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The Invisible Engine Behind the Modern CX 
Contact centers generate an enormous amount of data in the course of handling customer 
interactions. Every connection and call are tracked, creating a web of information that 
includes details of what happened, when it happened, who participated, and how any issues 
were resolved. Call detail reports reflect the length of interactions, how long callers waited on 
hold, and how many transfers were involved. Other systems come into the picture as well, 
with details of any related digital interactions and the trails they leave.  
 
Managers rely on this data for insight into both the performance of their agents and the 
satisfaction of their customers. It is a relatively simple matter to relate low customer 
satisfaction to long hold times, or to identify struggling performers from the details of a call. 
But in recent years, the amount and complexity of the data collected has exploded, largely 
because so many customer interactions now have a digital component. There is now so much 

information available from such a wide variety of 
sources that it is more than many organizations can 
easily understand and put to use.  
 
Traditional use cases for data relating to contact center 
operations have focused on boosting efficiency within 
the center by managing costs and time. But so much 
more is possible, across the enterprise, using new or 
underutilized data sources from the contact center. 
The missing element is now available: artificial 
intelligence and machine learning (AI/ML), which have 
entered the contact center conversation in a powerful 
way.  
 
People who manage contact centers have historically 
been wary of adopting new technology early in its 
lifecycle. Contact centers are, by design, hardened, 
mission-critical sites of high reliability. So, there has 

historically been a bias here toward deploying tech only when it has been thoroughly vetted 
across the industry. This means that advancements sometimes need a push from other 
stakeholders—marketers and sales teams, in particular—to get to full adoption.  
 
Use cases have been found for AI/ML in other parts of organizations considerably faster than 
they have in the contact centers. Though there is some familiarity with AI/ML processes and 
tools in IT and other departments, contact center managers need guidance to better 
understand where it can benefit their operations. There is considerable advantage to this kind 
of interdepartmental coordination because it helps knit the service functions of the contact 
center together with other parts of the customer lifecycle, which are typically managed 
elsewhere in the organization. 
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Today however, AI/ML in the contact center has made the journey from novelty to necessity. It 
has crossed into everyday use in contact centers because vendors have embedded AI/ML 
processes deeply into their customer experience platforms. By putting AI/ML at the bottom of 
the stack, where it can support all sorts of applications, users can take advantage of its 
features without facing the complexity of programming or training models. Insulating users 
from the nuts and bolts of AI/ML allows people to use the data to improve old processes and 
build important new ones.  
 
One of the earliest applications for AI/ML in the customer experience (CX) was in chatbots, 
generating conversational interactions for self-service. AI/ML, combined with natural language 
processing, was called upon to make customer interactions with bots more lifelike and 
productive. For many contact center professionals, this was their first exposure to the 
capabilities of AI/ML systems. Now, we believe 
that by 2024, three-quarters of organizations 
will have explicitly introduced more than one 
AI/ML application into their contact center 
service processes for predictive routing, 
chatbots, and agent assistance. 
 
Today, in fact, AI/ML can be found in many 
organizational contexts. It is used in workforce 
management for interaction routing. It can 
ingest and parse the mountains of 
unstructured data captured in voice 
recordings, allowing centers to evaluate 100% 
of calls automatically, instead of just a small 
fraction of them manually. And it is this 
power—to analyze voice recordings—that 
makes it essential to painting a picture of customer sentiment. It also allows advanced 
methods of analysis of consumer behavior. Manual programs that have provided such 
analysis do not scale effectively and so have typically been underused. But behavioral data is 
a critically important factor in influencing the CX, and with AI/ML, it is now possible to reliably 
track, identify, classify, and use the data.  
 
This capacity for voice analysis is one of the most powerful cross-functional use cases for 
AI/ML in the contact center environment because it serves both the marketer’s need to build 
audiences and orchestrate interactions, and a contact center’s need to have a real-time sense 
of whether an interaction is on the right track. Broader use cases like this are a key element in 
the process of integrating contact center operations into organizational CX projects.  
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Zooming In on the Key Benefits 
AI/ML can make the most immediate impact in aid to and support of the agent. Most agents 
are managed closely, with an eye to making the best use of their time and skills. As noted, 
agent productivity is typically measured by tracking how long an action takes and how many 
of them can be taken. The levers that managers have to affect key agent metrics are well 
understood, but are limited to targeted training and coaching, or to encouraging minor 
behavioral changes that might eke out a little more efficiency.  
 
With AI/ML, however, managers can reconceive the agent’s role. AI/ML can subtly draw on 
resources from across the organization and bring them to the agent’s attention at precisely 
the right moment. There are three important ways AI/ML adds value for the agent: 
 
First, it enhances preparedness. In a traditional interaction, the agent is reactive, relying on 
the customer to inform her about the nature of the inquiry before she can go looking for the 

relevant information. Baked into this process is a 
certain amount of waiting, searching, and switching 
between applications on the desktop.  
 
In an AI/ML-enhanced environment, however, the 
agent can be proactive. AI/ML can surface the 
resources the agent needs before or during the initial 
stages of the conversation. This could be a detailed 
customer history, a contextual advisory of an existing 
issue, or notification of a relevant life event that could 
affect the interaction (a job change or cross-country 
move, for example).  

 
AI/ML has also changed the way support problems are researched by dramatically 
streamlining how knowledge management (KM) locates the answers. The universe of 
resources for solutions is now expanded to include documents, internal conversations in 
collaboration tools, and external conversations in forums or customer communities. This 
opens the door to using AI/ML to detect trends in the questions that customers are asking 
and to matching those questions to all of the possible solutions an organization may have 
found – even if these answers are siloed away from each other in the hands of IT or product 
development. And unlike prior generations of KM, the knowledge retrieved with AI/ML is not 
static; it is an organic repository that’s always current. 
 
Second, AI/ML processes provide assurance that the agent is providing the right responses 
based on context. Modern platforms listen along with the agent and display a selection of 
responses that are most relevant to the customer interaction. Showing agents the next best 
action or presenting them with detailed responses based on the query – in real time – is one 
of the most revolutionary advances in contact center operations in decades. It shortens 
interactions. It makes responses more consistent from one agent to another. It reduces 
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friction for the customer. And it provides the agent with a place to start that has a greater 
likelihood of offering the correct answer to the customer. And today’s agent-assist or agent-
guidance technology is completely dependent on having that AI/ML engine running in the 
contact center platform.  
 
Finally, today’s AI/ML tools put the entire process of quality assurance on a sounder, fairer 
footing. Instead of a supervisor listening to and evaluating only a small percentage of calls 
(and often doing it in a rush, at the end of the month), automated systems can run the entire 
corpus of recorded calls through evaluations. It can do the same with text-based digital 
interactions, providing clearer insight into actual agent activity. Then too, agents can have 
faith that the process is universal and relatively free of bias. And with AI/ML, the time gap 
between interaction and evaluation shrinks dramatically.  
 

Perception vs. Reality  
AI/ML does come with some perceptual baggage attached. The practical implementations are 
far from those portrayed in popular sci-fi imagination, and that difference sometimes makes 

it difficult to envision what its most effective role in 
business might be. The best way to think about AI/ML 
is as a constellation of applications that are 
characterized by the ability to learn and adapt as 
conditions change. 
 
There is also a perception is that AI/ML is difficult to 
deploy and work with, and that it requires an army of 
expensive data specialists to run. From the data side, 
this is true, but it is critical to recognize that by 
embedding AI/ML at the bottom of the technology 
stack, users up the stack are insulated from the 
complexities and the code. They don’t need to know 
how it works any more than they need to understand 
programming language or where electricity comes 

from. Users simply see the results. AI/ML itself then becomes visible as a set of advanced 
features that deliver otherwise unforeseen insights into many common situations. 
 

A Sea Change in Operations 
It is hard to overstate the potential operational impacts that AI/ML is unveiling. One of the 
great advantages of this technology shift is that it supports change and provides 
improvement, but the changes don’t create a radically different work environment. It 
enhances the existing day-to-day activities of agents and contact centers without changing 
roles or responsibilities. It builds on what people already know how to do, but allows 
organizations to create more innovative processes that buttress their existing capabilities.  

The best way to 
think about AI/ML 
is as a constellation 
of applications that 
are characterized 
by the ability to 
learn and adapt as 
conditions change. 

https://www.ventanaresearch.com/


  Ventana Research: The Contact Center and AI 

 
© 2021 Ventana Research 7 
 

AI/ML also broadens managers’ perspectives. In addition to offering insights into and helping 
manage agents’ efficiency and performance, it brings into clearer view how the contact center 
supports the rest of the organization, particularly the other customer-facing teams. When 
small-bore issues with agents are largely self-correcting, thanks to agent guidance and real-
time coaching interventions made possible by AI/ML, the manager can then focus on how 
operations in the contact center affect sales teams and their revenue targets, or on marketing 
teams and audience development. This, in turn, gives contact center managers a seat at the 
table when it comes to setting strategy and procuring resources.  
 
Evidence suggests that adding AI/ML capabilities to the existing functions of the contact 
center can deliver improved Net Promoter Scores, higher agent satisfaction, and more sales 
conversions for agents. It also promotes better regulatory compliance by alerting agents to 
deviations or red flags while there is still time to self-correct. The improvements that result 
are additive for both the agent’s and customer’s experiences, without forcing a retraining of 
the core workforce or a forklift technology upgrade. 
 

Next Steps 
The arguments for incorporating AI/ML into a contact center stack are compelling: It makes 
better use of contact center data than any other tool or process that preceded it. It is 
incrementally additive. And makes its most obvious contribution in terms of improving agent 
performance, which is, not coincidentally, the industry’s greatest challenge. 
 
What this means for decision makers is clear. Organizational leaders should examine the 
processes where data is involved and ask themselves these questions: 
 

• Are there opportunities to enhance productivity that would emerge if we could 
leverage more or different data sources? For example, would agents perform better if 
they had specific interaction guidance in real time? 

• If AI/ML processes are spread across departments and functions, are the metrics we’re 
using to determine success then broad enough to take in and assess the resulting 
benefits, or should they be expanded? This is important when considering AI/ML-based 
technology jointly with other CX stakeholders. For many contact center managers, this 
could be an opportunity to better articulate the value of their operations to overall 
organizational growth. 

• What operations do we take for granted as fixed or unimprovable based on standard 
technology? There are countless small processes that have been in place for a long 
time that are based on and restricted by the limitations of extant tools, but many can 
be recast and become more effective with a modern stack. This is a lesson the industry 
has learned several times before, first with the transition from analog to IP tools, then 
again with the transition from on-premises to cloud. The transition to AI/ML is arguably 
more significant than either of those prior leaps.  
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About Ventana Research 
Ventana Research is the most authoritative and respected benchmark business technology 
research and advisory services firm. We provide insight and expert guidance on mainstream 
and disruptive technologies through a unique set of research-based offerings including 
benchmark research and technology evaluation assessments, education workshops and our 
research and advisory services, Ventana On-Demand. Our unparalleled understanding of 
the role of technology in optimizing business processes and performance and our best 
practices guidance are rooted in our rigorous research-based benchmarking of people, 
processes, information and technology across business and IT functions in every industry. 
This benchmark research plus our market coverage and in-depth knowledge of hundreds of 
technology providers means we can deliver education and expertise to our clients to 
increase the value they derive from technology investments while reducing time, cost and 
risk.  
 
Ventana Research provides the most comprehensive analyst and research coverage in the 
industry; business and IT professionals worldwide are members of our community and 
benefit from Ventana Research’s insights, as do highly regarded media and association 
partners around the globe. Our views and analyses are distributed daily through blogs and 
social media channels including Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. 
 
To learn how Ventana Research advances the maturity of organizations’ use of information 
and technology through benchmark research, education and advisory services, visit 
www.ventanaresearch.com. 2109-1129E-WP2  
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