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Quality Assurance
State of Industry
Introduction
Delivering excellent customer experience (CX) is a goal for most call
centers, regardless of industry. For many companies, the call center is
the primary source of contact. And in most cases, the call center is the
last line of defense to prevent customers from defecting to their
competition. Retaining and growing existing customers are where call
centers can play a significant role in helping their company prosper. 

This Call Center State of Industry Benchmark Report will provide insights
into improving customer satisfaction (Csat) with a Customer Service
Quality Assurance (QA) program. This report is based on SQM Group's 25
years of experience conducting Csat and QA benchmark research with
leading North American companies. 

The Customer Service QA research is based on an even blend of SQM
clients' (50%) and non-clients feedback (50%). The survey sample for
each research data question or metric ranges from 100 to 300. Call
center professionals such as operation managers, QA managers, QA
evaluators, and QA analysts participated in our Customer Service QA
research.

The Customer Service QA call center industry CX research benchmark
studies are based on over 500 leading North American companies from
all major industries, such as healthcare, telecommunication, energy,
financial, government, retail, and insurance. 
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Executive Summary for the QA
State of Industry
Overall, the state of the industry's call center customer service QA in
2023 can be characterized as the priorities remaining the same as in
previous years for ensuring customer satisfaction (Csat), helping to
achieve high customer journey sentiment, and call compliance adherence
to government regulations and company processes. 

SQM Group's research shows that 95% of call centers use quality
assurance and coaching to improve customer service. Yet, very few call
center managers can say they improved their Csat due to their QA
practices. Furthermore, our research shows that 83% of agents  believe
their QA program does not help them improve Csat.

For 2023, the call center benchmark for the Csat score is 77% and
remains relatively the same for the last 5 years. The Csat score
represents the very satisfied customers (top box survey rating response)
with the call center's overall customer service. 

The call center benchmark industry for First Call Resolution (FCR) score
is 68% for 2023, down 4% since COVID-19. The correlation of FCR to Csat
remains high. In other words, when FCR goes up or down, so does Csat.
However, a trend in recent years is that the gap between FCR and Csat
has started to widen, mainly due to increased average handle time. 

There's been a significant shift towards digital tools and software that
automate various QA processes. This includes using advanced analytics,
speech analytics, and automated scoring systems. These technologies
help efficiently analyze large volumes of calls and provide detailed CX
insights.
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What has changed as a result of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is the ability to
evaluate 100% of calls for call compliance adherence and customer
sentiment. In addition, AI has started to replace QA evaluators for
assessing calls. It is expected that in the next few years, AI will displace
the majority of QA evaluators for accessing customer interactions. 

For call centers currently using AI to automate their QA practices for
evaluating agent handling of calls, only 4% monitor 100% of calls. Most
call centers that evaluate agents using AI monitor 50% or less of the calls.
Interestingly, 69% of call centers do not use AI technology to evaluate
agent calls. However, it is expected that call centers using AI to evaluate
calls will significantly increase in the next few years.

Moreover, more call center professionals believe AI is more effective for
evaluating call compliance than customer service delivery.
   
The landscape of call center QA practices has evolved significantly in
recent years, driven by AI technological advancements, changing
customer expectations, and the growing complexity of customer
interactions. 

QA practices are becoming more customer-
centric. This involves assessing the agent's
call compliance adherence and evaluating
how they effectively contribute to a positive
customer experience. Customer satisfaction
metrics are emphasized more and have a
higher QA weighting.

Modern QA software allows real-time agent
monitoring and feedback, enabling
immediate corrective actions and coaching.
This helps enhance agent performance on
the fly rather than waiting for periodic
review sessions.
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With increasing government regulatory requirements and concerns about
data privacy, QA practices now include stringent call compliance and
security measures, especially in the finance and healthcare industries.

The rise of work-from-home agents has led to changes in how QA is
conducted. This includes remote monitoring, agent self-coaching, and
adapting QA practices to ensure quality in a decentralized work setting.

Furthermore, Customer Service QA is still important because it makes
agents and managers accountable for delivering high customer service
and identifying improvement opportunities for handling calls.
 

The most significant Customer Service QA pain points:

Improving customer satisfaction
Increasing agent productivity
Improving first call resolution
Adherence to call compliance processes
Reducing QA operating costs

Most call center QA professionals (e.g., supervisors, managers, QA
evaluators, and analysts) believe that QA is essential for maintaining or
improving customer service delivery and adherence to call compliance
requirements. However, many of those same QA professionals believe
that QA needs to improve or is broken. 
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Customer Service QA is essential because it can help improve the
below CX problems:
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Is Call Center QA
Broken?
Dissatisfaction with a call center's QA program for helping improve
customer satisfaction remains high. A whopping 49% of call center QA
professionals are dissatisfied with their QA program for improving
Customer satisfaction. However, most call center QA professionals agree
that their QA program is more effective for evaluating call compliance
than customer service delivery.

Many QA professionals believe that QA is broken. Call center QA and
compliance are related, but there are distinct differences. For example,
the main goal of QA is to enhance the overall CX, improve agent
performance, and maintain or enhance the brand's reputation.
Conversely, the primary objective of compliance is to ensure that the call
center operates within the boundaries of laws, company processes, and
regulations to avoid legal issues, fines, and reputational damage.

One of the main problems with call center quality assurance is QA
evaluators are inconsistent, inefficient, and expensive; most call center QA
programs do not help agents improve their QA performance for metrics
such as Csat, FCR, and call resolution. However, it is fair to say that call
compliance (e.g., adherence to government laws and company policies)
insights have been successful in helping companies avoid legal issues,
fines, and reputational damage.
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Furthermore, most QA programs focus on the wrong metrics because they
assume the QA metrics they are using help improve CX and, therefore,
should positively impact Csat and FCR. For example, it is common for QA
evaluators or AI evaluations to measure if the agent used the customer's
name multiple times during the call to make the customer feel the
interaction was personalized and thus assumed it improved Csat.
However, research shows that this call-handling technique has little or no
impact on Csat.

In addition, call center managers usually assume their QA scorecard
measures the right metrics to drive improvement in FCR and Csat.
However, they seldom or never verify if the QA metrics help improve FCR
and Csat outcome metrics.

Enlightened call center managers resist prioritizing QA metrics that have
not been validated to improve CX outcome metrics such as Csat. Instead,
they focus on the call resolution metric, which the SQM Group has
validated as the most critical metric for positively impacting Csat. SQM
Research shows for every 1% improvement in FCR, there is a 1%
improvement in customer satisfaction.

Why has Traditional QA Monitoring
not been Effective in Improving
Csat?
SQM Group's research shows that 95% of call centers use quality
assurance and coaching to improve customer service. Yet, very few call
center managers can empirically prove that Csat has improved due to
their call monitoring practices. Furthermore, our research shows that 83%
of agents do not believe their quality assurance program helps them
improve Csat.
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Many call center managers mistakenly assume that their QA program is
helping the call center achieve or improve FCR, Csat, and customer
service performance. In many cases, the reality is that customers do not
view the call in the same light as the person evaluating the call.

Most QA practices typically focus on metrics important to the call
center. Such as caller verification, adherence to script, the accuracy of
information provided to a customer, screen navigation, sentiment
analysis, call compliance, tracking of sales initiatives, and customer
treatment, but not call resolution, which matters the most to customers.

In many cases, QA metrics are weighted higher importance towards
areas that are more important to the organization than the customer.
Moreover, the QA form can use a lot of metrics to assess the call that
meets the organization's needs more than the customer's needs.

As a result of the above practices, the traditional QA program has
effectively helped their agents comply with organizational need metrics
but has little or no impact on improving FCR and Csat.

SQM's research shows that a whopping 81% of agents' QA scores did not
correlate with Csat resulting from traditional QA scorecard evaluations.
Put differently, traditional QA has no or limited impact on Csat scores.
However, most call center managers believe their QA program positively
impacts Csat scores.

The low correlation between traditional QA and Csat scores is because
the wrong metrics and weighting used to evaluate the call and the
customer's viewpoint (e.g., post-call survey) are not used as part of the
QA evaluation of the call.
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The high Csat and QA score correlation is mainly because the QA
evaluation form includes CX, QA, and call compliance metrics. In
addition, for the same call, a QA evaluation is based on customers
judging their experience via a post-call or email customer survey and
artificial intelligence, and a supervisor or QA evaluator evaluates the QA
and call compliance metrics. 

 Educating Managers, supervisors, and agents on the Customer Service
QA philosophy of using post-call surveys and QA data to evaluate calls is
critical. Getting the supervisors and agents to buy into the Customer
Service QA practice for evaluating calls is crucial for success.

Furthermore, CX (e.g., Csat, call resolution, sentiment) metrics are
weighted higher than call compliance (e.g., adherence to government
laws) metrics. The bottom line is that the Customer Service QA
scorecard correlations show when a Csat score is high or low, and so is
the mySQM™ QA score, also known as the total QA score.

Why does the Customer Service QA
Scorecard Csat Correlate Highly to
QA Scores?
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How Will AI Impact
Call Centers and
QA?
The impact of AI in call centers and QA is transformative, offering
opportunities for improved customer service and lower costs. However, it
also presents challenges such as job displacement and privacy concerns.
Balancing the advantages with the need to address these challenges is
critical to successfully integrating AI into the call center and QA
operations.

For call centers currently using AI to automate their QA practices for
evaluating agent handling of calls, only 4% monitor 100% of calls. 21% of
call centers use AI to monitor 50% or less of the calls, and 6% say they use
AI to monitor 50% or more of calls. However, 69% of call centers do not
use AI technology to evaluate agent calls.

When we asked call center professionals if they agreed that AI was more
effective for evaluating call compliance (e.g., adherence to government
laws and company policies) than customer service delivery (e.g., empathy
and sentiment), 51% of them agreed that AI was more effective call
compliance.
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AI-powered systems, such as voicebots, chatbots, and virtual assistants,
can handle a large volume of routine calls, which reduces the load on
human agents. AI will allow human agents to focus on more complex
customer interactions. However, The increased reliance on AI could lead
to the absence of personal touch in customer service delivery, which may
negatively impact customer satisfaction, particularly in scenarios where
human empathy is needed.

AI tools can provide instant responses and personalization to customer
inquiries and problems. Also, AI can analyze customer data to offer
custom solutions, improving overall customer satisfaction. Furthermore,
by automating routine calls, AI can reduce the need for human agents for
low-complexity queries, leading to cost savings for companies, which is
the main driver for using AI.

73% of call center professionals agree that AI will improve customer
satisfaction. When we asked how long it would take AI to handle 50% or
more of calls currently handled by customer service agents, 29% said it
would take two or less years, and 32% said it would take three to five
years. However, very few call center professionals view AI as displacing all
agents within the next five years.

Interestingly, when we asked call center professionals what technology is
the most important to their company for improving customer service
delivery in the next few years, only 20% said AI, 27% said omnichannel
integration, 18% said improve self-service channels, and 35% said
analytics and reporting.

In recent years, AI has also changed QA regarding how calls are evaluated,
and the cost of evaluating agent calls. SQM Group's research shows that
31% of call centers have started using AI to automate how they evaluate
agent calls, and we expect that AI will continue to increase significantly in
the next couple of years. 
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What are the QA
and Agent Practices
Call Centers use for
Delivering CX?

As a result of AI, QA management practices have made many changes,
such as 100% of calls being evaluated for call compliance and customer
sentiment. Using AI to evaluate 100% of the calls and lower QA costs will
be attractive for most call centers to implement soon. 

It is SQM's view that the QA management will go through a significant
transformation in the next few years due to the AI opportunities and the
belief that many call center professionals view that current QA is broken
or, at the very least, needs to be improved to add more value for
improving Csat.

What are the QA Management
Practices Call Centers use for
Delivering CX?
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49% of call center professional survey participants said customer
satisfaction is the best post-call survey question to ask customers about
their CX. 27% told us FCR, 12% said customer effort, and 11% said the Net
Promoter Score. All SQM clients supplement the Csat score question
with an open-ended question to understand the Csat rating.

As previously mentioned, most call centers use a QA program.
Furthermore, when we asked call center professionals if they agreed that
QA Management (e.g., QA Score Goals, QA Scorecard, QA Dashboard,
Accountability, and Coaching) is an essential practice for improving an
agent's customer service performance, 81% agreed that QA management
is the most important practice for CX delivery. Yet, very few can say they
have empirical Csat evidence to support that their current QA improves
Csat.
 
We asked call center professionals how best to assess and improve a call
center's Csat performance. 66% say combining post-call surveys and QA
is the best method for improving Csat. 16% said post-call survey, 10%
said AI sentiment analysis, and only 8% said QA evaluations improve Csat.
Again, SQM research shows that combining post-call surveys and QA is
highly correlated to CX.
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Regarding the best source to conduct conversational QA reviews for
helping agents improve Csat, 47% of call center professionals say
customer reviews (e.g., post-call surveys) are the best method. 25% of
call center professionals say the QA evaluators, 14% say supervisor
reviews and 13% say peer reviews. 

Call center professionals told us that 75% of the agents' QA results are
presented as a percentage score. 13% say they show the agent the total
QA number score, 6% say pass/fail, and 7% say no QA score is used.

Call center call calibration is a process where managers, team leaders,
and QA staff review and assess call interactions to ensure consistency
and quality in customer service. Typical frequencies for call calibration
sessions in a call center might range from weekly to monthly. 56% of call
center professionals said they conduct weekly call calibration sessions,
and 36% said they conduct quarterly ones.

Even though we are starting to see companies use AI to monitor 100% of
calls for call compliance and, to a lesser degree, customer empathy, and
sentiment, SQM Group's research shows that for the call center industry,
calls monitored per agent per month, 64% of call centers evaluate 7 or
less calls. The number of calls evaluated per agent per month will
significantly increase in the next few years.

Furthermore, 71% of call center professionals say they coach an agent
on 4 or more calls that have been QA evaluated each month. However,
based on agent feedback, a typical range might be 2-5 monthly calls per
agent as a standard review scenario. SQM Group provides self-coaching
software for call center agents. This software assists in crucial steps for
effective self-coaching and is linked to the agent's QA customer service
dashboard. SQM Group emphasizes a data-driven approach using AI-
generated CX best practice tips for agent self-coaching suggestions
based on customer feedback.
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QA score is now capable of benchmarking against other companies. The
mySQM™ QA Score is based on 10 Customer Service QA metrics that are
weighted for importance for impacting customer service delivery. Due to
the standardized measurement approach, the mySQM™ QA Score can be
tracked and benchmarked at the agent to the call center level or against
other companies.

The data shows that 47% of the supervisor coaching time is for prepping
to coach agents, and only 24% of the time is for coaching an agent. It is
common for supervisors to spend 2X or more time preparing than
coaching agents. 58% of call center professionals believe the supervisory
skill that is the most important for helping agents provide great CX is
coaching ability, and 17% think it's motivating skills.

For evaluating an agent's performance for handling a specific call, 83% of
call center professionals said they use the combination of Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs) for efficiency (e.g., AHT) and
effectiveness KPIs (e.g., Csat). 

SQM Group's research shows that the number one thing customers
expect from call centers is fast resolution for resolving their calls.
Furthermore, FCR, Average Handle Time (AHT), hold times and call
transfer rates are essential metrics for QA to monitor. They all relate to a
fast resolution for resolving their inquiries or problems and delivering
high Csat.
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According to SQM's CX benchmark research, FCR and Csat for the call
center industry have significantly decreased since the COVID-19
pandemic. SQM also believes that the number one problem in 2023 to
achieving the Pre-COVID-19 call center Csat and FCR rate is the
historically high agent turnover rate of 38%, and there are no signs of
slowing down the employee turnover rate any time soon.

When we asked call center professionals what their biggest problem is in
operating their call center effectively and efficiently, 63% said high
agent turnover and absenteeism. 15% said the next biggest problem they
identified was low agent engagement and recognition.

The high agent turnover percentage is staggering, but they don't tell the
entire story. SQM's 2023 benchmarking data shows some call centers
have agent turnover as low as 20% and as high as over 200%. In addition,
compounding the agent turnover issue is that 81% of agents prefer the
work-from-home model (WFH), 16% prefer the hybrid model, and only 3%
choose the call center. By all accounts, the WFH model has been one of
the main contributors to high agent turnover.

What are the Agent Performance
Practices Call Centers Use for
Delivering CX and Challenges?

We asked call center professionals which company customer service
approach they would want their call center to be more like, and 47%
said Zappos (Helpful Agents), 23% said Starbucks (Personalized), 18%
said Amazon (All Online), and 13% Trader Joe's (Happy Agents). 
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Call center agent burnout is a huge problem for companies. 88% of call
center professionals completely (63%) or somewhat (25%) agree that it is
one of the biggest challenges for the industry. For example, it is believed
by many call center professionals that job burnout has contributed to low
CX and the high annual agent turnover rate of 38%.

It's no wonder why agents get job burnout when over 30% of customers
calling are to resolve an issue that was not resolved on a previous call or
the fact that 14% of calls agents handle customers define as complaint
calls. The agent's job is challenging and stressful, and as a result, job
burnout is a real problem.

Interestingly, when we asked call center professionals if they agree that
agents are burnt-out working in the call center or WFH environment more
in 2023 than in past years, 80% agreed that agents are more burnt-out. 

21



57% of call center professionals say that the biggest problem with
agents that WFH is the loss of personal connections. In addition, for
other issues with agents working from home, 19% of call center
professionals said there is a lack of real-time support, 18% said there are
problems with IT, and 5% said there is insufficient feedback.

When we asked call center professionals what is the best metric to hold
agents accountable for CX performance, 42% said call resolution/FCR.
Furthermore, 40% said Customer Satisfaction, which came a close
second. 15% said overall QA Score and only 3% Net Promoter Score. 

Celebrating call center agent success in customer service delivery has
become even more critical in recent years. 47% of call center
professionals said they use incentives and rewards to celebrate agents
providing great CX. Furthermore, to celebrate agent's success in
delivering great CX, 34% said they use public/private recognition, 15%
said they use personalized recognition, and 4% said they use certificates. 

64% of call center professionals say supervisor skills are the most
important for helping agents provide excellent customer service. In
addition, for other supervisor skills viewed as necessary, 14% said
leadership style, 13% said motivational skills, and 9% said call handling
knowledge. 

Interestingly, call center professionals plan on using multiple approaches
to improve agent retention. For example, 31% of call center
professionals said they plan to improve agent retention using rewards
and motivation. Furthermore, 26% said agent career path, 22% said
scheduling flexibility, and 21% said training and development. 

22



407 ETR – Customer Service QA program combines call compliance
metrics (e.g., Government Laws Adherence (e.g., HIPAA, PHI) judged by a
QA evaluator, and service quality metrics (e.g., Csat, FCR, CX Sentiment,
Empathy), judged by a customer via a post-call or email customer survey
to provide a mySQM™ QA Score. Customer Service QA's premise of
letting customers be the primary judge of their experience when
contacting an organization is one of the best practices for improving the
FCR rate and Csat. 407 ETR is an award-winning CX midsize call center.

Examples of Customer Service QA Best Practices from CX Award-
Winning Call Centers:

Many Customer Service QA practices exist, such as different QA metrics,
scorecards, and dashboards. Furthermore, some companies prefer
supervisor coaching, while others use agent self-coaching to improve
Csat. In addition, many companies are starting to turn to automated QA,
where 100% of the calls are evaluated versus the historical 5 to 10 calls
per agent being evaluated monthly.

Many companies are unsure what call center people, processes, and
technology QA practices they should implement. To help companies in
doubt, we have provided examples of Customer Service QA best
practices from CX award-winning call centers. 

5 Great Examples of Customer
Service QA Best Practices
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Alberta Blue Cross – QA program is supported by SQM's employee real-
time financial recognition program which awards points based on post-
call surveys, quality assurance, and internal data agent performance
captured in mySQM™ Customer Service QA software. Award points
earned are converted to dollars and redeemed at most retailers using an
SQM debit card. This recognition program is one of the best practices for
motivating agents to improve FCR and providing great customer service.
Alberta Blue Cross is an award-winning CX midsize call center.

Security Health – For their QA program, an agent with a low Csat score
based on a post-call survey receives coaching on improving CX.
Conversely, when an agent achieves a high Csat score based on a post-
call survey, they receive positive recognition from supervisors and
managers. Security Health is an award-winning CX midsize call center.

Mr. Cooper – Created a "Calls of Fame Call Library for their QA program.
A Calls of Fame committee reviews the call. If the call is accepted into
the Calls of Fame, the agent receives a Calls of Fame certificate and Calls
of Fame announcement email. The call is made available for coaching
review with fellow agents and made available to upper management.
Senior management uses calls of fame for town hall coaching sessions.
Mr. Cooper is an award-winning CX large-size call center.

Premera Blue Cross – Conducts regular agent peer QA reviews. This
workshop is a three-day program that all agents go through annually.
Every other week, five agents are selected to attend the workshop. A
dedicated area on the call floor, where the workshop will be held, is
decorated to create a fun environment. The agent peer QA reviews
workshop intends to provide agents with increased dedicated time with a
Team Leader and a Call Coach to focus on call resolution and the
member experience. Premera Blue Cross is an award-winning CX large-
size call center.
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Do you know what type of customer service you must deliver to provide
world-class performance for the top call center benchmarks and
industry standards? Based on benchmarking over 500 leading North
American call centers for the top call center benchmarks, you can
compare your call center's or team's performance to the industry
benchmark average and industry standards.

In this blog, we define call center benchmark as the average
performance for the call center industry for a specific metric and
industry standard as to what is considered good performance for a
specific metric.

This blog discusses the below top 10 metrics, KPIs, benchmarks, and
standards for 2023 to ensure that your call center is on track to deliver
great customer service efficiently and effectively. So, let's get started:

First Call Resolution1.
Customer Satisfaction2.
Average Handle Time3.
Service Level4.
Agent Turnover5.
Agent Utilization6.
Abandoned Calls7.
Callers Put on Hold8.
Call Transfers9.
Complaint Calls10.

10 Call Center
Benchmarks
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Based on a post-call survey standardized method, the call center
benchmark for the First Call Resolution rate is 68%. The FCR rate means
that 32% of customers must re-contact the organization about the same
inquiry or problem.

SQM Group's research shows that the number one thing customers want
from call centers is a fast resolution for resolving their inquiries or
problems. Furthermore, that is why FCR, AHT, call hold, and transfer
rates are essential metrics to benchmark.

1. First Call Resolution Benchmark

The call center industry standard for a good FCR rate is 70% to 79%,
using a post-call survey method to measure FCR. Therefore, call centers
with an FCR rate below 70% need improvement. Conversely, the world-
class FCR rate is 80% or higher, and only 5% of call centers can achieve
the world-class FCR rate from a CX journey perspective.
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The aggregated FCR average across all industries for 2023 is 68%. The call
center industry's FCR rate ranges from 39% to 91%. The average FCR has
been 4% lower since COVID-19, with each industry showing a lower FCR in
2023 (1% to 5%) since pre-COVID-19. The lower FCR in most cases can be
attributed to the all-time high agent turnover, job burnout, WFH
challenges, and increased AHT.
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Based on a post-call survey standardized method, the call center
benchmark for the customer satisfaction score is 77%. The Csat score
means that 77% of customers are very satisfied (top box survey rating
response) with the call center's overall customer service.

The call center industry standard for a good Csat score is 75% to 84%,
using a post-call survey method to measure Csat. Therefore, call centers
with a Csat score below 75% need improvement. Conversely, the world-
class Csat score is 85% or higher; only 5% of call centers can achieve a
world-class Csat score. The Csat score also varies by call type, line of
business (LoB), and industry.

2. Customer Satisfaction Score
Benchmark
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The correlation of FCR to Csat remains high. Since 2013, when FCR goes
up or down, so does Csat. However, a trend in recent years is that the
gap between FCR and Csat has started to widen. For example, in 2013,
the FCR and Csat gap was 4%. Conversely, the FCR and Csat gap was 9%
in 2023.

SQM's view for why the FCR and Csat gap has been widening in recent
years is increased call complexity due to higher usage of self-service
touchpoints (e.g., website, chat, IVR) and the after-effects of COVID-19
impacts. For example, customers do not punish call centers with lower
Csat as much as they used to when not experiencing FCR. Many
customers recognize that their complex call has made it more
challenging for a call center to deliver FCR.
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The call center benchmark for AHT is approximately 10 minutes for call
centers handling customer service calls. However, other companies
report the industry standard for a good AHT to be 5 to 7 minutes for
inbound call centers that handle customer service calls. Furthermore,
the AHT can significantly vary depending on call type, LoB, and industry.

The average handle time metric measures the average time for an agent
to resolve a customer issue or problem. AHT (i.e., agent talk time + hold
time + after-call task time) starts when an agent answers the customer's
call and ends after wrapping up the call.

The AHT metric should be tracked at the agent level and used for
coaching and improving CX. Moreover, AHT should also be tracked by
call types, LoB, teams, and call centers to determine performance and
identify opportunities for improvement.

It's also essential to consider that AHT should not be prioritized at the
expense of quality customer service. While efficiency is essential,
providing excellent support and resolving customer issues should remain
the primary goal.

SQM's research shows that the AHT (i.e., talk time, hold time, and wrap-
up time) for the call center participating in our benchmarking study is
589 seconds, resulting in an 8% increase from the previous year.
Furthermore, our research shows a steady increase of 5% or more for
AHT in the last five years.

3. Average Handle Time
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The call center benchmark for service level is typically 80/20. This
means that 80% of incoming calls should be answered by a live agent
within a specific target time (usually measured in seconds). SQM
research shows that 71% of call centers say they achieve the 80/20
standard 80% or more of the time.

It's worth noting that service level benchmarks can vary across
industries, organizations, and regions. Some call centers may aim for
higher service levels, like 90/10 or even 95/5, depending on the nature of
their business and the level of customer service they want to provide.

The call center industry standard for a good service level is to answer
80% of calls in 20 seconds. The target time may vary depending on the
organization's service level agreement (SLA), but it is often set at around
20 seconds.

SQM research shows that in most cases, there is no Csat penalty for
calls answered within 120 seconds. Put differently, if a customer's call is
answered by an agent between 1 and 120 seconds, there is no positive or
negative impact on Csat. Calls that take longer than 120 seconds to reach
a live agent have a negative impact on overall call center Csat.

Generally speaking, customers want fast resolution, which includes
making it easy and quick to reach a live agent. It is important to
emphasize that good service levels are not a proxy for good Csat, but
good FCR is a proxy for good Csat because that is what matters the most
to customers.

4. Service Level Benchmark
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The call center benchmark for agent turnover is 38%. In 2023, the annual
agent turnover percentage was at a historically high level for the call
center industry, and there are no signs of lowering in the near future.

Before COVID-19, the call center industry standard for annual agent
turnover was 20% or less. A more accurate standard for annual agent
turnover in 2023 would be below 30%. It is not uncommon for world-
class performing FCR and Csat call centers to have 20% or less annual
agent turnover.

Furthermore, agent turnover is the biggest issue hindering call centers in
terms of cost and customer service. Therefore, the call center needs to
improve agent turnover to ensure a sustainable WFH model and good
Csat. As a result, SQM believes agent turnover is the number one
challenge facing call center industry leaders.

The high agent turnover percentage is staggering, but they don't tell the
entire story. SQM's 2023 benchmarking data shows some call centers
have agent turnover as low as 20% and as high as over 200%. In addition,
compounding the agent turnover issue is that 81% of agents prefer the
WFH, 16% want the hybrid model, and only 3% prefer the call center. By
all accounts, the WFH model has been one of the main contributors to
high agent turnover.

5. Agent Turnover Benchmark
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The Call Center Benchmark for Agent Utilization Rate is 81%. The agent
utilization rate refers to the percentage of time that an agent spends
actively handling customer inquiries, problems, or after-call tasks
compared to their total available working time. It is commonly used in
customer service call centers. The call center industry standard for a
good agent utilization rate is between 75% and 85%.

There is a general belief among call center leaders that high agent
utilization rates (above 85%) are not sustainable for long periods. An 85%
or higher occupancy rate for most agents feels like a sweatshop working
environment.

Furthermore, higher agent utilization rates mean that agents have very
little time between calls, and this can cause a lot of stress, especially if
they are handling a lot of non-FCR and dissatisfied customers. In
addition, given the record-breaking agent turnover rate and the high
percentage of agents who feel burnout, agents need to be below the 85%
utilization rate.

A good agent utilization rate may vary depending on the industry, the
nature of the tasks, and the company's specific goals and standards.
Generally, a higher agent utilization rate indicates that agents are
efficiently using their time to address customer needs, leading to better
productivity and cost-effectiveness.

However, it's essential to strike a balance between high utilization and
agent well-being, as excessive utilization can lead to higher turnover and
decreased Csat. However, lower agent utilization can create an unhealthy
or what some describe as a lazy working environment.

6. Agent Utilization Benchmark
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The Call Center Benchmark for Abandon Rate is 6%. The call center
abandon rate refers to the percentage of callers who hang up or
disconnect before speaking to a live agent. A lower abandon rate is
generally preferred as it indicates that callers are willing to wait for
assistance, resulting in better customer satisfaction and potentially more
successful resolutions.

The call center industry standard for a good abandoned calls rate is 5%.
Generally speaking, call center abandonment rates of less than 5% are
considered good. Sometimes, it is acceptable if the rate is between 5%
and 10%.

7. Abandoned Calls Benchmark
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However, if the rate is over 5%, in most cases, it is viewed as too high. The
call abandonment rates can vary depending on the industry, call reason,
line of business, time of day, and day of the week. Furthermore, most call
centers with great Csat have a 5% or less call abandon rate.

It is essential to mention that the false abandoned calls rate happens
within the first 10 seconds of a call and represents up to 2% of call
volume. Therefore, for accuracy and benchmarking purposes, the
abandoned calls rate calculation should include calls abandoned within
the first 5 or 10 seconds criteria.

Customers who have abandoned a call and then call back the call center
for the same call reason and their call was resolved do not consider it
FCR and tend to have lower Csat.
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The call center benchmark for callers put on hold is 46%. Most callers
put on hold are told that they are being put on hold; the average on-hold
length is 55 seconds. A good call center industry standard for callers
being put on hold when talking to an agent is 35% or less of the call
volume.

Best practices suggest that businesses should try to minimize hold times
and provide alternatives such as call-back options or self-service
solutions to reduce customer frustration. The ideal hold time can vary
between industries and organizations, but generally, keeping it under a
minute is a good goal.

SQM research shows that there is a significant difference in Csat and FCR
for customers put on hold compared to customers not put on hold.
When customers are put on hold, Csat (top box response) is 13% lower,
and FCR is 16% lower than when customers are not put on hold.

8. Callers Put On Hold Benchmark
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Customers prefer a live hold practice, meaning that the customer can
talk to the agent at any time versus being put on mute and not speaking
to the agent. Another important finding from SQM's research for live
hold is that the average handle time is shorter with a live hold versus a
mute hold. The main reason is that the agent has more urgency to
resolve the call when the live hold business practice is being used.
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The call center benchmark for call transfer rate is 19%. Most customers
only want to talk to one agent and, preferably, the first one they reach. A
good call center industry standard for caller's calls being transferred to
another agent or supervisor is 15% or less of the call volume. The
effectiveness and efficiency of call transfers can be essential for
customer satisfaction and overall call center performance.

SQM research shows that when a customer is transferred, Csat (top box
response rating) is 12% lower, and FCR is 14% lower than when a
customer is not transferred. The main reason why customers are
transferred to another agent is that the IVR voice menu system did not
route the customer to the right agent in the first place or the agent's
knowledge, skills, and abilities are poor.

9. Call Transfers Benchmark
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Customers appreciate a warm transfer because they do not have to
repeat their information to the new agent. However, what further
enhances the CX is when there is no wait time to reach the appropriate
agent. But what customers really want is the agent that they first speak
with to handle their call without a transfer.

It's important to note that call transfer benchmarks can vary widely
based on the nature of the business, the complexity of calls, and the
specific goals of the call center. Organizations often set their own
internal benchmarks based on historical data and industry standards.
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The call center benchmark for customer complaint calls percentage of
volume is 13%. 58% of call centers report that customer complaint calls
represent 10% or less of call volume. It's important to remember that a
customer complaint is a gift because you get the chance to provide
service recovery and fix broken policies, processes, and technology.

However, many call centers underreport the percentage of calls that
callers would describe as complaint calls. A good call center industry
standard for callers who describe their call as a complaint is 10% or less
of the call volume.

Most call centers are not effective at handling customer complaint calls.
In addition, many call centers do not have a complaint call definition.
Therefore, it is no surprise that call centers are inconsistent in
identifying, tracking, and resolving customer complaint calls.

Unfortunately, SQM research shows that only 5% of call centers provide
world-class service recovery Csat standard of 75% (top box Csat survey
response). Moreover, we would describe most call centers with a service
recovery program as somewhat effective but not good. For example, the
average call center service recovery Csat (top box Csat survey response)
is 47% versus world-class call centers; the Csat average is 77%.

Furthermore, 88% of customers have stopped doing business with a
company because of poor call center customer service. Therefore,
service recovery aims to convert dissatisfied customers to satisfied ones
so they will likely continue using a company's products and services.

10. Complaint Calls Benchmark
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It's important to note that complaint call benchmarks can vary based on
the metrics used, industry, company size, and customer expectations.
Therefore, it is crucial to set benchmark targets based on historical
performance, industry standards, and customer feedback. Additionally,
continuous monitoring, analysis, and improvement of these metrics are
essential for maintaining and enhancing call center performance. 
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