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EMAIL COMMUNICATION WITHIN THE 
CONTACT CENTRE IS PREDICTED TO RISE: 

ARE YOU READY FOR IT? 
 

Recent years have seen a significant uptake in email communications, rising from 3.9% of inbound 
interactions in 2006 to 10.2% in 2010. Yet there is growing evidence that clearly shows a lack of 
focus given to measuring satisfaction with email as a channel. Customer-to-business email 
interaction has had a series of false dawns. Research carried out by ContactBabel, the leading 
analyst firm for the contact centre industry, illustrates that poorly-implemented email systems, a 
lack of understanding of the nature of the inbound email channel and the customers’ natural 
response to the above means they use email carefully, because they never know if they will receive 
the same quality response as from a voice call (if they get any response at all). 
 
‘Mystery shopper’ surveys of email response have consistently shown a generally poor level of 
service from this channel, although individual organisations (especially some in the IT and retail 
sector) have managed to make email the channel of choice for customers. While it is not suggested 
that businesses should aim to answer an email in the same amount of time that it takes to complete 
a phone call, it is desirable to manage all interactions closely to consistent business rules, and to act 
quickly if service levels slip. Too often it seems, contact centres have become so used to managing 
the telephony queue that they neglect multimedia interactions. The result is that multimedia 
response times (mostly email) have been sacrificed to meet telephony service levels, although there 
have been steady improvements in the response rates in recent years. Putting email on the back-
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burner may seem like a sensible way to manage things: after all, the emails will still be waiting for 
agents once a call spike has been dealt with, and no-one wants high levels of call abandonment. 
 
However, the email queue is not self-managing in the same way that a telephone queue is, when 
customers will drop the call if the wait is too long, and (hopefully) call back at a quieter time. Old 
emails stack up. Agents can spend all of their time answering requests which no longer apply 
because the customer or prospect has lost interest, gone elsewhere or, ironically, phoned the 
contact centre to get a response denied to them by email. In most cases, telephony agents will not 
know that the customer has sent an email about the same thing, so the email will stay live and be 
dealt with unnecessarily and too late, meaning live emails sent later get ignored as a consequence. 
 
Figure 1: Inbound interactions that are email, by vertical market 
 

Vertical market % of inbound interactions that are email 

Retail and Distribution 17.1% 

Telecoms, Media and Technology (TMT) 15.9% 

Outsourcing 13.8% 

Manufacturing 11.5% 

Public Sector 9.6% 

Medical 8.4% 

Services 7.9% 

Utilities 7.0% 

Insurance 5.8% 

Transport and Travel 5.4% 

Financial 2.0% 

Average 10.2% 

 
Vertical market 
As usual, it is the retailers and TMT (especially IT) respondents with the greatest proportion of 
inbound traffic as email. The former's email volume is often driven by sales via a website, with 
TMT/IT's more about technical support. The finance and insurance sectors do not deal with a large 
volume of email, mainly due to the restrictions on security, customer identification and customer 
data. Outsourcers are generally increasing the amount of email they handle, as this is a good way to 
establish contact with new clients, and fulfils a definite need. As with previous years, emails are 
proportionally less important for large contact centres, with the gap between large and small 
operations widening yearly. 
 
Figure 2: Inbound interactions that are email, by contact centre size 

Contact centre size % of inbound interactions that are email 

Small 13.7% 

Medium 9.7% 

Large 5.8% 

Average 10.2% 

that are email 

Email response handling times have shown a slight improvement on 2008, with the proportion 
answered within one hour going from 10% to 12%, and those answered the same working day going 
from 35% to 44%. However, taking longer than one day to answer an email runs the risk of the 
customer losing patience, and going elsewhere or phoning the contact centre, placing a greater cost 
burden on the business than if they had just called in the first place. 
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Figure 3: Average time taken to respond to emails

 

Although the previous chart looks at average email handling time, a relatively small number of tricky 
enquiries can pull the average email handling time upwards considerably, so it's also worth looking 
at the proportion of emails answered within 24 hours (consider this measure to be similar to the 
traditional call centre benchmark of proportion of calls answered within 20 seconds). 
 



 

Source: ContactBabel 

 

Figure 4: Proportion of emails answered within 24 hours, by vertical market

 

Surprisingly, the retail & distribution sector has the greatest proportion of respondents taking longer 
than 24 hours to answer (48%), perhaps as a result of the higher-than-average volumes that the 
sector receives, exacerbated by the relatively low levels of investment in email systems in many 
retailers. However, the TMT sector (which includes IT) seems far better placed to handle its high 
volumes of email, and the outsourcing sector also copes reasonably with its high volume of email. 
 

MULTIMEDIA BLENDING 

There is no general agreement within the industry on how best to deal with email, although there 

are genuine reasons to encourage email/voice blending. On one side, there is a case made that 

letting agents answer email makes the job more interesting for them, lowering attrition and 

improving skills. The other side to this says that the skills required by email agents are different from 

voice agents, and that it is difficult to find the agents to do both jobs. Both sides make sense 

logically, and of those contact centres which use voice/email blending, only 19% have experienced 

problems finding the right staff for these types of role, a figure that is decreasing each year. 

From our respondents, the manufacturing, outsourcing, retail & distribution, TMT and utilities 
sectors are keenest on multimedia blending, with all of these respondents allowing at least some of 
their agents to carry out both email and telephony. However, email requires certain skills, including 
grammar and punctuation, which not every agent has, even with assistance from an email 
management system's response template. On average, slightly more than half of agents in a blended 
multimedia environment are allowed to do both email and voice work. Staff in smaller contact 
centres are expected to pitch in more with anything that needs doing. 97% of sub-50 seat operations 
have some agents who deal with email and voice, compared to only 61% in the 200+ seat 
bracket. Within these blended contact centres, small contact centres allow 63% of staff to do both 
voice and email, compared to 54% of medium-sized operations and only 43% of large contact 
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centres. All of these figures have significantly increased since 2009, suggesting that email / phone 
blending is gaining traction. 
 
Figure 5: Use of multimedia blended agents by vertical market 
 

Vertical market Respondent contact centres 
allowing multimedia blending 

Proportion of agents 
answering both voice and 
email (only where appropriate) 

Utilities 100% 80% 

Manufacturing 100% 72% 

TMT 100% 72% 

Retail and Distribution 100% 49% 

Outsourcing 100% 44% 

Public Sector 95% 51% 

Medical 75% 68% 

Finance 67% 100% 

Transport and Travel 67% 33% 

Services 57% 68% 

Insurance 44% 38% 

Average 83% 56% 

 
 
As we can see, simply because a contact centre uses the same agents for email and voice does not 
mean that all operations use the same level of multimedia blending. For some operations, 
multimedia blending is a strategic decision which has been invested in with the right levels of 
technology and training being provided. For others, it is a necessity, with agents encouraged to 
answer emails in slack call times. The following chart shows that the smaller operations - which may 
not have sufficient email volumes, or the investment available to formalize the blending by forming 
a universal queue to deal with all types of interaction - are much more likely to deal with emails on 
an ad-hoc basis, whereas there is a slight positive correlation between contact centre size and the 
use of a formal blended environment or universal queue, although less than previous years, 
suggesting that investment in universal queues is no longer restricted to the largest operations. 
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Figure 6: Methods of multimedia blending 
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The chart below seems to indicate that a formalised blending environment, such as a universal 
queue, has a beneficial effect on email response times. 29% of respondents using a formal blended 
environment have average email handling times of less than 1 hour, with no respondent having an 
average handle time longer than the next working day. The ad-hoc approach is less successful, with 
only 5% of respondents having an average handle time of within 1 hour. 23% of respondents which 
do not use multimedia blending at all have a sub-hour average handle time, but a surprisingly high 
proportion have no idea about how long email takes to be answered. 
 
Figure 7: The effect of multimedia blending on average email handling time 

 

MULTIMEDIA BLENDING AND ATTRITION RATES 
There is a hypothesis that allowing agents to mix up the type of work that they do will have a 
positive effect on staff attrition rates, in that the work will be more varied and interesting. Data have 
proven this to be the case for many years, and even though attrition rates are extremely low this 
year, the same pattern emerges, except less dramatically than in previous years. On comparing 
attrition rates and staff churn problems against the amount of multimedia/call blending that 
agents are allowed to do, there is evidence to suggest that staff attrition is eased by multimedia 
blending. 
 
• In contact centres where fewer than half of staff were involved in multimedia/call blending, the 
average attrition rate was 17%. In contact centres where more than half of staff answered 
multimedia and calls, average attrition was 11%. 
 
• This pattern is even more pronounced when looking at contact centres which do not allow any 
agents to deal with both telephony and multimedia. In such environments, average annual attrition 
was 21%, compared to 12% in operations where all staff dealt with both email and telephony. 
 



 

Source: ContactBabel 

 

• The link between contact centre size and staff attrition problems is also relevant, as larger contact 
centres are more likely to run their operations along highly-specialised (and possibly monotonous) 
production-line methods, which discourages blending as a whole and promotes high levels of 
attrition. However, such operations are likely to have higher efficiency measures. 

OPINIONS ON EMAIL 
The multimedia service channel has been a long time in coming, but now accounts for around 11% of 
the typical contact centre's work. However, there is still a long way to go before it fulfils its promise 
and potential. The biggest issue is stated to be a lack of investment in the technology that is needed 
to really make this work, such as universal queue, email blending, email management and of course 
the niche applications such as web chat. The second-biggest issue - that customers don't use 
multimedia out of preference - is strongly linked to this lack of investment: if the channel hasn't 
been invested in and doesn't work as it should, why would customers want to use this over a proven 
channel such as voice? However, 39% of respondents disagree that voice and web self-service make 
multimedia irrelevant, with only 25% agreeing. Concerns over integration and a possible lack of 
agent skills are minor, leading to the conclusion that multimedia is being held back simply by a lack 
of vision, as well as the investment required to meet that vision. 
 
Figure 8: What's holding back your multimedia service channel? 

 

FUTURE OF COMMUNICATION 

The next four years are predicted to bring a rise in email communication, but especially self-service. 

Currently, self-service via the contact centre accounts for only 6% of inbound interactions, but 

contact centre managers indicate that the potential for self-service is far higher, with 17% of 

interactions being potentially suitable for automation. The slowly increasing use of automated 

speech recognition, and the potential of IVVR (interactive voice and video response) means that the 

restraints of touchtone IVR are weakening. 
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Text chat and web collaboration will become more mainstream, especially in the retail sector, where 

the opportunity to ask a quick question in real time can dramatically improve the conversion rate of 

online baskets. 

Figure 9: Contact centre inbound interactions by channel, 2006-2014 

Channel 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Telephone 90.0% 85.9% 83.8% 77.2% 77.0% 75.3% 73.1% 71.3% 69.9% 

Self-
service 

4.2% 5.1% 6.5% 8.0% 6.0% 7.9% 9.0 9.5% 10.2% 

Email 3.9% 6.1% 8.0% 9.8% 10.2% 10.8% 11.5% 12.1% 12.4% 

Letter 1.7% 2.3% 0.6% 3.9% 3.3% 2.7% 2.6% 2.6% 2.5% 

SMS 0.2% 0.4% 0.9% 0.6% 0.2% 0.4% 0.5% 0.6% 0.6% 

Other 0.0% 0.2% 0.2% 0.5% 3.3% 2.9% 3.3% 3.9% 4.4% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information contact us at: info.uk@altitude.com  

Altitude uCI 

Altitude Software's exclusive focus on Contact Centre solutions for the past 15 years, developing, 

implementing and supporting unified contact centre solutions, in 60 countries, gives you the peace 

of mind of award winning technology. As the name says, Altitude uCI™ unifies all interactions 

management, from beginning to end, regardless of the channel that a customer chooses to contact 

your company – Email, Voice, VoIP, SMS/MMS, Fax, Messaging or Web. 

Altitude uCI™ was designed to speed up your operations, while simplifying the contact centre 

management complexity, since it increases productivity, reduces operational efforts, and, 

ultimately, raises customer satisfaction levels. 

Altitude uCI Suite Highlights: 

 Next Generation IP solution 

 Unified management, across all channels 

 Awarded Dialler, DNC/TPS compliant 

 Fastest time to market in changes 

 Multi-Vendor by nature 

 Outsourcers #1 suite 

 Proven scalability and resilience 

Read more about Altitude uCI 
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