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Critical support in a time of crisis

Contact 
centres
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UK contact centres
in the COVID-19 Crisis

Business leaders have long understood the importance of contact 
centres for customer service and as a sales channel. Recently 
however, and as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s 
become more widely recognised just how important contact 
centres are to the broader UK economy and society. 

Throughout the crisis, contact centres played an essential role 
underpinning the UK’s response. This was often direct support, 
for example through NHS 111 with call handlers being tasked with 
triaging calls from people with symptoms consistent with 
coronavirus. 

400% 
Increase in calls for 
service since start 

of UK crisis.¹
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UK contact centres
in the COVID-19 Crisis

Contact centres also provided indirect support. Key service 
providers such as hospitals, GPs, police forces, care homes 
and others rely on contact centres to quickly solve any 
issues that may occur with the services they rely on for 
business continuity. A power outage at a hospital, or a 
communications failure at a supermarket chain could, in 
these unusual circumstances, have disastrous 
consequences. 

More broadly, the pandemic served as a reminder of the role 
contact centres play in helping all businesses maintain 
economic activity and support their customers. Throughout 
the uncertainty, contact centres remained a key brand 
touchpoint, and at a time when people felt unsettled and 
worried about the future they provided a channel for 
compassionate customer service that will likely generate 
positive brand perceptions that continue in the long term. 

The contact centre 
operations of businesses 
in sectors such as utilities, 
resources, retail, financial 
services and 
communications, media & 
technology have never 
been more important. 
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UK contact centres
in the COVID-19 Crisis

In traditional contact centre operations where a large 
number of people work in close proximity, maintaining 
appropriate social distancing is a challenge. 
Companies have therefore had to find ways to 
maintain high-quality contact centre operations while 
prioritising responsible working practices that protect 
their workers. 

In meeting this challenge, many leading organisations 
have taken the opportunity to rethink the contact 
centre and bring forward innovations that were once 
planned for the distant future. For these 
organisations, reopening means to reinvent the 
business. 

And this is at a time when customer contact with brands 
has been at an all-time high, driven by the disruption to 
our daily lives. The pandemic has led to spikes across a 
range of inquiries, such as payment extensions, travel 
cancellations, and stock inquiries—each with varying 
levels of urgency. In the early days of the crisis, demand 
came at a time when supply was being put under 
pressure.

This is because organisations have a clear duty of care to 
their contact centre employees, which meant taking the 
steps required to safeguard their health and wellbeing –
and this has remained critical as economies have been 
reignited and people return to work. 



COVID-19 has made a case for flexible contact centre models

Tomorrow 
dawns early
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However, some businesses had been questioning whether this is the best 
approach. By using home-based contact agents, for example, companies 
can cut the real estate costs and operational overheads associated with a 
large facility. They can also access a much broader talent pool and more 
easily onboard new workers as demand dictates.

The benefits of remote working for contact centre staff became more 
obvious through the COVID-19 crisis. And new benefits have emerged. 
Above all, by enabling remote working, employers can keep their contact 
centre staff safe while maintaining full customer service. This will be a 
consideration well into the future, as in our changed world the ability to 
enable social distancing when needed - to manage cyclical outbreaks 
for example - will be a requirement that organisations now have to factor 
into their planning. 

Think of a contact centre and what do you see? You will probably 

picture a large room containing numerous workstations and 

accommodating a sizeable number of employees. It’s little wonder, 

as this has been the preeminent model for contact centres for years. 

In the UK, the average contact centre is made up of 123 agent 

positions.²
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However, there are significant challenges involved in moving to 
more flexible contact centre models. For most organisations, the 
on-premise infrastructure in their contact centres was not 
deployed with remote working in mind. Replacing this 
infrastructure with new licensing and technology better suited to 
remote working would require long lead times and would be 
costly to implement using traditional approaches.

So as businesses look to accelerate the transformation of their 
call centre operations, they face a not insignificant task. They 
must re-evaluate how their contact centres are leveraged, how 
their employees deliver quality customer experiences, how 
best they can work remotely, and how digital channels can be 
used to support the increase in contact centre volume.



Accelerating remote contact centre models

Into the 
clouds
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They are scalable

With the cloud, companies can flex 
the number of agents/ports as 
needed. During times of crisis this 
can help manage volatile demand 
patterns, but even in more stable 
times it’s an efficient way to manage 
growth.

They are consumption-based

As firms need only pay a small set-
up charge and then a monthly cost-
per-agent fee there’s no need for 
large upfront costs. This is 
particularly important at times when 
cashflow may be poor and service 
demand unknowable.

They can be delivered over the 

public cloud

Agents can be brought online easily 
just using the internet. This means 
that most workers can be moved to 
a home-based model in no time at 
all.

Cloud-native solutions

The pandemic has boosted many organisations’ plans for flexible contact centre models. To help them realise their 
plans rapidly, many are turning to the cloud as the service delivery platform of choice.

Cloud native solutions are well suited to enabling remote contact centre operations at pace for several reasons:
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The benefits of the cloud came to the fore in the first weeks of the UK’s COVID-19 
crisis. Once the government announced the lockdown, businesses with contact 
centre operations had to adapt rapidly.

Accenture was able to help clients establish remote contact centres in a short 
timeframe. We have developed a solution that routes calls from a business’ existing 
contact centre solution to home-based agents via Amazon Connect, an omnichannel 
cloud contact centre solution hosted on AWS. 

The solution was not intended to replicate a full contact centre capability, but has 
enough intelligence built in for the system to match callers with relevant agents. A 
caller wishing to speak to the billing department of a company, for example, would 
first be triaged by the internal automated contact centre function before being 
routed to Amazon Connect. Once in the cloud, our solution can then route calls to an 
agent from the accounts team with the relevant knowledge. The solution also 
provides the ability to record calls for quality purposes for supervisors to recall and 
replay those calls as required.

The solution takes just days to set up, helping organisations to minimise any 
disruption to their business. 

Case study
Rapid home working enablement with Amazon Connect



Future-proof your contact centre

A broader 
transformation
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If there’s one thing that this prolonged period of disruption and 
uncertainty has demonstrated, it’s that businesses can’t prepare too 
much for the future. This extends to the contact centre. The early 
stages of the crisis were for many businesses of existential 
importance, and the rapid moves to innovate new ways of working 
were in some cases critical to survival. 

The key now it to take the lessons learned during the first stages of 
the crisis and to build on them. To be ready for a future in which 
they must continuously outmanoeuvre uncertainty, firms need to 
realise the contact centre of tomorrow, today. That means thinking 
ahead to new capabilities and ways of working that will enable 
longer-term operational change. 

What will these changes look like? Already, business with leading 
contact centre operations are once again turning to the cloud to 
enable the features that will deliver exceptional levels of customer 
service while supporting their employees in their roles.
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One way in which they are looking to do this is by using the 
cloud to deploy next generation integrated CRM and 
Service Management platforms that enable advanced 
digital features. These are compelling features that empower 
workers with the tools required to provide the highest levels 
of customer service, such as multi-channel management 
capabilities that bring together email, web, SMS and social 
media customer engagement channels with call routing. 

They also comprise automation and machine intelligence 
services that take care of routine tasks so that workers can 
spend their time focused on more challenging jobs that 
require the human touch. These tools include self-service 
portals, chatbots, and natural voice telephone services 
(essentially chatbots you can speak to on the phone as you 
would a human agent). 



Efficiency

• A reduction in FTE can be 
achieved through a complete 
transformation.

IT costs

• Can be significantly reduced 
depending on the size of the 
organisation.

Revenue

• Can be increased through better 
knowledge management and 
increasing digital sales through 
chat and video, for example. 
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The business drivers for contact centre transformation 
have been clear for some time. 
Before the COVID-19 crisis, we benchmarked these drivers and found the following:

COVID-19 made these drivers more compelling while also adding new drivers around social distancing within the 
workplace. With the first stage of the crisis over, organisations are finding themselves somewhere on a spectrum of 
possibilities. Some closed their call centres and have cautiously reopened them. Some will have rapidly deployed 
remote working models as described above. Others, having started further along in their journey, will be well on the 
way to a broader transformation that will leave them well prepared for the future.



1. Vision & target state 

Workshop with relevant stakeholders to 
agree the future state vision and ensure 
alignment.

4. Investment case 

Build high level investment case, with 
breakdown of costs and ROI, to inform 
funding asks.

2. Process re-engineering & target 

operating model 

Work with key stakeholders to re-engineer 
process and re-look at the target operating 
model for the digital contact centre.

5. Roadmap & plan

Agree key principles for driving 
recommendations and define strategic 
roadmap for capability deployment.

3. Requirements, tech architecture 

& integration 

Use as-is processes and future state vision 
to jointly define target state solution 
architecture.

6. End user journeys

Map as-is user journeys and translate 
target state capabilities into processes for 
customers and agents.
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NOW NEXT6 steps to transition and transform
To help businesses make the transition to the contact centre of the future, we’ve created a 
roadmap that sets out how to quickly define a contact centre strategy. There are six steps:



NOW NEXT

Customer care was already on a journey to a new digital future. 
What COVID-19 did was to remind everyone why high-quality 
contact centre experiences are so necessary, while providing an 
insight into just how much can be achieved by rapid transformation 
in the cloud. It’s likely that these factors will work to accelerate the 
pace of innovation, and that the flexible contact centre of the 
future, characterised by fully integrated CRM and Service 
Management Platforms, and featuring intelligent AI systems and 
automated capabilities, will be here much sooner than anticipated. 
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Accelerating innovation

https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/services/cloud-index


Emma Roscow
Intelligent Cloud 

Infrastructure Lead, 

UKI

Sanjay Singh

Intelligent Cloud and 

Infrastructure Contact 

Centre Lead, UK

Randy Moore
Intelligent Cloud and 

Infrastructure 

Networks Lead, UK
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Contacts

If you need any help or advice in relation to contact centre transformation please contact: 
sanjay.c.singh@accenture.com
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To help our clients navigate both the 
human and business impact of COVID-19,
we’ve created a hub of all of our latest 
thinking on a variety of topics.

Each topic highlights specific actions which 
can be taken now, and what to consider next 
as industries move towards a new normal.

From leadership essentials to ensuring 
productivity for your employees and 
customer service groups to building supply 
chain resilience and much more, our hub 
will be constantly updated. Check 
back regularly for more insights.

VISIT OUR HUB HERE
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https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/about/company/coronavirus-business-economic-impact
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