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Introduction

ICMI last studied contact center workforce 
management (WFM) trends and benchmarks in 
2017. Since then, the workplace as we know it has 
evolved in ways we could never have predicted 
three years ago. In early 2020, many contact centers 
worldwide were forced to take their operations 
remote with little notice. And as contact volumes 
spiked amid global uncertainty, WFM professionals 
had to quickly adapt their plans, staffing models, and 
forecasts. Now, as offices are preparing to re-open 
or move to hybrid work models, what will this mean 
for contact center WFM? 

As the authority on contact center excellence, ICMI 
sought to understand better the WFM techniques, 
technologies, and best practices that guide 
today’s contact center environments. A new study, 
conducted in March and April 2021, allowed us to 
take a fresh look at the evolution of WFM and the 
current state of agent experience (including work 
from home), technology (including digital channels 
and automation), long-term planning and forecasting, 
scheduling, and intraday adjustments.

In the contact center, change is a given. It is a 
WFM professional’s responsibility to expect the 
unexpected. After all, they must ensure they have 
the correct number of suitably skilled and equipped 
agents available to serve customers as efficiently 
and effectively as possible. Workforce management 
is critical to any service organization’s success, and 
now more than ever, organizations have taken note. 

When ICMI last captured a snapshot of the state of 
WFM in 2017, we found that just half of the contact 
centers surveyed had a dedicated workforce 
manager or team tasked with scheduling. Only 
25% were collaborating with the frontline to create 
schedules. One-fifth weren’t measuring forecast 
accuracy; nearly three-quarters weren’t using a 
WFM solution for scheduling back-office activities, 
and 70% were still executing intraday forecasting 
manually. Our new research revealed that positive 
changes are afoot. More organizations are devoting 
the budget and resources to improve workforce 
management processes that impact employee 
and customer experience. Yet, there is still room 
for automation to free up some of the burdens 
workforce managers face.

“The pessimist sees difficulty in every opportunity.  
The optimist sees opportunity in every difficulty.”

— Winston Churchill

HIGHLIGHTS

•  73% of contact centers
plan to adopt a blended or
hybrid work-environment post-
pandemic

• 87% say their organization
has a formal employee
engagement program, up from
74% in 2017

• 52% of contact centers
enable agents to engage in
schedule/shift bidding, up from
38% in 2017

• 28% of contact centers say
agent turnover is increasing,
down from 36% in 2017

• 30% of contact centers
now use cloud-based WFM
software or a hybrid of on-
premises and cloud-based
solution to develop long-term
plans, up from 23% in 2017

• Only 32% of contact centers
specifically employ for back-
office functions, down from
55% in 2017



According to survey respondents, dedicated WFM resources have never been more 
critical to the contact center. In 2010, our research indicated that roughly 60% of contact 
centers had a workforce manager/team whose primary responsibility was scheduling. 
That number held steady in 2017, but today, 78% of the contact centers surveyed have a 
dedicated team or manager responsible for scheduling. Given the uptick, it’s undeniable 
that organizations realize the critical role of workforce managers. But have contact 
centers managed to improve the effectiveness of their WFM efforts? 

In reality, having a team of employees who oversee workforce management is just one 
piece of the equation. What, when, where, and how are important questions to explore, 
too. What types of technology are contact centers using to meet their workforce needs? 
And if they currently use software to assist their efforts, when and how are they using 
those tools?

In 2017, when we asked survey respondents which solutions they were using to develop 
long-term plans, 28% said they relied on Excel spreadsheets, and 39% used on-premises 
software. In 2021, nearly half of all respondents (46%) reported using a spreadsheets-
only approach for long-term planning. While those numbers are staggering, cloud 
adoption on the rise, too. In 2017, our research revealed that 23% of contact centers 
used either a hybrid of on-premises and cloud-based WFM software or 100% cloud-
based software. Today, that number sits at 30%. Of the total respondents, only 3% 
indicated they don’t use any WFM solution, which is down from 10% in 2017.

The Current State of  
Workforce Management 
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7%7%

73%

13%

Which of the following best describes 
 your strategy for work-from-home  

post-pandemic?

All agents will return to the office immediately

All agents will remain at home indefinitely

Adopt a blended WFH and office-based model

Other

Percentage of respondents

In 2021, dedicated workforce management 
resources have never been more critical to the 
contact center.



Which of the following best describes the  
solution you use to develop long-term plans?

In what ways do you enable employees  
to engage with the scheduling process?

Excel/spreadsheet

On-premises WFM software

Cloud-based WFM software

Hybrid of on-premises and cloud-based WFM software

We don’t use a WFM solution

Schedule-/shift-bidding

Preference-based scheduling

Rules-driven, “design my own schedule” software

Employees don’t have input into the scheduling process

Other

Percentage of respondents Percentage of respondents

11%

21%

46%

15%

7%
39%

52%
19%

24%

Regardless of the types of tools used, scheduling is critical to the success of any 
workforce management operation. In terms of offering agents input in the 
process, quite a bit has changed since 2017. More than half (52%) of contact 
centers enable agent schedule/shift-bidding, up from 38%. And while 31% of 
survey respondents in 2017 indicated that their agents had no say in the 
scheduling process, only 24% of this year’s respondents said that was the case.
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In general, agent empowerment seems to be on the rise as well. According to 
survey respondents, 93% of agents are able to view their schedules, 59% are 
permitted to submit any number of schedule-change requests, and nearly half 
(47%) can view schedule change opportunities. 

3%
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Despite the empowerment at the agent level, survey respondents indicated that workforce managers now face more 
manual tasks. Three-quarters of respondents report manually moving agents from one skill or channel to another 
based on volume, and 73% report making manual adjustments to agent schedules in real-time. Those numbers are 
up from 57% and 64% in 2017. Meanwhile, the number of contact centers making manual agent schedule updates 
(daily or weekly, based on volume and agent changes) and building volume forecasting models manually has 
dropped since 2017. And fewer contact centers reported using manual methods to create agent schedules or link 
actual call data to forecasts and schedules.

Which components of your forecasting 
and scheduling process are manual? 

Percentage of respondents

Moving agents from one skill /
channel to another based on volume

Agent schedule adjustments  
in real-time

Agent schedule updates (daily or weekly, 
based on volume and agent changes)

Building volume forecasting models

Reporting

Agent schedule creation

Linking actual call data to  
forecasts and schedules

Other

74%

73%

55%

47%

43%

38%

30%

4%



What are the top three scheduling 
challenges your contact center faces?
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When it comes to our findings on WFM challenges, that 
statement holds true. When asked to share their top three 
challenges, respondents report grappling with the same 
issues as they did in 2017. Managing and responding to real-
time changes in workload/staff availability remains the top 
challenge. Getting agents to adhere to schedules regularly 
is a close second, followed by a lack of flexible scheduling 
alternatives to manage workload effectively. 

Why are these issues still troubling contact centers, given 
the substantial uptick in personnel resources devoted to 
workforce management? It seems the manual nature involved 
in performing these tasks might be to blame. More than half 
(59%) of contact centers are still manually managing agent 
schedule changes or shift swaps, which holds steady from 
the 60% who reported the same in 2017. And based on our 
research, it seems many workforce managers are dissatisfied 
with that process and overwhelmed with their workload. “I 
wish I could duplicate myself since I am currently the only one 
running all of WFM (forecasting, scheduling, and intraday 
management).”

Challenges With WFM: Increased Workloads and  
Lack of Automation Lead to Burnout

Percentage of respondents

Managing and responding  
to real-time changes

Getting agents to regularly  
adhere to schedules

Lack of flexible 
 scheduling alternatives 

Insufficient funding/ personnel  
to meet SLA goals

Lack of flexible  
scheduling alternatives

Ineffective scheduling technology 

Managing efficiency vs staff  
work/life balance

“The more things change, the more things stay the same.” 

34%

31%

25%

21%

21%

18%

18%
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Only 29% of survey respondents agree or strongly agree that their current reforecasting 
process effectively closes the gap between net and goal staffing requirements.

It’s also worth noting that while 55% of our survey participants in 2017 said their contact 
center employs back-office functions, that number has dropped dramatically, to just 
under one-third (32%) in 2021. However, in a somewhat interesting turn of events, the 
rate of contact centers using a WFM solution for scheduling back-office activities has risen 
since 2017. When asked whether or not they had interest in finding a solution that would 
integrate front- and back-office WFM activities, only 37% of our respondents this year said 
they were looking for a tool to do so. 

Our current reforecasting process is effective at 
closing the gap between our net and goal 

staffing requirements.

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Percentage of respondents

8%

41%

26%22%

3%
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Manually - all swaps/
requests must be 

reviewed to prevent 
overtime, gaps in 

coverage, etc.

Automated 
 through  

rules-based  
WFM tool

Automated  
through  
mobile  
device

Other

How does your contact center manage schedule swaps/
shift coverage requests?

60%

32%

2% 5%
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How Do the WFM Solutions That Contact  
Centers Are Currently Using Measure Up?

Now that we’ve touched on “who” and “what” components of 
contact center WFM, let’s consider the “how.” In conducting 
this research, we sought to discover how respondents use their 
current workforce management tech stack. Given the fact that 
a majority of our respondents said they’re still using manual 
methods for a variety of their tasks, it should come as no surprise 
that, by and large, it seems most contact centers either aren’t 
using their WFM tools to their full potential or are on the hunt for 
new solutions.

When asked how their contact center handles schedule swaps/
shift coverage requests, 60% said manually, flat from our research 
in 2017. Nearly one-third said they automated it through a 
rules-based WFM tool, and 3% said they automated it through a 
mobile device. And on average, respondents said they spend 8 
hours per week managing PTO/shift change requests. For small-
to-midsize businesses (SMBs), automation is even more scarce. 
Three-quarters of our respondents from the SMB segment 
indicated schedule-swap requests are handled manually.



In terms of intraday management, only 18% of 
respondents indicated that their WFM tool automates the  
process. And only 24% of respondents said that their  
tool automatically alerts them to projected interval  
staffing variances for contact types and channels. When 
asked if their WFM solution automatically recommends 
solutions to remedy staffing variances based on specific 
business rules and policies, only 10% said yes (a 7%  
drop from 2017).

So, what do contact centers wish their WFM tool could automate? For our survey respondents, moving agents from 
one channel to another based on a volume is at the top of the wishlist, followed by agent schedule adjustments 
in real-time. It’s worth noting that just 42% of survey respondents in 2017 expressed a need for automated agent 
channel swaps based on volume. In this year’s survey, 57% of respondents said it was a top priority, which indicates 
the growing challenges workforce managers face in handling volume in the omnichannel contact center. 

Rounding out the top three most-wanted automation features, weekly/monthly agent schedule modifications 
based on volume was something our survey respondents expressed an interest in having. Aside from the top three 
selections, nearly one-third of our respondents said they’d like access to automated reporting, too.
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Percentage of respondents

Of these manual processes, which would you like to automate? 
(Select all that apply.)

59%

45%

38%

30%

29%

25%

22%

Moving agents from one skill or 
channel to another based on volume

Agent schedule adjustments  
in real-time

Agent schedule updates (daily or weekly, 
based on volume and agent changes)

Reporting

Building volume  
forecasting models

Agent schedule creation

Linking actual call data to forecasts 
and schedules

Does your WFM system automatically 
recommend solutions to remedy 
staffing variances based on your 

contact center’s specific business 
rules and policies?

90%

10%

  Yes        No

Percentage of respondents
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Opportunities for Improvement: Digital Transformation, 
Intraday Management, and Employee Engagement

Digital Transformation in the Contact Center: 
What’s Changed?

While digital transformation is a buzzword that’s dominated 
the last decade, it has mixed meanings for the contact center. 
In some ways, the contact center has adapted and added new 
service channels at lightning speed. In other ways, the modern 
contact center has struggled to adapt. While web-based chat, 
social media, and SMS/text support have increased since 2017, 
most contact centers have struggled to find ways to measure and 
monitor quality in those channels. 

In 2017, for example, we found that only 23% of the contact 
centers offering live chat support built forecasts for the channel.  
And for live agent-assisted social media, that number sat at a 
mere 4%. How much progress have contact centers made in 
predicting volume in digital channels? The short answer: some.

When it comes to live chat support, 45% of our survey 
respondents reported forecasting for volume in the channel, 
representing a 22% increase since our last research. Workforce 
managers have made strides with email, social media, and SMS 
support, too, though the shifts are less significant. Nine percent 
of this year’s survey respondents report forecasting for social 
media, 42% for email, and 8% for SMS.

Of the channels your contact center currently supports, 
for which channels do you build a forecast?

Percentage of respondents

Phone - inbound

Chat (web-based)

Email

Phone - outbound

Social media  
(live agent-assisted)

Self-service phone IVR

SMS/text

96%

45%

42%

30%

9%

8%

8%

93%

23%

37%

25%

4%

7%

5%

2021

2017



Percentage of respondents

Phone - inbound

Email

Chat (web-based)

Phone - outbound

Offline  
(fax and/or mail)

Social media 
 (live agent-assisted)

SMS/text

97%

54%

52%

43%

14%

13%

12%

93%

52%

32%

36%

14%

9%

7%

2021

2017
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When it comes to scheduling, how do contact centers ensure they have agents available to 
provide support via digital channels? Only 13% of contact centers schedule agents to support 
social media, and only 12% for live SMS support. Once again, it appears that contact centers 
have begun to embrace live chat in the last four years. Of the respondents who said their 
contact center offers live chat, 52% said they formally schedule agents to support the channel. 
That represents a 20% increase since 2017. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, our survey respondents report that forecasting and scheduling are 
significant challenges to providing digital customer service. On a related note, contact centers 
still struggle to utilize a true omnichannel model where agents handle all channels.

What has been the biggest challenge in 
managing digital channels?

Forecasting/scheduling asynchronous 
interactions

Utilizing a true omnichannel model where 
agents handle all channels

Tracking adherence/occupancy

Reporting on service level for interactions 
with a long AHT

Other

Percentage of respondents

10%

34%

35%
13%

9%
Of the channels your contact center currently supports,

for which channels do you schedule agents?
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Intraday Management: A Tale of Then Vs. Now

In our last two research studies on WFM, we identified intraday management as a potential 
growth/improvement area for contact centers. Is that still the case in 2021? 

When we asked survey respondents to share how their contact centers handle intraday WFM 
in 2017, only 11% said it was automated through their WFM system. When we asked the same 
question in this year’s survey, 18% of respondents indicated that their WFM system automates 
intraday management. And yet, 65% of respondents said the process is still managed manually. 

The number of contact centers reporting that their system automatically alerts them to projected 
interval staffing variances for contact types and channels has dropped since 2017. While 33% of 
2017 respondents said this process was automated, only 24% reported that was the case this 

year. And for SMBs, manual labor is even more prevalent. Only 
7% of our respondents from the SMB segment said their system 
automatically alerts them to variances.

Furthermore, only 10% of this year’s respondents said their WFM 
system automatically recommends solutions to remedy staffing 
variances based on their contact center’s specific business rules 
and policies. And only 4% of SMB respondents said their system 
does. In 2017, 17% of our respondents indicated their system 
offered automatic recommendations. 

How is intraday WFM handled in your contact center?

Percentage of respondents

Manually by WFM team, 
managers, or supervisors

Automated through  
our WFM system

Intraday adjustments  
do not occur

Other

65%

18%

13%

4%

71%

11%

16%

2%

2021

2017
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Employee Engagement in Today’s Contact Center

2020 brought unprecedented times for businesses worldwide, and contact centers 
experienced the impacts of higher contact volumes, staff scarcity, and a sudden shift to 
remote or distributed work. How did these factors impact employee engagement? While 
it may not come as a surprise, our survey respondents reported investing more effort into 
employee engagement over the past year.  

When we last surveyed contact center leaders regarding employee engagement at 
their companies, 55% said that employee engagement was extremely important to their 
organization. This year, 60% said that was the case. 

How important is employee engagement to your organization?

Percentage of respondents

Extremely important

Very important

Moderately important

Slightly important

60%

33%

5%

1%

1%

55%

36%

6%

2%

2%

2021

2017
Not at all important

And while 74% of our respondents in 2017 reported that their 
organization had a formal employee engagement program in place, 
87% of this year’s respondents said they did.  

How are those formal programs helping move the needle towards 
delivering a better employee experience? Twenty-eight percent of 
respondents believe their agents are extremely engaged, while 19% 
said the same in 2017. Only 7% of respondents said they think their 
agents are either somewhat disengaged or extremely disengaged.  

2021 2017

Does your organization have an employee
engagement initiative in place?

87%

13%

74%

26%

  Yes        No

Percentage of respondents



But perhaps the most promising sign of improved employee engagement is the lower rate of agent turnover. Thirty-six percent of respondents in 2017 reported that agent turnover 
was increasing, while only 28% said the same this year. Whether or not those improvements have more to do with a volatile economy or a stronger focus on employee experience 
remains to be seen. However, the fact that 59% of respondents reported attrition rates lower than 25% is indicative of positive changes.
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28%

19%

59%

66%

5%
8%

5% 6%
2% 1%

What is your perceived level of 
employee  engagement in your 

contact center?

Percentage of respondents

Very 
engaged

Somewhat 
engaged

Neither 
engaged 

nor disengaged

Somewhat
disengaged  

Very 
disengaged

2021 2017

Yes No

Is agent turnover increasing  
at your company?

28%

36%

72%

64%

Percentage of respondents

3%

32%
59%

6%

What is your current annual 
attrition rate?

<25%

26-50%

51-75%

>76%

Percentage of respondents

2021 2017
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With the significant upheaval brought about in the past year, it should come as no 
surprise that a large majority of contact centers will move toward permanent work-
from-home or hybrid work models in the years to come. While forecasting and 
scheduling remain huge challenges for workforce professionals, it’s encouraging to 
see midsize and larger contact centers invest more heavily in dedicated resources. 
And though the rate of manual work workforce managers are tasked with is still 
alarming, our survey respondents’ attitudes towards automation point to the fact 
that broader acceptance for new technology may be on the horizon. As non-phone 
contacts only continue to grow exponentially, the next big challenge for contact 
center leaders will be finding ways to accurately forecast volume for digital channels, 
as well as measure the quality of those contacts. As we look towards the future, 
especially given the state of the workforce and economy, we expect to see adoption 
rates of automation, in particular, rise over the coming years. 

It is our hope that this research will help to educate and inform contact center leaders, 
revealing gaps and opportunities for workforce management improvement.

Conclusion



The 298 respondents to this survey represent a diverse sampling of contact center industries and sizes. The largest represented sectors were financial services (21%), insurance 
(16%), healthcare (11%), and retail/sales/e-commerce (10%). Respondents’ roles within their contact centers varied; however, the majority were senior management (19%), specialist 
management (28%), or mid-level management (24%). 

The size of the responding contact centers also varied, with 30% of respondents reporting their contact center have more than 500 seats. One-quarter of respondents reported 
having 100-499 agents, and another quarter report having more than 1,000 agents. Nearly three out of ten respondents have fewer than 100 agents. The majority of respondents 
(69%) report handling inbound contacts only, while 12% of respondents came from outbound-only contact centers and 9% from a blended environment.

Of the respondents surveyed, more than three-quarters (78%) reported that a workforce manager or team is primarily in charge of scheduling for their contact centers. Additionally, 
just under one-third (31%) of respondents indicated that scheduling is the primary responsibility of a contact center manager or supervisor.

About this Study

Service Type
Inbound (69%)

Outbound (12%)

Blended (9%) 

Size of companyTop Industries
1. Financial Services

2. Insurance

3. Healthcare

4. Retail/E-commerce

5. Outsourcing

Percentage of respondents

Fewer than 50

50 - 99

100 - 499

500 - 999

1,000 - 4,999

5,000 - 9,999

10,000 - 19,999

20,000 - 49,999

More than 50,000

3%

13%

10%

22%

14%

7%

10%

20%

15%

13%

12%

18%

8%

3%

3%

2%

24%

  2021       2017
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We are all striving to be better. Whether it’s being better people, better leaders, or better organizations, improvement and advancement is at the heart 
of our daily intentions.

For the contact center, this mission of constant improvement is fundamental to every interaction. We need to meet the expectations of our customers in 
ways that improve their satisfaction and brand loyalty. We need to improve employee engagement as we build their skills, knowledge, and experience 
in ways that grow their own loyalty and improve retention. We need to improve our organization’s operational efficiencies in ways that drive revenue 
and improve the bottom line.

No one understands the contact center’s focus on improvement like ICMI does. We champion contact centers and their people, and our mission is to 
make both better every day. Through training, consulting, content and events, we unite the community and empower contact centers to serve their 
customers better, engage their employees more, and improve the customer experience.

ICMI is part of Informa PLC, a leading B2B services group and the largest B2B events organizer in the world. To learn more and for the latest news and 
information, visit ICMI.com and tech.informa.com. 

NICE (Nasdaq: NICE) is the world’s leading provider of both cloud and on-premises enterprise software solutions that empower organizations to 
make smarter decisions based on advanced analytics of structured and unstructured data. NICE helps organizations of all sizes deliver better customer 
service, ensure compliance, combat fraud and safeguard citizens. Over 25,000 organizations in more than 150 countries, including over 85 of the 
Fortune 100 companies, are using NICE solutions. Learn more at www.nice.com. 
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