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Introduction

As the business world becomes more 

competitive and commoditized, 

customer service is becoming a key way 

for brands to differentiate themselves. 

How a company treats its customers 

and, importantly, how it makes them 

feel, is now considered one of the most 

important factors influencing the buying 

decision. Indeed, it is estimated that 

over 80% of consumers would pay more 

for better customer experience.1 

At the same time, the way companies 

operate is being transformed by huge 

advances in computer processing power 

and the development of ever more 

sophisticated and self-learning algorithms. 

Technologies such as robotic process 

automation (RPA), artificial intelligence 

(AI) and big data analytics, are allowing 

companies to automate entire workflows 

creating new efficiencies and ways of 

interacting with customers. 

According to recent research, 80% of 

enterprises are currently investing in 

artificial intelligence,2 and automation is 

becoming increasingly visible in all areas 

of life. For example, the first self-driving 

vehicles are already being tested on 

public roads, while home automation 

devices, such as Amazon’s Alexa, can 

now be used to complete over 15,000 

different tasks.3

Within contact centers there are many 

potential applications for automation. As 

customer experience becomes ever more 

central to brand identity, service teams 

are having to deal with more complex 

queries, as well as far higher volumes of 

interactions. Utilizing advanced automation 

in both the front and back-office 

environments can help contact centers 

to increase efficiency, provide enhanced 

customer experience and reduce costs.

To quantify the impact that RPA and AI 

will have on contact center operations 

over the next ten years, Arvato conducted 

an in-depth, global, six-month research 

project. As one of the largest customer 

service providers in the world, with over 

600 million customer interactions a year, 

we are at the frontline of technological 

change in the sector and our research has 

revealed the scale of transformation that 

is happening.  According to our findings, 

27% of contact center operations could 

be automated in the next five years – if 

the technology is adopted as estimated – 

rising to 45% by 2027. At the same time, 

we have found that customer service 

representatives (CSR) will have to evolve 

and up-skill as they are increasingly 

enabled by technology. This presents an 

exciting opportunity for contact centers 

and the potential for ever higher levels of 

service. We believe the contact center of 

the future will be a hybrid. Hybridity in this 

context refers to the blend of technology 

and algorithms (artificial intelligence) 

and people (human intelligence). The 

latter are crucial in all phases of design, 

implementation and operation. Key areas 

of involvement for staff members include:

• Design/implementation: To 

ensure that bots (e.g. chat, voice) 

complement the customer experience, 

the client and service provider needs 

to clearly map the processes and (re-)

design the customer journey. This 

always requires an analytical and 

consultative mindset.

• Operation:  As technology becomes 

more prevalent, service execution 

(whether internal or external) will also 

become more complex. This requires 

close supervision both of the human 

agents and also any scripts, RPA 

robots and self-learning algorithms 

being deployed. The latter is usually 

the responsibility of a data scientist. 

Given this complexity, brands need 

to review their operating model and 

staffing, or source accordingly to truly 

ensure that humans and technology are 

working seamlessly together to provide 

the optimal solution for the customer 

who, after all, is also a human being.

Evolution of customer 

service to 2027

The way that companies manage 

customer service has changed 

greatly over the past two decades 

and will continue to evolve in the 

coming years. One of the reasons is 

that the emergence of new digital 

communication channels has made it 

easier for customers to communicate 

with brands 24/7, resulting in a rapid 

growth in interactions. 

At the same time, companies are 

increasingly using customer service 

as a way of standing out from the 

competition. According to Deloitte, 62% 

of companies now view the contact 

center as a competitive differentiator. 

The result is that contact centers are 

becoming a central part of the brand 

experience, and high quality customer 

service is being offered across more and 

more product lines and channels. Indeed, 

between 2018 and 2027, total customer 

interactions at global contact centers 

will further increase. Contact centers 

will have to be further prepared for this.
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Customer service from the past to 
the present day 

The way that customer interactions are 

handled is also changing, driven by these 

competitive pressures as well as the impact 

of new technology. Looking back to the 

year 2000, tech was not widely deployed in 

contact centers, and most interactions took 

the form of calls between landline telephones. 

Although customer service representatives 

(CSRs) commonly had personal computers, 

there was little connection between the 

different parts of the processes.

Moving to the present day, CSRs typically 

work seamlessly across multiple channels 

including voice, social media, email and 

webchat, with all touch points connected 

by a sophisticated customer relationship 

management (CRM) system. Indeed, the 

average contact center now supports nine 

communication channels.4 Meanwhile, 

some of the more repetitive rules-based 

tasks in the contact center are automated 

by software algorithms, while the first 

chat-bots have now arrived and are being  

used to answer basic questions.

A key development has also been the 

emergence of self-service as a major 

customer channel. In basic terms, this 

means people going to a website to 

resolve a query, sometimes by searching 

a knowledge base or using a frequently 

asked questions (FAQ) page. They might, 

equally, have used a search engine to find 

out whether anyone else had experienced 

a similar issue, asking other people on a 

forum. Brands have traditionally favored 

this approach, as it reduces the call 

volume and lowers costs, while consumers 

also appreciate the convenience.

Technology and evolution to 2027

Over the next decade, Arvato believes 

the customer contact center will be 

further transformed by the increased 

penetration of service delivery 

automation (SDA), underpinned by the 

growing sophistication of technologies 

such as RPA and AI. 

RPA is a software application that 

mimics a ‘virtualized operator’ and can 

complete high-volume, repetitive tasks 

with structured data that previously 

required a human to perform (e.g., agent 

augmentation or backend automation). 

AI is a broader term used to describe 

technologies that allow machines to 

understand unstructured data, to learn and 

to make decisions.

Although RPA and AI have been around 

for a number of years, the scope and 

sophistication of the tasks they can 

complete is forecast to expand greatly. 

This is being driven by the proliferation of 

advanced learning algorithms, as well as 

massive advances in big data management 

and analysis. 

SDA has great potential to help 

contact centers handle higher volumes 

of interactions more efficiently and 

effectively. Although SDA may replace 

CSRs for some tasks, this may be 

compensated by growing overall volumes. 

In fact, Arvato expects the number of 

CSRs will grow over the next decade. 

The contact center of the future will be 

based on a mix of automation (artificial 

intelligence) and people (human 

intelligence), with the two working 

seamlessly together to provide a higher 

level of customer experience.

Internet of Things – Redefining 
the concept of the ‘customer’

As objects become more connected 

and ‘smarter’, the Internet of Things 

(IoT) will emerge as a key customer 

service channel. This will involve 

systems talking to each other at 

back-office level to (at least partly) 

self-diagnose and self-repair. Early 

examples include car manufacturer 

BMW, which is developing ‘self 

-healing’ technology that helps its cars 

run diagnostics and fix themselves 

if something goes wrong. At the 

same time this is redefining what is 

considered a ‘customer’ interaction, 

with objects communicating with each 

other with minimal human interaction. 

Source: McKinsey / Arvato
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Impact analysis: AI,  

RPA and big data

Arvato has recently completed an 

in-depth, global, six-month research 

project with the aim of quantifying 

the impact that automation will have 

on contact center operations in the 

coming decade. 

As part of this research, we modeled two 

scenarios for the adoption of RPA and AI 

in the contact center. The first scenario 

looks at what activities in the contact 

center are, in principle, addressable by 

technology. Our findings were that 69% 

of activities in the contact center could 

be addressable by AI and RPA in the 

next decade. However, it is important 

to state that the corporate world rarely 

adopts new technology purely because it 

is possible. Technological transformation 

requires leadership buy-in, including 

high-level sponsorship, as well as cultural 

change and significant investment. As 

a result, we forecast that the actual 

technology impact will be around 27% by 

2022, rising to 45% by 2027. 

One of the main areas of growth will 

be in the use of RPA that does not 

require machine learning. An example 

of this would be automating email 

campaigns, data cleansing, or data entry 

between different systems. Another 

major area of penetration will be in the 

usage of complex AI that can undertake 

sophisticated tasks, such as behavioral 

Figure 2: Impact over time: Automation, RPA and AI:

Source: Arvato
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Figure 3: Underlying technologies of RPA/AI

Figure 2: Impact over time: Automation, RPA and AI:
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profiling, classifying communications and 

sentiments analysis. These two areas are 

interlinked, with the complex AI acting 

as the ‘brain’ and directing the RPA to 

complete tasks.

Unsupervised AI is when algorithms 

try to find correlations without any 

external inputs other than the raw data. 

This means the data is not labeled, and 

the AI has to understand and infer its 

meaning based on pattern recognition 

and self learning. This type of AI has 

great potential and it will increase its 

penetration by 2027, although it will be 

far from prevalent.

Automation and its impact on 
contact center activities

In order to illustrate how automation 

can greatly improve productivity in the 

contact center, we break down a single 

task into its separate components. 

Take the activity of recognizing and 

responding to a written request, for 

instance. As shown in Figure 4, in a 

perfect scenario with full adoption 

and maturity of these technologies, 

automation can potentially reduce 

the time taken to complete this task 

by 49%, almost doubling employee 

productivity. One of the areas that 

will see the biggest efficiency gains is 

predicting the purpose of the contact 

and verifying it with a Q&A. By utilizing 

complex AI that can analyze and classify 

written responses, these tasks can be 

automated and completed in 25% less 

time. More advanced unsupervised AI will 

also be able to further identify patterns 

in the communication based on context, 

allowing the CSR to provide a more 

in-depth response if required and saving 

further time. 

The contact center in 

2027: Introducing the 

hybrid model

Due to the increased penetration of RPA, 

AI and big data, by 2027 the contact 

center could look very different from how 

it does today. As Karsten Kraume, CIO/

CSO at Arvato CRM Solutions, explains: 

“the contact center will be a blend of 

human and artificial intelligence”. The 

right mix of the two factors will depend on 

the context and the task involved. Some 

activities will be fully automated with next 

to no human supervision. Others will be 

a combination of human and machine, 

typically with the repetitive, low-value 

tasks being undertaken by robots, with 

humans completing the more high-value, 

judgment-based elements. However, 

the exact mix is not as important as the 

outcome. As Kraume continues: “the 

hybrid model is really about making sure 

the human and the machine act together 

to get the optimal customer service 

solution for the client and its customer”.

Back-office automation

There is certainly much scope for further 

automation in the back office, especially 

with functions such as order management, 

invoicing and data management, which 

tend to be highly structured. As Kraume, 

states: “where there is high-volume and 

standard processes, then automation can 

make a big difference.” RPA in particular 

will play a major role. The technology 

mimics the way staff members interact 

Time Spent (% of task)

With
automation Reduction

Without 
automation

20% 14% -6%

Task order Underlying
technology

Recognizing and responding to a written customer request

Collect information from internal 
system based on pre-defined rules

Gather information from 
external systems

Predict call purpose

Q&A to verify contact purpose

Identify patterns for 
investigative answer

Total

Figure 4: Impact of automation on a single task
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AI: Type Difficult

AI: Type Difficult
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15% 10% -5%

15% 10% -5%

30% 10% -20%

20% 5% -15%

-49%100% 51% ALL

Figure 4: Impact of automation on a single task
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with their applications, and is capable 

of collecting information from multiple 

different internal systems, based on pre-

defined rules. By 2027, it is expected that 

RPA will be able to carry out most end-

to-end back-office functions with minimal 

human interaction. This will include taking 

decisions on the next steps out of a fixed 

workflow. The potential time savings are 

significant as it is estimated that back-

office workers spend 80% of their time 

on manual tasks.5 What’s more, in the 

future, AI will also be increasingly used 

in combination with RPA, expanding the 

scope of addressable activities, as the AI 

acts as the ‘brain’ helping the robotics 

complete more judgment-based tasks.

One of the strengths of automation in the 

back office is that the repetitious, low-

value tasks, such as checking PO numbers 

or generating invoices, can be tedious for a 

human being, resulting in low motivation 

and the risk of errors. Studies have shown 

that up to 10% of errors occur due to human 

inattention to detail.6 Machines don’t get 

bored or tired and can work 24 hours a day, 

seven days a week, error free. As a result, 

staff members are free to focus on the 

minority of cases that need to be queried and 

that require judgment. This does not mean 

that technology will be replacing people; 

instead their role will change, as the purely 

transactional work is automated, allowing 

them to focus on more complex high-value 

tasks. A smoother, faster back office will 

also impact the front office, as staff can 

focus more of their efforts on customer 

engagement, satisfaction, and retention.

Front-office automation

In 2027, SDA will also be transforming 

front-office processes. What we are 

likely to see is the customer service 

representative entering the interaction at 

a later stage. “A human will only come 

into the interaction after an AI has tried to 

Source: Arvato
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solve the problem first,” describes Klaus 

Voormanns, Vice-President Global Portfolio 

Management, Arvato CRM Solutions.

In the next decade, AI systems will 

have an increased ability to understand 

complex unstructured data, such 

as handwritten documents or voice 

recordings, and recognize sentiment. As 

a result, they will be able to make even 

more sophisticated decisions as to the 

best way to resolve different tasks, with 

less human intervention. The extent to 

which these technologies will actually 

be adopted remains uncertain, however, 

there are exciting possibilities. 

For technical queries there is potential 

for a high degree of automation. If a 

customer wants to understand a specific 

feature of a product they have bought, 

then they could be guided towards a FAQ 

section, or have the query answered by a 

chat-bot, especially as AI can take on more 

conversational tasks. 

Alternatively, if a customer is searching 

on a website or e-commerce store, the 

answers they receive will be based on 

their browsing history with intuitive 

predictions being made. If a customer 

has recently purchased a product, for 

instance, it is likely they will be searching 

for instructions or information about 

returns. According to Kraume: “the key is 

to optimize processes so there is no need 

for customers to reach out to the contact 

center in the first place.” One way to do 

this is by parsing information from call logs 

and discussion boards, as well as text and 

email communications through AI systems. 

These can then analyze the interactions 

and produce insights, which can be used to 

inform and improve self-service further.7

However, when it comes to areas 

such as retention, then human service 

representatives will continue to play the 

primary role, as it requires skills such as 

discussion and negotiation, which can’t 

be replicated by AI. But, technology will 

be leveraged to support and augment the 

CSRs. For example, when talking with a 

customer the representative could access 

a series of recommendations or next-

based actions through their CRM system 

to help steer the conversation in the 

right direction. These will be created by 

predictive analytics and based on previous 

customer actions. Alternatively, they 

could be prompted by certain keywords 

that the customer says in the interactions. 

AI systems will also become more 

adept at routing calls in the first place. 

By using natural language processing 

(NLP), combined with analytics, they 

will be able to recognize the tone and 

intention in a caller’s voice and send them 

to the right person for the interaction. 

Visual engagement technology that can 

analyze facial expressions can also be 

utilized for video calls. If a customer is 

frustrated or angry they may be routed to 

a representative that is especially skilled in 

that area. Or it may sense that the caller 

is trying to commit fraud and so terminate 

the interaction or route it to a specialist 

department. The AI will, in essence, work 

like a complex match-making service to 

ensure the right expert is on hand for 

every call.

Changing role of CSRs

The fear that technology will replace 

humans and result in mass redundancies 

is often overstated. However, what 

will change is the type of staff that 

the contact center will typically hire. 

Because staff will routinely deal with 

more high-value tasks, there will be a 

need for a more empathetic, problem-

solving approach, which indicates a need 

for more experienced people. This could 

push the costs per head up, but will be 

in return for productivity gains. Several 

companies in the contact center industry 

have taken steps in this direction already 

by hiring specialists. One outsourcing 

Figure 7: The hybrid representative: 2027
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Figure 9: Emerging jobs and capabilities required in contact center
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company in particular hires retired legal 

professionals for a client offering legal 

services. These people provide specialist 

support that can’t be replicated by AI. A 

side feature is that they prefer to work 

from home and enjoy fitting work to 

their own hours. The rise of software as 

a service (SaaS) means that in the future 

contact centers may utilize far more staff 

working remotely in this fashion, as part 

of a virtual center.  

One of the most significant changes in 

recruitment will be around the technical 

staff that will be required to build, operate 

and manage the software systems, as 

well as the underlying processes. Figure 

8 outlines some of the roles that will 

become prevalent in the contact center of 

the future.  

The best option can be to partner with 

a business or other entity with the right 

expertise and economies of scale, to 

help guide the digital transformation. 

Crucially, an outsourced partner can 

bring both the technical expertise as 

well as the human resources, which 

can be a major challenge. For example, 

Arvato has tie-ups with a number of 

leading technical institutions giving it 

access to people with advanced degrees 

in areas such as machine learning.  As 

Voormanns explains: “companies will 

either have to go to the market place 

for these skills or implement extensive 

training programs.” 

Technology can be a key enabler for 

the latter option. Indeed, Arvato is 

already using online applications like 

Lynda and Udacity to help with the 

training of contact center staff. Virtual 

reality systems will provide even more 

productivity in this area.

Building blocks and roadblocks

Implementing automation, however, 

is a process and it doesn’t mean that 

companies need to immediately 

restructure all of their technology systems. 

For example, RPA can typically work with 

legacy systems, augmenting the processes 

and making them run more smoothly. 

Taking an incremental modular approach 

can be very successful when it comes 

to digital transformation. According to 

Kraume: “multiple smaller, but very-well 

scoped improvements, can work out well.” 

The starting point is to clearly audit and 

map all processes so see which areas are 

ripe for automation.

The next stage is to prepare the data, turning 

as much unstructured information into 

structured as possible. However, automation 

is not necessarily just a technological 

problem, it also involves changing the way 

people interact and work with technology. 

As a result, it is important to have board-level 

buy-in from the start of any project, while 

on-going training of staff members can be 

the key to a smooth delivery.

Prepare your data

Drive cultural change

Develop your customer service strategy – including RPA and AI

Stay focused and start now – trials and proof of concepts

Optimize your processes and get RPA ready

Consider working with a partner 

Get people and skills in place

Figure 8: Emerging jobs and capabilities required in contact center
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Conclusion

Service delivery automation has great 

potential to both enhance the customer 

experience and improve efficiencies in 

the contact center. In essence, it will 

allow contact centers to achieve more 

with less. Indeed, our research shows 

that by 2027 around 45% of present 

activities could be automated, if the 

assumed technology is adapted as 

estimated. This can improve response 

times while leaving staff members 

free to provide a more high-value 

service to customers. By combining 

both artificial and human intelligence 

in a seamless hybrid model, contact 

centers have a formula that can help 

them succeed in the next decade and 

beyond. However, the time to start is 

now. Digital transformation doesn’t 

happen overnight, and it’s crucial that 

companies begin making headway in 

terms of technology, experience and 

people, or risk getting left behind.  

With customer experience now such a 

central part of a brand’s success, there 

are great opportunities for those that 

are proactive in adopting these new 

technology streams.
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