INTELLIGENT
CONVERSATIONS
DELIVERING ENGAGING MOMENTS

DIGITAL
CUSTOMER
SERVICE

Overview
Digital technologies, largely in the form of mobile and social, have reshaped the customer service function
in the past ten years. The next ten years will see even more profound changes, as a combination of key
technologies notably Artificial Intelligence, Speech Recognition, Augmented Reality and the Internet of
Things build on the past innovations.

Four themes will stand out:
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A Change in the Balance of Power
between companies and customers,
as customers use powerful devices
and Artificial Intelligence powered
assistants to help them deal with
companies.
A Bias for Prevention Rather than
Cure, as companies use data and
predictive technologies to eliminate
the sources of customer problems
before customers even notice.
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Supercharged Digital Channels, as
companies and customers rethink
what they can do with digital
channels, overlaying new capabilities
on popular services.

A New Role for Customer Service, as
its influence spreads deeper into
marketing, sales and new product
development, and even to reshaping
business models.

A world of Intelligent Connections is coming
The pace is being set by customers and by digital companies not bound by
legacy infrastructures. Organizations that want to be high performers must
take the lead and actively develop their digital customer service capabilities or
risk being left behind.
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FASTER AND
CONVENIENT

Technology
moves pretty fast
If you don’t stop and look around once in a while, you could miss what’s changed. We so quickly become
accustomed to technology advances, it’s easy to overlook just how much changes in 10 years.
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Non-Digital Channel

A customer contacting you today is
probably doing so on a smartphone
with more computing power than a
40 seat contact center from 20061.

% of overall service interactions
completed via digital channels 3

62%
Manage Payment Billing

56%

Make a Payment

or

59%

Update Account Information

54%

They may call, but if they do, they have
probably already looked online to resolve their
issue. And if they don’t get the level of
service they expect, they will let their friends,
and the world, know via social networks that
barely existed 10 years ago.

Add or Upgrade

Mobile and social technologies are at the forefront of digital

technologies that have reshaped customer service over the past ten years.
Most organizations now provide a range of digital channels. Customers use
these new channels where they help get tasks resolved faster and more
conveniently.
Sources 1. Calculation comparing a typical 2005 desktop using a Pentium 4 Northwood processor with approx. 50 million transistors vs. Apple A8 chip (2014)
with 2 billion transistors. 2. Accenture Digital Customer Service Insights Survey, 2015 3. Accenture Digital Customer Service Insights Survey, 2015
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Customer frustrations with customer service (2008-2014)
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90%

80%

Being hold for a long time.
Dealing with employees / self-help systems that cannot help.
Having a company not meet its promises.
70%

2008

2009

2010

Having to contact the company multiple times for the same reason.
Having to repeat the same information multiple times.
Dealing with employees who are unfriendly or impolite.
2011

Despite all the advances of recent years,
customers’ top frustrations with service have
remained fairly constant for the past 7 years.
Technology changes far faster than people’s
intrinsic values and needs. Basic human desires
to feel valued and recognized as an individual
remain the same. As technology simplifies,
customer expectations rise.

2012

2013

2014

Simple queries that would once have been
answered by a CSR are now often automated.
The old adage that 80% of calls are driven by
a small number of reasons is no longer true.
The challenge for customer service
professionals looking at the next wave of
digital innovations is to bring new capabilities
to bear on these customer pain points, whilst
simultaneously being cost conscious and
strengthening customer relationships.

If mobile and social technologies have powered the digital

customer service to date, the next wave will be driven by four key
technologies, all of which are now ready for widespread adoption:
Artificial Intelligence.
Augmented Reality.
Speech Recognition.
Internet of Things.

We see the combination of these technologies building a world of Intelligent
Connections for customer service, with four main themes:
1 Changing the balance of
2 A bias for prevention rather than cure.
power between companies 3 Supercharging digital channels.
4 New roles for customer service.
and customers.

Sources 4. Accenture Global Consumer Pulse Research 2008–2014 (n=14,665)
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POWER

Changing the
balance of power
Customers will have access to tools and
information that are every bit as good as, if not
better, than companies have in their contact
centers. This changes the “balance of power”
between companies and customers; companies
can no longer assume that they are better
informed than a customer.
Smartphones today have the equivalent
processing power of a small contact center from
ten years ago, and are getting more powerful
every year. Digital Assistants, the descendants of
today’s Siri, Alexa or Cortana to name but a few,
will act as “Digital Concierges” for customers,
using artificial intelligence to resolve issues and
requests and even contact companies on behalf
of customers.
Today, Amazon’s Alexa can check balances and
pay bills for Capital One customers, and
Facebook is developing ‘M’ as an assistant
within its Messenger product to handle
customers’ service requests5. Indeed, Facebook
CEO Mark Zuckerberg declared that his personal
challenge for 2016 is to “build a simple AI to
run my home and help me with my work. You
can think of it kind of like Jarvis in Iron
Man”6.

Furthermore, customers will not act alone. With
“Uber-like” on-demand services, customers will
be able to access experts and resources to help
them with specific service tasks. These will
range from organizing someone to collect a
delivery through to working with specialist
companies who will manage complaints on
their behalf.
Of course companies will not stand still in this
“digital arms race”. Already, digital assistants
are being deployed into contact centers to work
alongside human agents. Early results are
promising. In one Accenture
telecommunications client pilot, using a
blended combination of human and digital
agents, 88% of customer interactions were
successfully resolved7.
On-demand techniques will also be used by
companies to better schedule agents and
technical resources to better match customer
demand. Today, companies such as Zappos are
experimenting with techniques based on “surge
pricing”, as popularized by Uber, to let customer
service agents schedule part of their own time
in order to better match service peaks8.

To succeed in a world when customers have parity in
technology and information, companies must take three
actions:
1 Recognize and anticipate the implications of this shift. For example, what will you
do when a customer’s digital concierge calls one of your contact centers?
2 Keep pace. The pace of digital deployment in customer service may be set by your
customers, not yourself. Leaders will ensure their own digital tools are updated, so
they do not fall behind customer expectations.
3 Blend the human and the digital. Leaders will combine digital and human agents
to resolve issues, using the respective strengths of each type of intelligence.

Sources 5. https://www.capitalone.com/alexa/, www.wired.com/2015/08/facebook-launches-m-new-kind-virtual-assistant.
6. https://www.facebook.com/zuck/posts/10102577175875681. 7. https://www.accenture.com/us-en/_acnmedia/Accenture/Conversion-Assets/
DotCom/Documents/Global/PDF/Industries_14/Accenture-Digital-Assistant-Final.pdf. 8. Fortune Magazine, Jan 2015
fortune.com/2015/01/28/zappos-employee-pay/
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HUMAN
AND
DIGITAL

A bias for Prevention
rather than cure
Who are the heroes in your customer service
function? The agents who go out of their way to
resolve a major crisis, beyond the call of duty?
Or the analysts who can detect when a small
issue is likely to escalate into something more
serious and take pre-emptive action to catch it
early?

From a customer perspective, the best service
should sometimes seem invisible. The fault that
fixes itself before we notice. The product so well
designed it didn’t require a call to ask how it
works.
Digital technologies give the ability to focus
more on pre-emption and prevention of
issues.

Internet of Things
Consider the advance of the Internet of Things.
In a few years, connected smart devices will be
so commonplace, that a typical householder will
have no idea how many devices are connected
to the internet any more than today’s
homeowner would be unable to tell you how
many objects in their home are electric.
The Internet of Things is predicted to contain
40 billion devices worldwide by 20209.
These connected devices will be able to let
companies offer proactive monitoring, to
remotely diagnose, pre-empt and fix problems,

or if things do go wrong then to provide field
staff with the right information to quickly
resolve the issue. Smart devices can
automatically alert customer services when they
detect an issue. Gartner predicts that by 2017,
5% of customer service cases will be initiated
by internet-connected devices, up from just
0.02% in 201410.
The possibilities extend beyond fixing faults. In
the utility sector, for example, smart meters can
identify usage peaks and send customers
advance warnings to pre-empt billing queries.

Digital video
Is another area where companies can look to
anticipate and resolve potential issues. Already,
for many products a search on YouTube for a
“How-To” video has replaced the instruction
manual as the first port of call for a customer
struggling with using a product. Smart products
will be able to detect when customers are
having difficulty using them and offer to send a
short video guide to the customer’s smartphone,
providing the right information at the right time.
Personalized videos are also starting to be used
by companies to help explain bills and thereby

eliminate unwanted calls. AT&T supply a
personalized video bill for a new customer’s first
two bills, or when major changes are made, to
better explain what the charges are, and hence
reduce calls to contact centres. According to
AT&T, they got a 90% satisfaction rating with
the video bills and “fewer phone calls regarding
billing issues11.
Winning companies will look for opportunities
to delight customers by dealing with issues
before they are noticed and give customers
little moments of magic at just the right
times.

Sources 9. ABI Research, “Internet of Everything Market Tracker”, 2014. 10. Gartner, “Predicts 2015: Weak Mobile Customer Service Is Harming Customer
Engagement” 11. sundaysky.com, AT&T Case Study
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THE DIGITAL
CUSTOMER
SERVICE
FUTURE

Supercharging
Digital Channels
Take messaging services as an example. These
have become one of the defining platforms of
the mobile era. In just a few years, the most
popular services have reached astounding
numbers of active users.

Although digital channels have grown
enormously in use in recent years, they are just
starting to show their true potential to
transform customer service. Companies that
want to lead in digital customer service should
look at each of their digital channels and ask if
they are exploiting the full potential.

1billion

Messenger has

800 million

Monthly Active
Users (MAUs)12

13

3
650
million
650 million

14

320 million

15

These services include a variety of features
beyond their messaging roots such as file
sharing, payments and video/audio chat.
Many companies are already using these
services to communicate with customers and
respond
to queries, as an extension of their chat
2
services. Twitter report a 2.5 times increase in
tweets to brands at their customer service
usernames between 2013 and 201516.
But messaging
apps will allow much more than
4
just a convenient way to chat with customers.

Wechat
The popular Chinese messaging app, allows
companies to have their own HTML5 apps
accessed via the WeChat platform. These apps
can access WeChat APIs for services such as
payment, direct messaging and user identity.
This approach allows companies to conduct
commerce and service transactions all within
the messaging environment17.
With a generation of people comfortable and
adept at using messaging as a primary means

of communication, companies can think about
using messaging to allow customers to carry
out a range of transactions. For this generation,
brief communication in text is normal
behaviour, leading to the potential for
“Command Line” style interfaces to carry out
service requests such as balance checks, repeat
purchases or booking appointments. This has
the advantage of not requiring a customer to
download a separate app for every company
they want to deal with.

Sources 12. https://blog.whatsapp.com/616/One-billion. 13. http://newsroom.fb.com/news/2016/01/heres-to-2016-with-messenger/
14. WeChat Sept 2015. 15. Twitter, Feb 2016. 16. Twitter blog.twitter.com/2015/twitter-customer-service 17. For more on WeChat see
a16z.com/2015/08/06/wechat-china-mobile-first
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Interactive Voice
(IVR) is another channel which can benefit from
a digital makeover. The “touch-tone” approach
of “Press 1 for billing, Press 2 for…” seems
outdated on a touchscreen device where buttons
can be dynamically changed to represent almost
anything.

Rather than a series of audio prompts, a
customer can be presented with a visual menu
of options, dynamically changed to reflect their
situation, preferences and service history.

Augmented Reality
is another key technology which promises to
advance customer service. Live video is starting
to be used as a contact channel, with services
such as Amazon’s Mayday button.

Augmented Reality (AR) takes live video a step
further, by adding digital media such as overlay
graphics on top of a video stream to highlight
areas of interest.

Consider the example of a car breakdown call. A customer calling their
roadside assistance service can use their smartphone camera to show the
agent their dashboard or engine, to help explain their problem. The agent
could then highlight the parts to be replaced and talk the customer
through the steps to diagnose or fix the problem, such as where to add oil
to the engine.
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NEW ROLES

New roles for
Customer Service
The scope and purpose of customer services
organisations will change. With routine requests
dealt with via digital channels, service agents
will focus on more complex cases, acting more
as managers, bringing multiple resources to bear
on complex problems. And the customer service
organisation itself will expand its remit, playing
a key role in areas such as product development
and marketing.

Marketing
Customer service is marketing. With social media,
customers are a part of the marketing
department. They talk if they receive outstanding
service and talk even more when things go wrong.
46% of customers write about companies’
products, customer service or personal experience
with them on social media sites18.
Keeping on top of these conversations about your
brand is an essential starting point. Digital tools
will let companies not only know what is going on,
but react in highly personalised ways. As an
example, consider a hotel guest who tweets about
a nightmare journey to reach their hotel. The tweet
could be routed to a hotel CSR who could message
the customer, offering sympathy and a free room
service drink or spa voucher depending on
customer profile.

Sources 18. Accenture Global Consumer Pulse Research 2014 (n=14,665)

Winning companies will view customer service
as a way to develop new business models, not
just a cost of running existing ones, as digital
technologies reshape organisational boundaries.

Product Development
Customer service functions represent one of the
best sources of actual data on how existing
products and services are used, which in turn can
help new product development.
Accurate data on customer issues can pinpoint
areas for development. This becomes even more
useful as new data sets from the Internet of Things
are included, giving a rich picture of usage patterns
right down to the individual level.
By seeing which customers are willing to try out
new features, it will be possible to identify early
adopters and enlist their help in developing and
trialling new services.
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Enabling New Business
Digital technologies fundamentally change the
nature and frequency of customer interactions.
New entrants disrupt established industries with
digital only propositions where service is tightly
woven into the overall customer experience.
Witness the online- and mobile-only banks, or in
the energy sector, new digital competitors such
as Powershop in New Zealand19.
Such new companies are free from legacy
systems and with digital only platforms they can
offer superior customer experiences, reflected in
higher than average customer satisfaction
scores.
Yet established companies can also embrace
digital technologies to re-invent their business
models through service.

In B2B markets, 74% of executives surveyed
believe customer experience considerations will
play an even larger role in their overall
corporate strategy than they do today20. Indeed
B2B leaders look to digitally enabled customer
experience to help them disrupt markets.
Customer service data can also be used
disruptively in B2C markets. Netflix used data
from its millions of viewing streams every day
to predict the success of shows such as House
of Cards before commissioning them21.
Similarly, mobile operators could use customer
billing history, calling patterns and even types
of customer service queries to develop and offer
innovative financial products based on unique
profile data.

Companies that think of customer service as purely a cost of doing
business or a place that only exists to fix problems will fall behind those
who take innovative approaches. Leaders will use customer service as a
key source of insight to gain competitive advantage.

Sources 19. www.powershop.co.nz and “The New Energy Consumer” Accenture 2015. 20. Accenture B2B Customer Experience Survey 2015.
21. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/25/business/media/for-house-of-cards-using-big-data-to-guarantee-its-popularity.html
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CUSTOMER
EXPERIENCE

Building the Digital
Customer Service Future
Digital is already an essential part of great
customer service. Customers demand it, and
used well it both improves the customer
experience and lowers costs. Companies that
want to lead the in the future digital customer
service world must excel in two areas: building a
solid digital foundation with today’s tools
whilst shaping the future services.

Have a Clear Plan to Drive Adoption

A solid digital foundation means obsessing over
the experience, having a clear plan to drive
customer adoption and operating cross-channel
metrics.
Shaping the future means being focused on
specific innovations and having a willingness to
explore, experiment and learn.

Obsess About the Experience

Customers won’t use digital channels by accident.
Companies must have a clear plan to encourage their
use, making the customer benefits be clear and
meaningful, ideally with incentives to encourage
initial trial.

Most customers are willing to try digital channels.
But when things don’t work or are difficult to use,
they switch back to traditional voice channels and it
is hard to persuade them to try the digital channel
again.

High performing companies use a mix of “push and
pull” actions for different customer segments. Push
actions may include discounts for using digital
channels (e.g. saving for paperless bills). Pull actions
can include making customers aware of digital
options when they call a contact center or at sign up.

Customers know what “good looks like”. The
standard is set not just by your direct competitors
but by the best digital experiences they use across all
aspects of their lives. This comparison may be
“unfair”, but nevertheless that is the one that
customers make.

Operate Cross-channel Metrics
and Improvements
Understanding how customers use multiple channels
across different customer journeys is key to
identifying opportunities for improvement.
Journey analytics can help identify reasons why
customers move between channels, and hence find
ways to increase first time resolution or use of new
channels.

Be Focused
Large organizations serve many types of customers
with a variety of products and services. The instinct is
to be comprehensive and provide many digital tools to
serve all the customers and services.
High Performers take a more focused approach.
They identify groups who are likely early adopters of
new digital tools, and start with them before a wider
rollout. Such customers may also be more forgiving if
the new channels are not quite perfect to begin with,
and are more likely to offer improvement feedback.

High performing companies have an obsession
with customer experience rooted in deep insights on
what their customer’s value. They make sure that the
experience is crafted for the channels that customers
use the most. Today that means taking a mobile first
approach, but in the future will also require adapting
to new types of interaction channels.

Experiment & Learn
A start up thinks about new services as if they are
experiments. The goal is to develop and test an idea,
learn if there is demand and rapidly make changes.
Speed, learning and adaptation are key. Metrics are
less about traditional indicators such as ROI, but
instead about adoption rates and customer behavior.
With new ideas, neither you nor your customers
will fully understand all the implications. In the
early stages, it is more important to learn the parts
of digital customer service that create the most
benefit rather than build for scale.
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Don’t wait. Create
Great customer service starts with attitude and
understanding. An attitude that really wants to
provide great service, and an understanding of
what that means for a customer. Digital
technology alone cannot replace these
fundamentals, but it can support them.

The next wave of innovation will create
Intelligent Connections by using digital
technologies to reinvent the customer service
operating model. Getting the right balance
between digital and human channels will be key
to success.

As customers themselves make greater use of
digital technologies to get better service, so
companies must keep pace and adapt to serving
the new smart customer.

Great customer service will be measured by
more than efficiency and customer satisfaction.
Widespread digital technology gives the
opportunity for deeper customer engagement,
and with that an influence on marketing and
product development.

Until now, digital customer service has mostly
meant adding new channels.

It will be an exciting and rewarding time for those who choose to embrace
the opportunities that digital customer service presents.
Now is the time to be actively shaping the future, not merely observing.
After all, innovation comes from doing, not dreaming.

Don’t wait. Create!

“To know what you are going to draw, you have to begin drawing”,
Pablo Picasso
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About Accenture Interactive

About Accenture

Accenture Interactive helps the
world’s leading brands delight their
customers and drive superior
marketing performance across the
full multichannel customer
experience. As part of Accenture
Digital, Accenture Interactive
works with over 28,000 Accenture
professionals dedicated to serving
marketing and digital clients, to
offer integrated, industrialized and
industry-driven digital
transformation and marketing
services. Follow @AccentureSocial
or visit accenture.com/interactive.

Accenture is a leading global
professional services company,
providing a broad range of services
and solutions in strategy,
consulting, digital, technology and
operations. Combining unmatched
experience and specialized skills
across more than 40 industries and
all business functions—underpinned
by the world’s largest delivery
network—Accenture works at the
intersection of business and
technology to help clients improve
their performance and create
sustainable value for their
stakeholders. With approximately
373,000 people serving clients in
more than 120 countries,
Accenture drives innovation to
improve the way the world works
and lives. Visit us at
www.accenture.com.
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