

21.29%

None

For instance, at the onset of the crisis, a leading medical waste
disposal and compliance company discovered an uptick
in calls where consumers were citing sanitation concerns
regarding signing for packages on handheld devices –

0%

something they hadn’t anticipated.

10%

20%

30%

How well did brands in the following industries meet
your needs and answer your questions during the
pandemic?

NOT AT
ALL

POORLY

NEUTRAL

WELL

EXCEPTIONALLY
WELL

WEIGHTED
AVERAGE

1. Banking/Financial Services

3.66%

10.10%

35.26%

36.06%

14.92%

3.49

2. Retail

4.58%

13.53%

32.95%

35.05%

13.89%

3.40

3. Insurance

5.82%

7.58%

42.71%

30.93%

12.96%

3.38

4. Utilities

6.40%

7.06%

46.76%

28.53%

11.25%

3.31

5. Telecom/Cable

7.26%

14.67%

42.33%

25.02%

10.71%

3.17

6. Travel/Hospitality

9.85%

9.85%

50.40%

21.31%

8.60%

3.09
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The bottom-line: regardless of the industry, brands must
work to understand how customer needs, requests and
questions evolve during rapidly-changing situations – and
use this information to coach and equip their employees,
and transform business operations.
By monitoring agent performance, brands can identify
patterns and data to help agents improve, demonstrate
empathy and establish emotional connections with
consumers. When the employee experience improves,
the customer experience follows, leading to increased
satisfaction and retention. This is especially important as
contact centers continue to invest in automation and AI.
The focus must be on boosting agent performance, not
replacing it. Properly integrating these technologies to
empower agents is essential.

Brand and Provider Takeaways:
1. Prepare for increased phone volumes and equip
agents with interaction analytics to monitor and
expedite calls.
2. Leverage speech analytics to more quickly and
effectively onboard new agents to help with increased
volumes.
3. Use speech analytics to understand the most common
reasons consumers are calling, and revamp IVRs and
self-service channels to address these new inquiries
and automate simple requests.
4. Analyze long calls, particularly those with high volumes
of silence, to determine more efficient ways to solve
callers’ needs..

Performance management is
particularly important in times
of crisis, especially when agents
and supervisors are working in
separate environments.
To overcome this challenge,
many brands are deploying
automated scoring technology
to deliver daily, objective and
data-driven feedback directly
to agents and their supervisors,
regardlss of their location.
This ensures best practices
are shared and replicated
throughout the workforce,
while creating a channel for
bi-directional communication
between agent and manager.
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The New Frontier: Connecting Emotionally and
Empathetically
Brands can differentiate and win more customers by prioritizing
emotional connections and delivering high-quality CX.
In the contact center, the survey found that consumers value
“speed to resolution” and “empathy and flexibility” most during
the pandemic. Brands have a lot of room for improvement –
less than 20% of respondents said agents portrayed these
qualities “exceptionally well”.

“If businesses are to emerge from this global
crisis, they must build experiences that help
them empathetically engage with their
customers, building a well of CX equity. We
know this is important because we know
that good experiences bolster customer
loyalty. To do this well, CX pros must have
a disciplined approach to envisioning,
designing, and delivering a consistently
high-quality experience.”

orrester, The US Customer Experience Index, 2020,
Brands Build Loyalty With The Quality Of Their Experience,
June 15, 2020

Thinking about your contact with brands during
the pandemic, which qualities did you value in the
customer servie agents with whom you spoke?

Speed to resolution

57.92%

The empathy and flexibility they showed

52.40%

The ability to answer all my questions quickly

45.45%

Accuracy of information provided

45.38%
35.34%

Their willingness to go above and beyond to help
The ability to offer creative or unique solutions to my concern or situation

23.44%

Wait times were reduced

17.92%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%
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As highlighted earlier, contact center performance directly
relates to customer churn and retention.
Of the customers that switched providers during the
pandemic, nearly 45% said they would have stayed if
brands delivered better CX or connected with them on a
human level.
Similarly, consumers who recently switched providers
contacted brands more often throughout the pandemic
than those who didn’t switch (31% said they contacted a
single brand 6 or more times vs. 16%).
On the positive side:
80% of consumers said they will stay loyal to the brands
that provide good customer experience during the
pandemic – further illustrating the importance of positive,
strong CX.

Brand and Provider Takeaways:
1. Capture near real-time and unsolicited feedback
around how consumers feel and coach agents to
display empathy, understanding and ownership.
2. Identify efficiency gaps and optimize processes for
speed to resolution.
3. Identify the topics, concerns and questions that are
driving the highest volume, or most complex, calls and
coach agents on the solutions that have been shown
to produce the best call oucomes.
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Next Steps
COVID-19 continues to accelerate demand for humanbased customer support and connection, which was already
on the rise pre-pandemic.
To effectively meet this rising demand, while simultaneously
solving more complex issues and answering unexcepted
customer queries, brands must invest to transform customer
service operations. This requires technology that can
automatically monitor and analyze consumer interactions,
emotions and needs in real-time; enable strong agent
performance and human connections; and provide
management with the insights it needs to accelerate
process changes and business improvements.
Anticipating behavior, connecting emotionally with
customers and acting based on intelligence is key to
delivering outstanding CX, both during times of crisis and as
the world recovers.

Recommendations
1. Operationalize customer insights to accelerate business
process improvement and generate bottom-line value..
2. Increase investment in human-based customer support

Companies that
lead in customer
experience
outperform
competitors on the
S&P 500 Index
by nearly 80%
To learn more about the role
customer emotions play in CX,
download Leveraging Emotion to
Improve CX and Elevate Contact
Center Performance.

models.
3. Leverage automation to monitor and analyze customer
interactions to uncover needs, issues, insights, and
opportunities..
4. Proactively coach and empower agents to anticipate
customer behavior and respond.
5. Invest in AI and speech analytics technology to
strengthen human connections and improve customer
service outcomes.
6. Display empathy and understanding to win over and
retain customers.

Demographics
Timing: June 2020
Respondents: 2,391
Gender: 44.3% male; 55.7% female
Age: 28.8% 18-29; 19.9% 30-44; 29.7% 45-60; 21.5% >60
Margin of Error: 2.8-3.0%
Household income: 68.46% ≤ $99,000; 20.54% ≥ $100,000;
11.01% declined to answer
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About CallMiner

CallMiner is a speech analytics platform that drives
business improvement by connecting insight to
tangible action. We use the power of A.I. to scale
human understanding, analyze interactions at the
deepest levels, identify patterns and root causes,
and reveal opportunities.
We believe that business improvement starts with
a deep interest and curiosity in people. How do we
detect a customer’s true emotion, and how do we
act on it to shift a business’s culture and steer it on
the most successful path? We aim to close these
gaps through innovation, but the heart of our work
lies in humanity: understanding, followed by action.
We apply this same principle within our culture,
promoting an attitude of kindness, compassion,
genuine interest and respect for one another.
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