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COVID-19 has turned into a global  
crisis, evolving at unprecedented  
speed and scale. It is creating a  
universal imperative forgovernments  
and organizations to take immediate  
action to protect their people. The  
viruscontinuesto rapidlyspread,
to every continent, with over 60  
countriesimpactedandmorethan  
1,700newcasesreporteddaily.



Thesuddenemergenceof COVID-19is requiringthatbrandsmove  
at unprecedented speed to serve their customers with quality  
whilecaringfortheiremployeeswithcompassion.

Brands are required to re-evaluate how contact centers are  
leveraged, how contact center employees deliver quality  
customerexperiences,wherecontactcenteremployeeswork,  
and howdigitalchannelscan be used to supporttheincreasein  
contact centervolume.

Leadersmustmakeswift,insight-informeddecisionsto support  
their contact center employees while maintaining and earning  
customertrust.



The emotional state of  
consumersandbusinesses  
addstothechallenge
But the combination of fear, uncertainty and frustration presents  
brands with both new risks and opportunities. Providing  
compassionate customer service will likely generate an outsized  
increaseinpositivebrandperceptionandcustomerloyaltypost-crisis.  
Conversely, inaccessible, ineffective or uncaring responses are likely  
todriveanequallypronouncednegativereaction.

During times of crisis, contact centers  
are crucial. Customers prefer live  
interactionwhentheywantanswersto  
urgentandcomplexissues:
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58%
morecustomersprefertosolve
urgent issuesbycallingforsupport  
ratherthanuse otherchannels.1

57%
of customers ranked call support as  
their initial channel preference for  
flexible communication, wanting an  
opportunityto ask,explain,reasonor  
negotiate with customerservice.2



However,organizationsareoftenill-preparedtoreacttoasignificantandsuddenincreaseincallvolumes.Inthecontext  
of COVID-19, that increase is combined with the risk of having to suddenly shift to remote work-from-home models and  
protectaworkforceinahigh-riskenvironment.It’sanunprecedentedchallengethatwillrequireswiftaction.
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Within 48hours
Assessyourcurrentstate.Usinga rapid  
technology assessment framework,  
analyze your current technology  
capabilitiesandwhata remotecontact  
centerwill requireacrossyournetwork,  
platforms and securityprotocols.

Within 72hours
Identify how you can leverage your  
existing contact centertechnologies  
toenablenewworkforceneeds.
Workcollaborativelywithtechnology  
platform providers to flex licensing  
andtakeadvantageofout-of-the-box  
platform capabilities. Establish live  
agentchat (ifnotactivealready)with  
initial AI HumanAssist.

Within 5days
Implement measures to drive digital  
channel adoption for your customers  
andscaleupyourexistingvirtualagent  
capability to deflect calls away from  
the contactcenter.

Within 2weeks
Plan how you will repurpose your  
workforce in physical locations to  
maintain customer and business  
continuity.Scaleupnewvirtualagent  
capabilities and digitalchannels.



Companiesareurgentlyaskinghowtohandletheimpactontheircontactcenters  
andkeeptheircustomerserviceworkforcesafe.Theywanttoknow:

6 COVID-19: Responsive customer service in times ofchange

1) HowcanI reducecustomerwaittimesandmanagecustomerfrustration?
2) Howtodeflectorredistributecontactvolumestocontrolaveragewaittimes?
3) WhatcanI quicklyautomate?
4) HowshouldI enhancemydigitalchannels?
5) HowdoImanagemyworkforceifphysicalworklocationsarenolongerviable?
6) HowcanI offerthesamelevelofcustomersupportandworkforceproductivity  

whenagentsworkfromhome?
7) CanI extendaccesstothenecessarytoolsandsecurenetworksforremote  

workers?
8) HowcanI maintainthetrustofbothmyworkforceandmycustomers?

Thesearetoughquestions.Therisksof executionfailurearehigherthannormal.  
But companies can take immediate action to create capacity in their contact  
center,enableconsistentqualityfortheircustomers,andcarefortheirpeoplein  
thefaceof thecrisis.

Whileactionsshouldbetakenat differentvariationsbasedona company’sunique  
situation, when done correctly, they can effectively respond to the immediate  
needs created by COVID-19 and realize a longer-term benefit from increased  
customerbrandperceptionandloyalty.

Expertsdon’tknowhowlongit  
willtaketocontainthevirus.
Leaders must prepare for the  
short term, while developing  
new capabilities and ways of  
workingthatcouldseamlessly  
enable longer-term  
operationalchanges.



To respond to the evolving  
circumstances of the COVID-19  
crisis, we recommend contact  
center executives addressthree  
criticalareas:

Adopt new ways of working:  
Contactcenters+ remoteaccess
Rapidly stand up the infrastructure,managementsystemsand
processesrequiredto support an effective remote workforce.

Improvecontactcentermanagement:  
Data,workflowandanalytics
Harnessdata and analytics to informan agile, responsiveand relevant
approach to addressing customer needs and support. Reprioritize  
and sequencecustomersupportso that the most critical needsare  
addressedfirst, with non-criticalcontacts deflected to digital.

Augmentandautomateservice:  
Virtualagents
Stand up or enhance virtual agent capabilitiesto support
COVID-19specificrequests or growingBAUvolume.
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Adopt new ways of working:  
Contact centers+ remoteaccess

Hundreds or even thousands of individuals work together in contact centers,  
often in confined spaces that make them particularly susceptible to COVID-19.  
Companies will soon have to enable home working for these teams. This  
imperative,however,comeswithrealchallenges. It maybeoneof thebestways  
toavoidworkplacetransmissionof COVID-19,butworkingfromhomeat scaleis  
unchartedterritory.

As described in Productivity in Uncertain Times Through the Elastic Digital 
Workplace,enablingthehome-basedworkforcemeansaddressinga numberof  
keytechnology,processandpeopleissues.

The cornerstone of the work-from-home model is the right secure technology.  
Tocreatea consistentworkforceexperience,companiesmust (wherepossible)  
replicate the contact center technology environment at home. Demands on  
networking infrastructures will be unprecedented. Companies must be ready  
to address failures in the distributed network environment that may lead to  
performance issues and/oroutages.
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Beyond technology, companies must also address several people- and  
process-related issues. Getting people rapidly up to speed will require  
virtual trainingandchangemanagementprogramstoeducateworkers  
on the use of new technologies, processes, policies and collaboration  
toolsets. Leaders will then have to define new methods and rules for  
collaboration to maintain productivity and effectiveness in the new,  
distributedenvironment.

Caring for the workforce must be balanced with businesscontinuity  
efforts and servicing customers. Leaders must realize that this is
an unprecedented situation and unique considerations must be  
accommodated such as caring for family health and for childrenand  
managing wellness. They must also navigate the delicatebalance
of redeploying agents (sometimes at massive scale) whilealso  
managing significant spikes in workload.

Leaders that can make the shift  
to a partial or full work-from-
home model will be better able  
to minimize businessdisruption  
and serve their customers.
Additionally, they will help reduce  
potential revenue loss, forge new  
levels of trust with their workforce,  
and position their businesses
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for renewed growth once the  
pandemic subsides.



Improve contact centersmanagement:  
Data, workflow,analytics

AsCOVID-19runsitscourse,nowisthetimeforcompaniestotakefulladvantageof theirdata  
topredictcustomers’andtheinternalworkforce’schangingneedsandbehaviors.Combining  
this with a more agile approach to managing work and the workforce will enable contact  
centerstomeetcustomerdemandmosteffectivelyduringsuchunprecedentedvolatility.

Traditionalcallvolumeforecastsshouldbeenhancedwithpatternsseeninotherchallenging  
times and contextual data. Other sources of data that should also be included: customer  
demographicandgeographicdata; impactoncustomersfromcompanyactions; timing
of communications; contact behavioral trends from COVID-19 in other geographies and  
crowdsourced data direct from agents and publicly-available data (e.g. changes to supply  
ofgoods, localserviceavailabilityandlocalandnational issuedguidance).Usingpredictive  
analytics with this data will prepare the operations teams to best match volumes with the  
available workforce. For most companies, creating predictive views of demand will require  
newlevelsoforganizationalcollaboration.

The same approach should be taken to evaluate workforce supply. Factors like workforce  
demographics and school/childcare closures will impact attendance. These coupled with  
analysisof COVID-19intensity,estimatedrateofspreadanddurationshouldallbefactored  
intoa predictiveforecasttoestimatedeviationsfromplannedworkforcesupply.
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Thesemayincludeenabling  
the workforce with the  
latestinformation, ensuring  
frequentcommunication
ofdailychangesthathave  
customer impacts, and  
making time every day to  
celebratejobswelldone.
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To bring together a predictive view of supply and demand with an agile approach  
to supporting customers, we recommend setting up a virtual command center. Its  
membersshouldincludedatascientistsandbusinessfunctionrepresentationfrom  
Sales,Marketing,CustomerExperience,HR,ContactCenterOperationsleadership,  
WorkforceManagement,Reporting/Analytics,TechnologyandTelephonyteams.
Thesegroupsshouldallcollaborate,sharinginternaldataandidentifyingrelevant  
external data sources. All stakeholders should share insights into upcoming  
company actions that will impact customers, daily customer contact trends,  
industry or market-relevant insights along with customer topics and sentiments  
trending on socialmedia.

Thecommandcentershouldgenerateinsightsthatwillenabletheorganizationto  
redefinerolesandprocesshandoffswithintheorganizationasneededtobalance  
supply/demand needs. It should review contact center demand and supply  
forecastsandalignonexpectedandworst-casescenariosthat thecontactcenter  
mayhavetohandle.Theseshouldbereviewedandupdatedthroughouttheday.

It is importanttocareforyourpeoplewhileyoucareforyourbusiness.And,keep  
in mind the impact of the crisis on your employees mentality throughout the  
disruption period . Some accommodations may be required to help offset the  
impactsontheir livestoenableoptimalcustomerservice.



Augmentandautomateservice:  
Virtualagents

BeforetheCOVID-19crisis, theexpression“Thebestserviceisnoservice”heldtrue.When  
customers serve themselves or—better yet—have issues resolved for them, satisfaction is  
at itshighestandoperationalcostsareminimized.

Right now, customer contacts are at an all-time high. Some (particularly in health and  
publicservice)arespecificallyrelatedtoCOVID-19.But volumeincreasesarenot limited  
tothevirusalone.Thecontinueddisruptonof daily lifeisdrivingspikesinothertypes
of inquiries,suchaspaymentextensions, travelcancelations, latefees,unemployment  
benefitsandstockinquiries—eachwithvaryinglevelsofurgency.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) channels for customer service have never been so critical. But  
what about organizations that have yet to achieve maturity in this area? With volumes  
spikingandthecontactcenterworkforcebeingdisrupted,nowisthetimetodouble-down  
on AI and create a multi-speed human and machine workforce. Virtual agents, built using  
AI technology, offer customers instant, on-demand service. They provide automated  
support, deliver a conversational experience, and can handle the same intents as human  
agents. They can both understand and satisfy individual customer needs. Regardless of  
their maturity, organizations can still harness virtual solutions to relieve the pressure on  
contactvolumes.
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Takeaction:Nowand Next
TheimpactfromCOVID-19isevolvingdaily,andthischanginglandscapemeansthat  
guidance, restrictions and policies are also continuously being updated or adjusted.  
Everydeferreddecisionhasrealconsequencesforcustomers,theworkforceandthe  
business.Timeisof theessence.

Thefollowingactionsshouldbetakennowinordertoquicklyandeffectivelycreate  
remote contact centeroperations:

Adopt new ways of working:  
Contactcenters+ remoteaccess

Fully acknowledging that this process will be difficult and risky, we  
recommendthefollowingpriorityactionstostandupasuccessfulremote  
contact centermodel:

• Establishinfrastructureincludingconnectivity,securelaptopsand  
softwarelicensingtoenablework-from-homemodels.

• Enhance management systems by optimizing contact routing  
configurations,extendingancillarysystemstonewscenariosand  
enablingend-to-endsecuritywitha “ZeroTrust”model.

• Look after your people by conducting rapid training needs analysis,  
creatingcommunityandcollaborationandcheckingindailytocalibrate  
onthenewwaysofworkingandcareforteammindsets.

• Modify processes to implement clear policies, update internal  
schedules,processesandmetricsandreflectchangesinpublished  
customer-facinginformation.

1

Improvecontactcentermanagement:  
Data, workflow,analytics

Werecommendsomekeyactionstobestservecustomerdemand  
throughoutthedurationofCOVID-19:

• Address the most critical contacts first and handle the less urgent  
but important contacts with tools such as callback assist. Lean on  
analyticsto informagileworkforceplanning,modifyIVRmenusand  
messaging, and adjust the prioritization and distribution logic on  
existingplatforms.

• Activateandaugmentalternativesupportchannels. Identifycustomer  
needs that can shifted, use queue messaging to address quick FAQs  
andincreaseawarenessofotheroptions.Queuemessagingcaneven  
help to move customers directly into other channels, such as digital,  
asynchronousmessagingandvirtualagents.

• Use the workforce differently. Work with your account and  
contract teams to see where you can make temporary changes  
to the operating model to support the right mix of proactive and  
reactivecustomerneeds,shiftagentstoflexiblysupport inbound  
and outbound contacts and capture customer preferences for  
communications as COVID-19progresses.

• Do the work differently by utilizing more collaboration tools,  
deliveringfieldservicevirtuallywiththeuseofphotos,chatorvideo  
chatandcreatingmoreguidedhelpandproactivecommunications  
as policiesevolve.
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Onceorganizationshavethesecapabilitiesinplace,theyshouldnext  
focusonthefollowinglonger-termactions:

• Scale at pace. None of the capabilities described here are built  
perfectly overnight. In fact, in all cases where Accenture has  
implementedcontactcenteranalyticsorvirtualassistantcapabilities,  
MVP solutions were put in place initially and were evolved or  
extended over time, based on lessons learned. Getting started is  
critical. Evolving is to be expected. Continuous learning is the name  
of thegame.

• Reimaginethefuture.Thecurrentenvironment isacceleratingfuture  
trends. Post-crisis, companies will need to continue to build on  
capabilities they have stood up in crisis mode as a sustainable and  
evolving part of their business. Prioritize choices that align to long-
term business strategy (in addition to urgent needs) and innovate  
solutionsthatcansustainforthelong-term.
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Augmentandautomateservice:  
Virtualagents

ForthosewithestablishedvirtualagentprogramsscalingupAI-powered  
supportisnowanimperative:

• Expandexistingvirtualagentenvironmentswithprioritizedintents,urgency  
triagingand24/7activation. It isvital thathumanagentsareavailable
tofocusonthemostcomplexandvaluablecustomerneedsandthat  
automationcanhandleeverythingelse.

• DeployCOVID-19specificvirtualagentsforpublicserviceusecases.Define  
new intents, build on existing solutions and ensure content relevancy with  
therapidlyevolvingglobalsituation.

Forthosewithoutestablishedvirtualagentprograms,allisnotlost:

• Quickly stand up one-way virtual agents. To do this, focus on the volume  
thatmattersmost,startsimplewithinformationalexperiencesandpartner  
forsuccesswithvendorswhohaveprebuiltenvironments.

• Maximizethesuccessfornewvirtualagentsbyadoptingopenarchitecture  
principles, including prioritization of configuration over coding, use of a  
federated/brokerbotmodelanda focusonmodulardesign.

• ExploredevelopinganAI HumanAssist,whichisanothercriticalcapability  
thatcanbeimplementedwithindaystohandledemandandimprove
the customer experience. AI Assist creates a mechanism to convert  
phone traffic to chat and provides access to digital experts, building  
significant capacity to resolve customer inquiries. AI supported agents  
areempoweredwithup-to-dateandrelevant informationinreal timewith  
robustconversationalcoverageanddetectionofemergingtopics.

3



References

1 Accenture’s Keep Me Index/Moments That Matter study,
2019. Global Telecom industry. N=11,757.

2 Accenture’s Keep Me Index/Moments That Matter study,  
2019. Global Telecom industry. N=3,363

Contact Centerinquiries
responsivecustomer@accenture.com

Contact

DawnAnderson
SeniorManagingDirector,Global  
Lead,Customer,Sales&Service

StephanieArnette
ManagingDirector,GlobalLead,Accenture  
TechnologyCustomer,Sales&Service

LanGuan
ManagingDirector,
Accenture AppliedIntelligence

The response to this crisis is likely to accelerate the future of customer  
experience in categories such as agent agility, channel choice, real-time  
workforce management and prevalence of AI virtual agents. And while  
expertsdon’tknowhowlongitwill taketocontainthevirus, leadersmust  
preparefortheshort-term,whiledevelopingnewcapabilitiesandwaysof  
workingthatcouldseamlesslyenablelonger-termoperationalchanges.

DanielleMoffat
ManagingDirector,IntelligentSalesandCustomer  
Operations Offering Lead, AccentureOperations

15 COVID-19: Responsive customer service in times ofchange



Copyright ©2020 Accenture.
All rights reserved. Accenture and its logo are registered trademarks.

AboutAccenture
Accentureisa leadingglobalprofessionalservicescompany,providing  
a broad range of services in strategy and consulting, interactive,  
technologyandoperations,withdigitalcapabilitiesacrossallof these
services.Wecombineunmatchedexperienceandspecializedcapabilities  
across more than 40 industries—powered by the world’s largest network  
of Advanced Technology and Intelligent Operations centers. With  
505,000 people serving clients in more than 120 countries, Accenture  
brings continuous innovation to help clients improve their performance  
andcreatelastingvalueacrosstheirenterprises.

Visit us atwww.accenture.com

Disclaimer
This document is intended for general informational purposes only and  
does not take into account the reader’s specific circumstances, and  
maynotreflectthemostcurrentdevelopments.Accenturedisclaims,to  
thefullestextentpermittedbyapplicablelaw,anyandall liabilityforthe
accuracyandcompletenessof theinformationinthispresentationandfor  
any acts or omissions made based on such information. Accenture does  
not provide legal, regulatory, audit, or tax advice. Readers are responsible  
for obtaining such advice from their own legal counsel or other licensed  
professionals.

Accenture, its logo,andNewAppliedNowaretrademarksofAccenture.

http://www.accenture.com/

