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2020, without a doubt, changed customer service. Faced with unprecedented health and economic crises, 
consumers shifted their preferences in a major way while most of the workforce moved completely to the 
online world. In short, the way the world connected changed dramatically. 

The significant changes caused by the pandemic have elevated the role of customer service to critical as 
customers, by and large, are more demanding. Companies have recognized this shift as customer service 
is evolving from a traditional view of being a cost of doing business to a modern view as a potential profit 
center with greater responsibility for customer experience. In fact, by 2025, Gartner projects 40% of cus-
tomer service organizations will become profit centers by becoming de facto leaders in customer engage-
ment.1 Further, leaders see customer experience as the most important strategic focus for contact centers, 
which are poised to become the heart of digital business operations, according to Deloitte Digital.2 

We partnered with OnePoll, a leading research firm, to 
conduct a national survey to gain a more accurate under-
standing of how consumers view their interactions with 
contact centers, call centers and customer service. Seek-
ing to define attitudes, preferences, and expectations, 
we surveyed 1,000 U.S. adults in May 2021.
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We found that most people today have a positive view of contact 
centers, call centers and customer service. While many contact 
centers have focused on enabling new communication channels with 
technology and automation -- including email, chatbots, SMS texting 
and social media -- our survey finds that human interaction in cus-
tomer service is more important than ever. Further, although automated 
services are increasingly common, live agents are most likely to get pay-
ments because most consumers will only provide sensitive information, like 
a credit card number, account number or social security number, to a person.

As contact centers are increasingly important to consumers, they also expect businesses to be readily 
available on various channels. A majority surveyed said the two most important features in customer 
service are “easy to get through to a live agent” and “available 24 hours a day.” And, although skyrock-
eting wait times for customer service challenged Americans over the past year due to unusually high call 
volumes and a shortage of call center agents, consumers are also patient. Our survey finds that they’re 
willing to wait on hold for several minutes. However, actual wait times on average far exceed what many 
companies should consider acceptable. 

The survey’s other findings include:

Kindness and Helpful are Keys: Customer service is no longer about resolving a single problem or 
simply closing a work ticket  -- consumers expect companies to demonstrate empathy and a willingness to 
help at every step of the customer journey.

Time is Precious: Americans are frustrated by inefficient customer service that wastes time, whether 
it’s waiting on hold for a long time and then getting disconnected and having to start all over again or 
having to talk to several people or departments to get an issue resolved. When there are long wait times, 
consumers prefer a call back from a queue when an agent is available.

Rewards Await: Customer service is frequently cited as a key competitive differentiator because posi-
tive customer experiences create an emotional attachment to a brand. Consumers reward good customer 
service with increased loyalty and positive online reviews. Conversely, poor customer service is likely to 
generate negative online reviews and make someone abandon a brand.

Healthcare Orgs and Banks Fare Well; Cable & Wireless Lags: Two industries that have 
struggled with customer service historically -- healthcare organizations and banks and financial services 
-- deliver high levels of satisfaction to customers. Customer service by cable & wireless companies, long 
a target of consumer ire, has the most room for improvement, followed by state and federal government 
agencies. 
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Americans Opt-in for Weather Updates by Text: The three most popular kinds of text message 
notifications are weather updates, notices of deliveries or to pick up an order at a store and banking/
account balances/bill pay.

Lots of Calls from “Unknown Number:” Americans re-
ceive between 10-20 robocalls each week, but most are unlikely to 
answer a phone call from an unknown number.

In this ebook, we highlight both the challenges and 
gaps identified by our survey in an effort to help con-
tact centers keep a pulse on consumer expectations 
and better meet the demands of their customers. 
 

A Win for Contact Centers

In our survey, we asked respondents to describe customer service in one word. They overwhelmingly 
provided positive adjectives. In fact, 65% provided positive words like knowledgeable, helpful, caring and 
sincere. Only a small minority (14%) named adjectives that were negative in connotation.

 M Positive words 
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 M Negative words
 • Stubborn    • Indifferent   • Impatient  • Unintelligible

 • Stressful    • Unavailable   • Frustrating • Arduous    

What Makes for a Great Customer Service Experience?

When we asked survey respondents to describe the best customer service experience they’ve ever had, 
here’s a sampling of what they had to say:

People Want to Talk to a Live Person

Our survey reveals that nearly 69% of respondents indicated they prefer talking to a live agent as one of 
their top three methods of communication with company customer service departments; 54% prefer email; 
and 46% prefer online chat with a live agent. 
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Which of the following best describe your preferred method of communication with a company’s cus-

tomer service department? (Select up to 3 answers)

69% Talking to a live agent by phone
54% Email
46% Online chat with a live agent
28% Text
22% Using an automated phone menu of 
self-service options
14% Online chat with a chatbot

Live Agents Get Payments

Private or sensitive information, like a credit card number, account number or social security number, over 
an automated phone system is tricky. Respondents said they will only give information to a live agent or 
they never provide that kind of information over the phone (41%), while others said they enter the number 
in the keypad (38%).
 
When you are using an automated phone system with a company, how do you prefer to give secure 

information (like a credit card, account number, social security number, etc.)?

38% Enter the number in the keypad
26% I only give information to a live agent
15% I never give this information over the phone
14% Saying the number
7% I have never used an automated phone system
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Accessibility is Critical

Most survey participants indicated that the two most important features are “easy to get through to a live 
agent” (55%)  and “available 24 hours a day” (52%). Approximately 41% said “a website chat with a live 
agent;” 40% picked “multiple options for communicating” (i.e., by text, email, etc.) were important as well.

Which of the following are most important to you when contacting a company’s customer service de-

partment? (Select up to 3 answers)

55% Easy to get through to a live agent
52% Available 24 hours/day
49% Contact information readily available on website
41% Website chat - live agent
40% Multiple options for communicating
17% Website chat - chatbot
4% Multilingual capabilities

Americans are Willing to Wait, But Not for Long

Americans are willing to wait on hold for six minutes. Unfortunately, they actually wait up to an average of 
17.4 minutes with 2 in 3 (62%) saying they’ve waited on hold longer than 10 minutes and nearly one-quarter 
(23%) saying they’ve waited on hold for 30 minutes or longer. One-third (34%) said they’re willing to wait on 
hold between five to seven minutes, an average of six minutes overall.  Women (15%) are twice as likely as 
men (8%) to be willing to wait 10 minutes or longer as well as more than 30 minutes (13%).

How long are you willing to wait on hold when calling a company’s customer service department?

34% 5-7 minutes
26% 2-4 minutes
19% 8-10 minutes
12% 10 minutes or longer
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What was the longest you’ve ever been on hold when calling a company’s  

customer service department?

23% Longer than 30 min
19% 6-10 minutes
16% 11-15 minutes
15% 16-20 minutes
8% 21-25 minutes

Consumers Expect Empathy and a Willingness to Help

When interacting with customer service, a majority said empathy, care and concern are the most important 
qualities and 60% of respondents said they prefer a “willingness to help”; 60% chose “ability to solve my 
issue”; and 58% indicated “knowledge about the product or service; 54% said either “pleasant to talk to” or 
“having a compassionate attitude.” By age groups, millennials (18-24) value a compassionate attitude (28%) 
twice as much as Baby Boomers (57-75) (13%).

What do you consider the most important quality of a customer service agent?  

(Select up to 3 answers)

60% Willingness to help
60% Ability to solve my issue
58% Knowledge about the product or service
39% Authority to make decisions
31% Pleasant to talk to
21% Having a compassionate attitude

What do you consider the most important quality of a customer service agent? 

Re: Having a compassionate attitude

19% 18-24
28% 25-40
19% 41-56
13% 57+
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Americans are Frustrated by Wasting Their Time

The frustration Americans have when calling a customer service department boils down to wasted time. 
The top three responses were, “waiting on hold for a long time and then getting disconnected and having 
to start all over again” (68%); “having to talk to several people/departments to get an issue resolved” (64%) 
and “the amount of time it will take to get my issue resolved” (59%).”

Which of the following best describe your biggest frustration(s) when calling a company’s customer 

service department? Please select all that apply.

68% Waiting on hold for a long time and then getting disconnected and having to start all over again

64% Talking to several departments to get an issue resolved

59% The amount of time it will take to get my issue resolved

52% Having to deal with someone who can’t resolve my issue

47% Not having my issue resolved

42% Dealing with an unpleasant call agent

35% Can’t get ahold of a live agent

18% Can’t find a customer service phone number

Customers Want Call Backs From a Queue

Callbacks are preferred by 37% of respondents when there is a long wait time. Meanwhile, 
37% said they would prefer to be put in a queue and called back when an agent is available, 
24% would continue to wait on hold and 20% would hang up and try another time.

If there is a long wait time when calling a company’s customer ser-

vice department, which of the following actions are you 

most likely to take? Please select best match.

37% Be put in a queue and called back when 
an agent is available
24% Continue to wait on hold
20% Hang up and try another time
13% Receive automated instruction about 
other ways to have your issue resolved
6% Give up
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Great Customer Service Drives Brand Loyalty  
and Positive Reviews 

Consumers indicated in the survey that they were more likely to reward good customer service with brand 
loyalty and positive online reviews. Three in 10 (33%) said they post an online review after a positive cus-
tomer service experience. Conversely, after a poor customer service experience, 4 in 10 (42%) said they 
have posted an online review. In general, younger Americans are likely to abandon a brand after a poor 
experience -- 65% of 18-24 and 61% of 25-40 said very or somewhat likely; only 33% of 41-56 and 19% of 
57+ said "very likely or somewhat likely.”

Have you ever posted an online review (website, 

social media, etc.) about a poor customer 

service experience with a company?

58% No
42% Yes

Have you ever posted an online review (website, 

social media, etc.) about a good customer 

service experience with a company?

33% Yes 
67% No

How likely or unlikely are you to abandon a brand 

after a poor customer service experience?

26% Somewhat likely
25%  Neither likely or unlikely
20% Very unlikely
16% Very likely 
13% Somewhat unlikely
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How likely or unlikely are you to abandon a brand after a poor customer service experience?

65% 18-24
61% 25-40
33% 41-56
19% 57+

Health Care and Banking Deliver High Satisfaction

Healthcare organizations are performing very well with 64% of respondents indicating that they are ex-
tremely or somewhat satisfied with their customer service. While financial institutions’ customer service 
rankings are the best with nearly 68% of respondents saying they are extremely or somewhat satisfied, with 
only 8% being somewhat or extremely dissatisfied.

How satisfied or dissatisfied are you when contacting healthcare organizations (hospitals, doctors offic-

es, labs, therapists, insurance, etc.)?

40% Somewhat satisfied
26% Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied
24% Extremely satisfied 
7% Somewhat dissatisfied 
2% Very dissatisfied

How satisfied or dissatisfied are you when contacting financial institutions (banks, student loan organi-

zations, mortgage companies, car loans, etc.)?

40% Somewhat satisfied
28% Extremely satisfied
24% Neither satisfied or dissatisfied
6% Somewhat dissatisfied
2% Very dissatisfied
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Cable & Wireless Companies are Underperforming

Cable & wireless companies’ customer service are unfortunately receiving the lowest marks. When asked 
“what company is the worst to get a hold of for customer service?,” respondents named companies or or-
ganizations in the cable & wireless industry (43%), state and federal government agencies (23%) and banks/
financial services (8%).

43% Cable and wireless
23% State & federal government agencies
8% Banks/financial services

Text Notifications About Weather are Most Popular

The three most popular text message notifications respondents receive are weather updates, notices of 
deliveries or to pick up an order at a store and banking/account balances/bill pay.

Which of the following notifications by text message do you currently receive? (Select all that apply)

39% Weather updates

37% Deliveries or notices to pick up an order at a 

store (packages, groceries, etc.)

34% Banking/account balances/bill pay

33% Medical/dental appointment reminders

32% Breaking news

30% Police, fire and emergency notifications

28% School communications and updates

28% Pharmacy notices about medications

28% Security alerts about online accounts

16% None of the above

12% Political campaign communications and updates

5% Hair/nail salon or spa appointment reminders

39%

37%

34%

33%
32%

30%

28%

28%

28%

16%
12% 5%
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Consumers Receive Up to 10 Robocalls Weekly

Survey respondents said they receive between six and 10 phone calls from an unknown number each week 
(30%). Meanwhile, 35% said they receive more than 10 phone calls each week and nearly 10% said they 
receive 21 or more phone calls each week.

To the best of your knowledge, how many calls on average do you typically receive in a week from an 

unknown phone number?

30% 6-10 
28% 1-5 
17% 11-15
9% 16-20
8% 21 or more
3% 0

If They Don’t Know Who It Is, They Aren’t Answering

Half of the respondents are very unlikely and somewhat unlikely to answer a phone call from an unknown 
number. Women (58%) are much more unlikely than men (39%) to answer a call from an unknown number.

How likely or unlikely are you to answer a phone call from an unknown number?

39% Very unlikely 
23% Somewhat likely 
19% Very likely
11% Somewhat unlikely
8% Neither likely nor unlikely

How likely or unlikely are you to answer a phone call from an unknown number?

Re: Very unlikely and somewhat unlikely
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TCN’s Take

As businesses across every industry continue adopting new technologies that help them to more precisely target and 

engage their customers, our survey shows that there is no substitute for human interaction. Despite the sheer ubiquity of 

technology and the automation of many business processes – and as the customer spotlight continues to intensify with 

the prominence of social media, the boom in mobile technology and increasingly advanced analytics – you simply can’t 

take people out of customer service.

The technological tools call centers use do, in fact, have a large impact on the quality of customer service provided. 

Agents need to be equipped with the necessary tools to help them give customers anything they need. And, a software 

that allows agents to communicate with customers through any channel they prefer will also help call centers increase 

satisfaction. Improving operations with tools that utilize AI and put data to good use with real-time insights also will help 

a call center stay ahead of the competition. But at the end of the day, it’s the human touch -- and an agent with a prob-

lem-solving attitude -- that is key to exceptional customer service.

Although contact centers have come a long way over the past three decades, there’s still room for improvement. 

Our survey highlights several key areas on which to focus. Although no call center is perfect, customers expect 

their information to be utilized efficiently. When supported by call center software, agents can effectively 

manage various calls when they are backed up with the right tools.

No matter the size of your call center – big or small – TCN offers scalable and customizable cloud-

based software solutions to meet your needs. As a global provider of a comprehensive, cloud-based 

call center platform for enterprises, contact centers, business process outsourcing firms (BPOs) and 

collection agencies, we combine a deep understanding of the needs of call centers with a unique 

approach to pricing – no contracts, monthly minimums or maintenance fees – that supports rapid 

scaling and instant flexibility to changing business needs. 

Our flagship platform for contact centers, TCN Operator, features a holistic set of easy-

to-use, automated agent tools and advanced apps for omnichannel communications, 

workforce engagement, compliance & data management, integration & automation, in-

telligence, reporting & analytics and collaboration & accessibility. We also offer a suite 

of compliance tools that help businesses meet the requirements of the Telephone 

Consumer Protection Act (TCPA) and other state and federal regulations, includ-

ing new and updated debt collection rules issued by the Consumer Financial 

Protection Bureau. 

To discover new levels of call center 
efficiency, contact us today!

Request a Demo
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Footnotes: 

1 Gartner “Top Customer Service and Support Predictions for 2021 and Beyond” report, Jan. 2021 - https://
www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/top-customer-service-and-support-predictions-for-2021-and-beyond/ 
2 Deloitte Digital “2021 Global Contact Center Survey” report, June 2021 - https://www.deloittedigital.com/
us/en/offerings/customer-led-marketing/digital-customer/elevating-customer-service.html 

Survey Details

 M Sample 
• 1,000 U.S. adults 

 M Timeframe 
• May 14-21, 2021

 M Gender 
• 65% female
• 35% male

 M Ages 
• 3% 18-24
• 43% 25-40
• 28% 41-56
• 26% 57+

 M Region 
• 17% Midwest
• 28% Northeast
• 25% Southeast
• 12%  Southwest
• 18% West
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