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All companies are engaged in a new journey toward a very different 
relationship with their customers, one that could make them active partners 
in brand development for the very first time. The focus of this journey 
is social media and its evolution as the preferred and most important 
customer service channel. 

Social is rapidly maturing into a critical customer service platform 
for companies. It is increasingly the channel of choice for customers 
seeking information, advice, and resolution to their problems. They are 
also offering advice and this relatively new aspect of customer relations 
is expanding their role beyond that of a mere revenue source—and 
even brand advocates—to that of true protagonists, capable of exerting 
powerful influence on product development and even corporate strategy. 
This influence, if embraced fully and managed well, can work to the benefit 
of customers, companies and markets. So, if your customers are not yet 
protagonists, then you’re not adapting to social media and you should 
correct that situation now.

Some companies have traveled farther in this journey than others, but 
most are still trying to figure out which direction to travel. This is the first 
of two whitepapers intended to help companies see their path more 
clearly by offering two views of the challenge and the requirements for 
adapting fully. The first one, presented here, provides an operational and 
technological viewpoint. The second whitepaper will explore the cultural 
aspects of the new social media paradigm.

Introduction



Preparing the Enterprise for a New Social Customer Service Model: Adapting Operations and Technology 4

A brief history of contact center 
technology and operations

In the beginning, there was the telephone. The telephone rang, the contact 
agent answered the call and, not surprisingly, the caller complained. 
And the agent, who had been well trained and was well prepared, said, 
“On behalf of the company, I’d like to apologize for the trouble and 
inconvenience you’ve experienced.” The caller, who had spent many 
hours on the phone and online seeking a resolution without success, was 
thankful and relieved. “I represent the company,” said the agent. “And 
I assure you that today your complaint will be answered and resolved. 
Now, please hold while I transfer your call.”

Although it’s completely facetious, the narrative above serves to illustrate 
both the frustrations of call center operations and the high expectations 
many customers have when they call. What’s absolutely true, though, is the 
part about the telephone, which really was the beginning of what would 
later be known as customer service. The invention of the telephone in 1876 
gave customers, for the first time in history, a way to contact companies 
directly and immediately without the need to travel. While it would be 
many decades before the technology would become truly universal and 
ubiquitous, the value of the channel was realized fairly quickly.

The development of the telephone switchboard in 1894 and the rotary 
dial in the 1920s were the next significant advances. They enabled the 
automated interconnection among telephones regardless of geographic 
location and gave companies the ability to handle multiple calls. For the 
next half-century, the telephone and switchboard would define the limits 
of contact center technology and operations.

The first true contact centers didn’t appear until the 1960s when companies 
began building specialized facilities and hiring large numbers of agents to 
handle inquiries and complaints. That period also saw the introduction of 
touch-tone dialing, a technology that allowed early computer systems to 
route calls with greater speed and efficiently. Arguably the biggest change 
in that decade occurred in 1967 when AT&T introduced the toll free 1-800 
number. For the first time, customers could contact companies without 
charge, using specific numbers that sidestepped human operators. Again, 
customer service capabilities improved. 
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Building on the crucial technological changes of the previous decade, the 
1970’s and 1980’s saw the introduction of the next important advancement: 
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) technology. Though expensive and 
unreliable at first, IVR brought computer automation to the contact center 
in the form of digitized spoken messages and elaborate phone trees to 
process customers’ requests, many of which could be completed without 
human interaction. Consequently, contact center agents were no longer 
the first point of customer contact.

The advent of the Internet in the early 1990’s not only profoundly altered 
society; it also provided contact centers with the first completely new 
communication channels in more than a century. Email, instant messaging 
and chat brought agents back to a much more personal level of contact 
with customers. However, rather than replacing phone operations and 
IVR, Internet applications worked alongside them, expanding customer 
contact choices. 

Beginning in the early 2000s, the arrival of social media again altered 
the customer service landscape and expanded the number of channels 
available to both companies and customers. As we shall see, however, 
integrating social media into the contact center significantly raises the 
stakes for companies, with greater rewards for success and more severe 
consequences for failure.

To illustrate just how high the stakes are, two-thirds of consumers appear 
willing to spend more following an excellent customer service experience 
(American Express) and 89 percent have actually stopped doing business 
with a company after experiencing poor customer service (RightNow 
Customer Experience Impact Report).
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To say that social media is the biggest thing on the Internet is pure 
understatement. In terms of total activity, it’s practically the only thing on 
the internet. According to the latest statistics, Facebook now boasts 1.35 
billion active users, YouTube has 1 billion, Google+ has 540 million, Twitter 
has 284 million, Instagram has 200 million and LinkedIn has 187 million. 
Companies now must find new strategies to turn this chaotic high-octane 
multi-lane superhighway into a well-managed service channel.

So it’s easy to see how social media has redefined the relationship 
between customers and companies, requiring contact centers to redefine 
their purposes and strategies. In fact, the entire concept of customer 
service is changing. 

The essential difference between customer engagement via social media 
and customer engagement via all other channels is that every conversation 
in social media is by definition public. Every service contact is visible not 
only to all current customers but all potential customers, the public and, 
perhaps even more critically, competitors. Every contact with an individual 
customer has the effect of addressing the entire market. No other channel 
has ever had such reach, nor has any other channel been so potentially 
dangerous and beneficial at the same time. This is because customers’ 
experiences, both positive and negative, can reverberate across the 
Internet with a speed and scope never before possible. 

Social Media is 
fundamentally different

“Conventional marketing wisdom long held that
a dissatisfied customer tells ten people. But in 
the new age of social media, he or she has the 
tools to tell ten million.” 
Gillin, P. (2009) The New Influencers: A Marketer’s Guide to the New Social Media.



Preparing the Enterprise for a New Social Customer Service Model: Adapting Operations and Technology 7

A key consequence of social media’s very public and transparent nature 
is that companies no longer fully control the conversations with their 
customers. Increasingly, customers who start in a traditional servicing 
channel, such as calling a 1-800 number, are turning to social media if 
they don’t receive a satisfactory response. In fact, 21 percent of all tweets 
are actually complaints from customers alerting companies that they’re 
unable to reach the call center. These consumers believe companies fear 
the ability social media’s to turn a small problem into a viral PR disaster 
and assume their problems are more likely to be resolved quickly if they 
‘go social.’ 

There’s more to the issue of control than the power shift resulting from the 
transparency of social media. This is the first channel that the customer 
has designed and owned. Customers were, and still are, well ahead of the 
companies they deal with in regards to both information and influence. 
Transparency accounts for the influence, but social media also enables 
customers to find and share almost limitless amounts of information at 
nearly the speed of thought. Doing research has never been faster or more 
productive. Consequently, customers may know much more about the 
companies they contact and the nature of the problems they want solved 
than the agents they end up talking to. We’ll see how this information gap 
should be handled later in this paper.

Most importantly, it is customers who now initiate conversations, deciding 
for themselves when and by what means those conversations will take 
place. This change represents a total reversal for companies, who formerly 
controlled the terms of engagement alone. Now, companies must respond 
to customers’ demands on the customers’ terms, not their own. Not only 
must they become social, they must also learn to become sociable.
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With so much at stake, companies need to carefully set goals, both 
technological and operational, for engaging customers via social media. 
Perhaps the most obvious and least risky goal is to use social media 
as a (mostly) passive intelligence gathering platform, a goal that fits 
quite naturally into contact center operations. Just as Depression-era 
gangster John Dillinger explained when asked why he robbed banks 
(“Because that’s where the money is.”), the contact center is the right 
place to gather intelligence because that’s where the customers are. Said 
Brad Cleveland, a consultant and former president of the International 
Customer Management Institute, “They can pick up on what customers 
are asking for, gather competitive intelligence and get input on products 
and services. They can learn a ton.”

However, information mustn’t become the sole or even the primary goal 
for companies seeking to become sociable. Companies must adapt both 
operationally and technologically in order to succeed with social media 
and the new world of customer engagement. Resolution and value are the 
operational goals, not speed and opinion collection. Technological goals 
should focus on full integration and agent enablement.

Defining goals

Reach

Response

Resolution
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What does it mean for a contact center to adapt to social media 
operationally? There are two large-scale factors (let’s call them meta-
factors) to consider. The first is integration, about which there has been 
much discussion, but not all of which has been clear and actionable. The 
second meta-factor we’ll call best practices. That is, the establishment and 
maintenance of best practices. Again, there has been much discussion on 
this topic, but a paucity of agreement and clarity. 

Operational integration is closely tied to technological integration, but 
occurs more at the organizational and human resources levels. Key to 
successful organizational adaptation is the concept of departmental 
ownership and a realignment of competing interests. Currently, many 
departments are engaged in social media, which can lead to conflict and 
redundancy, with each running independent operations. And, while nearly 
all companies use social media for marketing and communications, less 
than two-thirds use it for customer engagement.

Operational social media contact center integration starts when 
organizations modify their servicing strategies and processes to 
accommodate and leverage the reality of the tsunami of tweets and 
Facebook posts aimed at them. And, this is where companies must 
develop and apply the second meta-factor: best practices. Here are some 
of the most important best practices to consider.

Social media should be incorporated into the entire customer service 
operation. Just as “No man is an island, entire unto himself,” social 
media should not exist in isolation among all the other customer service 
channels. While it is the newest channel and has the potential for the 
greatest benefits and failures, social media is still one channel out of many 
on which customers rely. According to eConsultancy, consumers still 
prefer telephone assistance the most, with email and live chat coming in 
at a close second and third. In order to provide the seamless experience 
that proper customer service demands (as do the customers themselves), 
all channels should operate under the same set of rules and standards.

Staffing forecasts and agent training must be realistic. Many companies 
don’t fully appreciate the enormous volume of tweets and posts their 
contact centers can receive, above and beyond their current volume of 
calls, chats and emails. Nor do many fully understand that social media 
requires a different level of attention from agents compared to other 
channels. They may assume that all of their agents are already well-
versed in the etiquette of social media interaction because they use it in 
their personal lives.

Adapting operationally
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But as we’ve seen, social media is different. Its transparency and influence 
means that tweets and posts can’t be queued and delayed the way 
conversations on other channels can. A 24-hour response standard will 
no longer do; rapid (read: immediate) replies are required. And, with 
customers in control, agents can no longer decide solely for themselves 
when a conversation ends. Simply put, when companies choose to include 
social media in their customer service strategy, they must be prepared 
for a vastly increased volume of interactions, each of which requires 
immediate response. So, they must plan for staffing levels sufficient for 
both increased volume and immediate attention to each contact.

Of equal importance, though, is staff preparation. Yes, companies can 
rightly expect all of their agents to be skilled at using social media in their 
personal lives, but they are mistaken if they think that level of knowledge 
is sufficient for effectively engaging customers via that channel in a 
contact center. Agents must be trained appropriately to deliver service 
at scale and according to corporate protocols, while adhering to specific 
processes designed to ensure high quality service.

Put the contact center at the center of all company social media 
interaction. Although we said earlier that information gathering should not 
be the primary goal of social media strategy, such information is simply 
too valuable to ignore. Everything said on social media about a company 
and its products and services, whether directed to companies or shared 
among customers, can provide insight the company can use to improve its 
products and services, build brand reputation, increase brand loyalty and 
grow. The challenge is to capture, track, and disseminate that information 
throughout the organization for analysis. 

The contact center is ideally positioned to be the focal point for all social 
media interaction, just as it is for customer communication via other 
channels. Ideally, it must be at the center of a hub-and-spoke strategy 
for social operations. Such a strategy calls for routing all social media 
interactions to the contact center, in just the same way as any other 
interaction, and have them handled on a first-come-first-served basis, 
along with all other contacts. From there, contacts and the information 
they contain can be distributed to marketing, product development, the 
executive suite and many other departments, not only for intelligence 
purposes, but to also provide faster and more satisfying resolutions.
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The proper goals of adapting the contact center to social media 
technologically are integration and enablement. In order to meet those 
goals the product of technological adaptation should be the unified 
customer record. That is, a single record, centrally stored, that comprises 
every conversation with a customer and categorizes the key elements of 
those conversations for use throughout the organization. 

So, the central question here is how do you treat this channel with 
the respect it deserves and interact in a way that maintains a single 
customer record?

As we’ve seen, contact centers have delivered service in very much the 
same way for the past thirty years. Although there have been a number 
of innovations that have provided incremental improvements, only the 
advent of social media has created such a revolution that companies are 
being forced to rethink their approach to customer service, including their 
technological approach. 

For example, in the history of the contact center, no channel has ever 
rivaled the power, influence or transaction volume of the telephone—
until now. DMG Consulting predicts that within five years the number of 
relevant social media interactions will be equal to the number of phone 
interactions, with 70 to 80 percent of them being service-oriented and 
requiring attention. Unfortunately, most contact centers have not kept pace 
with the social revolution. They are uncertain about how to technology 
infrastructure to support these interactions and integrate them into their 
overall servicing strategy.

If we look at technological adaptation the same way we looked at 
operational adaptation, we can redefine the goals stated above as meta-
factors. The first, enablement, is about providing agents with the new 
and different resources that social media interaction requires. This is not 
a trivial matter. In fact, even without the added burden of social media, 
contact center agent have been hard-pressed to do their jobs. In a recent 
Forrester study of service agents, 42 percent were unable to efficiently 
resolve customer issues due to “disconnected systems, archaic user 
interfaces, and multiple applications.” Another study by the Aberdeen 
Group revealed that agents spend 11 percent of their time looking for 
information needed to manage customer interactions. 

Adapting technologically
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With an estimated 46 percent of contact centers, according to the 
Aberdeen Group, stating that improving agent productivity and utilization 
is a main objective, we should expect to see a growing focus on social 
media enablement, as well as greater interest in solutions that integrate 
social media interaction into enterprise data systems.

However, the current challenge is a lack of true social media servicing 
solutions. And, here is where the integration meta-factor comes into play, 
because integrating systems that connect agents to social media and 
capture the incoming data (social media interaction) with enterprise data 
systems can largely solve the enablement problem. However, contact 
center vendors from all disciplines, including automatic call distributors 
(ACD), customer relationship management (CRM), recording, workforce 
management (WFM), quality assurance (QA), and others, are just beginning 
to figure out how to provide solutions to help companies track, manage 
and respond to social interactions at scale.

The system used currently to manage customer inquiries in most 
organizations is called a customer relationship management (CRM) or 
customer tracking solution. Enterprise CRM and sales force automation 
grew quickly with the widespread availability of networked computing 
during the 1990s, and then the shift to software as a service (SaaS) 
computing in the first decade of the 2000s. Many organizations now 
have an enterprise CRM and SFA system that is used by a number of 
departments, including sales, marketing and the contact center. 

And now, in a world where there are so many discussions on social media 
loaded with so much potential information, modern and effective CRM 
technology should be aggregating all that data. For example, if someone 
posts a comment or a question to your company Facebook page, there 
should be a mechanism that analyzes the context and content of the post 
against all customer records and alerts the appropriate agent. But most 
systems don’t do that, primarily because they were designed and built 
before social media became the global phenomenon that it is. 
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The key question for all social media service solution providers is how to 
get social media interactions logged into the CRM and then delivered to 
the right agent on a timely basis.

Part of the integration challenge will be to recognize developing trends and 
leverage them for increased capacity and faster responses. One such trend 
in which companies may want to invest is text analytics, which can automate 
the handling of social media interactions and to function as an early warning 
system for the organization flagging relevant words and phrases.

Another important technology trend that contact centers can leverage is 
the cloud, which can significantly reduce IT costs while expanding both 
capacity and access. Gartner predicts that by the end of 2016, more than 
50 percent of Global 1000 companies will have stored customer-sensitive 
data in the cloud. And, DMG Consulting estimates that by the end of 2015, 
more than 18 percent of contact center seats will be delivered by cloud-
based contact center infrastructure providers. 

Nuance Communications found that 72 percent of consumers have a 
more favorable view of a company if they provide a customer service app.

Too many organizations will avoid building formal social media servicing 
capabilities for as long as possible. DMG Consulting expects that 80 
percent of organizations will underinvest in this area over the next four 
years. For those companies, the result will be costly. At worst, they may 
experience a brand-beating customer revolt.
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It’s all too easy to view the social media revolution simply in technological 
terms. After all, it would not exist but for the technological innovations 
that enabled it. So, it’s also tempting for companies seeking to adapt their 
customer service and contact center strategies to this new channel to 
implement a solution that simply gives agents access to social media, 
connect it to their CRMs and call it a day. 

However, social media is far more than just a popular technology; it enables 
and facilitates relationships on a massive scale and accelerates social 
interaction, the total effects of which are not yet fully understood. As we’ve 
seen, the effect of social media on companies has been a revolutionary 
change in their relationships with customers, and vice versa. In order to 
adapt to the challenges of this new relationship, we have identified two 
areas that require attention: operations and technology.

There is a third area that is, arguably, even more important to successful 
adaptation and much more difficult to get right: adapting corporate culture 
to social media. Although culture is an intangible, even ephemeral, 
component of a company’s success, its importance should not be 
underestimated. Culture is what guides the behavior of everyone within 
the organization, perhaps even more so than governance and policy. 
Now that social media has conferred control of the terms of engagement 
upon customers, it incumbent on companies to adapt their cultures—and, 
perhaps, create entirely new cultures—to these new realities.

The second paper in this series will explore the challenges companies 
face in adapting their cultures, particularly the culture of the contact center, 
to social media. Please look for an announcement about it soon.

The role of social media 
in corporate culture

The benefits of social media in the contact center
• Lower cost

• Better customer sentiment

• A closer emotional connection to your customers

• Longer customer lifecycle

• Alignment with changing customer demographics

• Competitive advantage
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