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ROI, ROI, WHEREFORE ART THOU ROI?

“Technology solutions that 
free the center up from IT 
dependence can be enablers of 
other benefits.”
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ROI, ROI, WHEREFORE 
ART THOU ROI?
How to show the impact and value of your 
contact center technology.

BY LORI BOCKLUND, STRATEGIC CONTACT

When you look at the overall operating budget 
of a center, the technology is a relatively low 
cost (4%-12% of the total in the models we 
ran) and it can make a big impact on the 
big piece of the cost, labor (68%-77% in our 
models). In this closing chapter of our series, 
I’ll dig deeper into the “why” of your contact 
center technology, providing great reasons for 
pursuing the right technology.

Three Key Paths to ROI
Three potential paths to business case devel-
opment provide opportunities to deliver that 
elusive ROI:

1. Gain Efficiency
2. Drive Revenue
3. Improve Service
The first two are the easier, more compel-

ling ways to show an impact, so grab onto 
those whenever you can. The Service path 
requires a little more work and a bit more 
faith. Here’s the bonus: These paths are not 
mutually exclusive. 

We’ll start with efficiency since so many 
centers are looking for ways to cut, or man-
age, costs and because that big labor slice of 
the cost pie provides a ripe target. Revenue 
is important as some centers focus on sales, 
or upselling, but also because many “service 
centers” play a role in acquiring or retaining 
customers. Speaking of service, improving the 
customer experience is a big part of many 
centers’ mission, so we want to look at how 
that can translate into dollars as well.

EFFICIENCY
Two big factors contribute to the contact cen-
ter’s workload—volume and handle time—and 
drive staff needs, as was discussed in Part 1. 
Any change that can reduce volume can be 
turned into a cost savings: fewer contacts to 
handle means fewer agents needed. Shifting 
volume to a lower cost resource—like an 
IVR, mobile app or the web—has a similar 
impact by handling contacts for pennies or 
nickels instead of dollars. And let’s not forget 
first-contact resolution (see “Measuring and 
Achieving FCR,” Pipeline, September 2018) 
and how it can reduce volume through fewer 
transfers and callbacks. 

Other changes also reduce handle time:
zz Less time spent in the identification and 
verification steps

zz Less time overall as processes are stream-

Let’s apply that meaning to our chal-
lenge at hand: Why is there an ROI when 
you buy contact center technology? It seems 
like a simple question, but one many centers 
struggle to answer. And why do you need to 
develop a business case to show technology 
value? You must make the case initially to 
get funding, and then, ideally, show that you 
delivered on that promise. Those seem like 
strong reasons to me!

Part 1 of this article series set the stage by 
showing the structure of your contact center 
costs and the role of technology in that cost 
structure (see “Contact Center Costs and the 
Role of Technology,” Pipeline, October 2018). 

Just for fun, let’s start this technology 
article with some English literature 
and vocabulary. I chose the title hop-
ing it would capture your attention, but 

there’s method to my madness.
Most of us think that “wherefore” means 

“where”—as in, Where is the Return on 
Investment (ROI)? But Shakespeare’s Juliet 
said, “O Romeo, Romeo! Wherefore art thou 
Romeo?” shortly before bemoaning the 
family feud and pondering what’s in a name. 
So wherefore means why—as in, Darn you 
Romeo, why did you have to be a Montague 
(and me a Capulet)? This would all be so 
much simpler if…
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lined or manual steps are eliminated 
through automation

zz Less time putting customers on hold 
searching for answers

zz Less time in wrap-up through automation 
capturing important information
All of these opportunities can be modeled 

and lead to a direct hit on the labor costs. 
For example, when you run Erlang models 
with the “what if” of lower volumes and han-
dle times, you see how that reduces staff 
demands. Then you have to look at whether 
you would truly reduce staff, hire slower as 
you grow, or let attrition naturally bring the 
cost reduction to fruition. 

Some centers literally put a dollar value on 
a second as they think about how to reap the 
benefits of reducing handle time. My exam-
ple from Part 1 of this series (see October 
2018) of a 5% handle time reduction from 
Knowledge Management (KM) translates to 
about 1.4 cents per second. For the volume in 
that model, each second reduction in handle 
time is worth over $34,000 annually.

REVENUE
Changes in the center can drive revenue 
through sales (dollars) and customer acqui-
sition (numbers of customers). Upsell and 
cross-sell have become commonplace in 
both sales and service centers, with metrics 
such as revenue per order or per contact. 
Centers may also impact customer loyalty, 
leading to greater customer value measured 
by products per customer, average customer 

value per year or for a lifetime. Retention is 
very impactful for environments with high 
customer churn, so reducing churn rate can 
be translated into revenue based on average 
customer value.

The impact of each of these can be signif-
icant, even if efficiency appears to decline. 
Here’s one example: a bank implemented a 
new technology environment, including CRM 
with customer segmentation, workflows, and 
scripts to identify affinity products for the 
segment or customer situation. The Director 
exulted, “Talk time is up and I’m thrilled!” 
because he could see the financial metrics 
increasing with more products (and therefore 
revenue) per customer.

SERVICE
Service improvements, measured through 
higher customer satisfaction rating or Net 
Promoter Score, for example, can deliver soft 
benefits with ripple-effects into many areas. 
Some of the impacts can be translated to 
tangible benefits, especially if they deliver 
revenue. 

In defining ROI for technology that focuses 
on the customer experience, carefully define 
assumptions or “what if” scenarios that can 
be approved by leadership. If they buy into 
the premise, then you can play out the finan-
cial analysis that shows the benefit.

For example, I have seen a B2B company 
make the case for their entire technology 
strategy by showing that improved contact 
handling would lower churn in their distribu-

tor ranks by at least 5%. This business case 
considered distributor input on what they 
needed from the center to help their busi-
ness succeed and identified the technology 
to enable that.

Less Direct  
But Important Benefits
Two other areas can drive measurable bene-
fits. The first is the resources to support and 
manage technology, whether they are in the 
center or in IT. The second is all the factors 
around hiring, retaining, training and guiding 
frontline agents to proficiency. In centers with 
high turnover or long training or proficiency 
cycles, these can add up. Improvements in 
these areas can also have a soft benefit in 
terms or morale, potentially contributing to 
service, revenue and efficiency.

SUPPORT AND IT
The maintenance and management of tech-
nology is a cost of doing business. While it 
is not always attributed to the contact cen-
ter’s budget, it is a real cost to the company. 
Perhaps more significantly, the constraints 
of IT resources can hold a center back from 
reaping the benefits of contact center tech-
nology. We often see things that idle on “wish 
lists” because IT can’t get them to the top of 
their “to-do” lists. Technology solutions that 
free the center up from IT dependence can 
be enablers of other benefits. Cloud solutions 
are popular for many reasons, but this is a big 
one—the operation can pursue new capabil-
ities with less dependence on IT resources 
and timelines.

STAFF FACTORS—HIRING, 
RETENTION, TRAINING, 
PROFICIENCY, ETC.
As noted in Part 1, you can put a cost on 
hiring and training each agent. Lower produc-
tivity while new staff ramp up to proficiency 
can also be calculated. Changes that reduce 
attrition, shorten training and/or speed up 
time to proficiency can be modeled and the 
new, improved world compared to the base-
line. For example, KM could drop training from 
four weeks to three weeks for each new-hire, 
and maybe move time to proficiency from 
an average of four months to two months. 
Those savings can add up in an environment 
with 25% or higher turnover. Hiring the right 

TCO INITIAL ONGOING/FUTURE

Vendor zz Hardware
zz Software
zz Installation/Implementation 
professional services

zz Third-party services (e.g., design, 
testing)

zz Licenses/fees
zz Per-minute fees
zz Network costs
zz Maintenance (premise)
zz Additional phases
zz Expansion of features/functions
zz Expansion of capacity
zz Additional professional services

Internal zz Process design
zz Training
zz Project management
zz Change management
zz Development/integration
zz Testing

zz Operations and administration
zz Vendor management
zz New roles for support functions
zz Optimization

Factors to Consider in Total Cost of Ownership
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used to using the tool and you tune workflows 
and processes. 

Start with the baseline costs, as outlined in 
Part 1 of this article series. Then develop the 
model with the new cost for the investment, 
while also calculating any benefits you see. 
The investments must represent Total Cost of 
Ownership (TCO), as outlined IN THE TABLE 

ON THE PREVIOUS PAGE. Keep in mind that 
with cloud, the initial costs with the vendor 
may be very low, so that can change the way 
we look at technology investment and pay-
back, which historically dealt with high upfront 
costs. After you develop your TCO, you can 
compare the before and after based on the 
changes you foresee. Remember efficiency (or 
service improvements that drive efficiency) 
translates to savings, and revenue can be 
compared to the investment to determine if 
the cost increase is outweighed by the addi-
tional revenue.

A return on investment shows the percent 
payback of an investment—gain calculated 
by subtracting the cost from the benefit, 
divided by the investment. You need to select 
a time period to show ROI. Again using my 
KM example from Part 1, the ROI is 658% for 
a year, assuming no upfront costs and the 
agents are settled in with using the tool and 
gaining the handle time benefits (and the 
center has reduced staffing). Obviously that 
very attractive number can be compromised 
with the transition at the start, but the benefit 
is still persuasive. 

Alternatively, you can look at payback 
period: how long it will take before the 
investment pays off, or the time at which you 
break even and begin to benefit more from 
the investment than it costs you. If you are in 
a period of growth, with rising costs, slowing 
staff increases with efficiency can be com-
pelling. It gets even better if there is a new 
revenue component. A full analysis requires 
a look at cash flow (including discounts 
that factor in the time value of money). Your 
finance department may have models or you 
can work with consultants to baseline your 
environment and analyze the changes you 
will make.

Keep in mind that you don’t necessarily 
have to identify and quantify each benefit. 
Focus on the “big hitters” and quantify the 
ones that are most easily defended. Then 
determine if you can reach a positive out-

lower overhead to get staff onboard and effec-
tive. And you need to be realistic—this is not 
“flipping a switch” when you put in new tech-
nology. Be sensitive to how long it will take for 
frontline, leadership and/or support staff to 
get comfortable with a technology. Consider 
if you have a “hit” on performance that makes 
things worse before they get better. CRM is a 
classic example of this—handle times can go 
up, which may be OK if the revenue offsets it, 
or may be a temporary thing as people get 

TECHNOLOGY EFFICIENCY REVENUE SERVICE

Self-Service—IVR, mobile, or 
web applications

  

Enhanced routing— 
skills, data-directed

   

Screen pops
  

CRM    

Knowledge Management  

Additional channels—chat, 
SMS/Text, etc.

 

Unified Agent Desktop
 

Quality Monitoring
   

Workforce Management
  

Analytics and Scorecards/
Dashboards

   

IM/Presence/Collaboration   

Authentication Tools  
like Biometrics

Top Targets for Technology ROI

people to start can also be quantified as it 
will improve all those factors. Lower attrition 
is the starting point and then training and 
proficiency impacts follow.

Show Your Why with ROI  
(or Other Financial Metrics)
As you submit budget requests, you need 
to make the case for technology change, 
whether through frontline staff savings, 
increased revenue, less support or IT cost, or 

(when used to define 
upselling offers)
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come until 90-180 days out!). Follow through 
on the commitments made, showing what you 
achieved, and what you learned. With a new 
rigor around investment value, chances are 
your next request will get more serious consid-
eration as you show the reasons technology 
is worth the pursuit. 

come (and look for more if you haven’t yet 
reached the goal!). You can always list other 
benefits to show there is even more upside.

Finally, don’t forget to close the loop and 
show that you reaped the benefits you pro-
jected. Allow time to settle in, recognizing 
benefits don’t come day 1 (and they may not 

Lori Bocklund is President of Strategic 
Contact, an independent consulting 
firm that helps companies optimize 
the value of their customer contact 
technology and operations. 
(lori@strategiccontact.com)
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