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The contact center market is evolving 

and rapidly becoming more complex. 

Cutting costs, increasing revenue, and 

delivering superior customer experience 

are critical performance metrics to track 

and improve. This requires a new talent 

paradigm focused on the skills required 

to develop, implement and manage the 

organizational transformation needed.



Services organizations must refine  

the framework through which they 

identify, assess, develop and retain talent. 

A services organization’s competitive edge 

and market differentiation will be defined 

by the ability to effectively facilitate and 

lead change across the enterprise and 

customer channels. Success will be rooted 

in their ability to take a holistic approach 

to improving the customer experience.

On the company side, organizations with complex 

contact centers and highly interconnected customer 

bases have no option but to cost-effectively enhance 

the customer experience in order to remain competitive. 

When evaluating third party advisors, cost cannot be the 

only consideration. Organizations must identify those 

consultants who will understand and address the broad 

spectrum of organizational needs.

The market
While companies continue to leverage outsourcing 

and optimization services to reduce cost in the contact 

center, the most forward thinking have expanded their 

focus from cost containment to top line revenue growth 

and improving the overall customer experience. 

In fact, the transformation of the call center to a profit 

center is a major priority for many organizations. 

As they transform their organization from a service 

focus to a sales focus, many companies are able to 

recognize dramatic revenue growth. With this type of 

transformation, it is critical for companies to effectively 

structure and position the business while effectively 

training and developing the staff. 

For much of the past ten years, 
organizations have focused 
their customer service efforts on 
reducing costs, implementing new 
technologies and outsourcing 
to third party providers. While 
cost containment will always be 
critical, there is now a dynamic 
shift in focus to managing the 
enterprise differently. For example, 
many are now focused on how 
to reorient the customer service 
organization to a sales-driven 
model. The critical metrics are 
shifting to revenue generation and 
improving the customer touch 
points that will drive exceptional 
service. This transformation is key 
to a company’s evolving customer 
strategy. Companies must take a 
more holistic approach to managing 
the customer relationship. Instead 
of focusing on the contact center, 
we need to look expansively at the 
customer experience and this has 
implications for the entire enterprise. 
The service providers that can help 
their customers take advantage of 
this changing dynamic will truly 
set the new standards and create 
differentiation for their customers. 

Vinnie Panicker
Former Senior Vice President,  
Global Operations & Vendor  
Management / Enterprise Customer  
Care, Washington Mutual
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Recognizing the business impact generated by creating 

a positive customer experience, companies such as 

USAA and Amazon.com have focused on delivering 

best-in-class customer experience and have benefited 

from the market recognition of their success. To 

achieve excellence in this arena, simply monitoring 

and improving traditional contact center metrics is not 

sufficient. Companies must recognize and correct the 

systemic business issues that impact the overall customer 

experience before there is a negative experience. Leading 

institutions work to eliminate the underlying issues that 

cause a customer to initiate outreach to the contact 

center and are not satisfied with simply reducing the 

length of the call. 

At the same time, traditional contact center services 

that have driven the sector growth have become 

commoditized. The rapidly expanding universe of 

low-cost outsourcers has transformed the competitive 

landscape, impacting service costs and profitability.  

With each day, new companies are created to offer 

new highly specialized efficiency monitoring and 

improvement tools.

With these market developments, service providers have 

observed a noted shift in demand for their services. 

Increasingly, companies are seeking advice on enterprise-

wide, multi-channel customer experience management. 

The deployment and application of analytics technology 

to drive operational efficiency and enhanced customer 

experience also continues to grow. Many organizations 

require expansive business process improvement and 

transformation services

•  How have these changes influenced the way  

service providers recruit, assess, and develop their 

internal talent? 

•  What evolving competencies and skills do  

companies need to look for and demand from  

their service providers? 

The human  
capital challenge
While successful contact center services leaders will 

need to excel across multiple competencies and bring 

solid experiential credibility, Heidrick & Struggles has 

identified six key competencies that will play a critical 

role in determining which advisors, and by extension 

which of their clients, will be successful in this new 

competitive landscape.

The competencies of Customer Orientation, Conceptual 

Thinking, Visionary Leadership, Organizational Buy-In, 

Relationship Building, and Managing Innovation stand 

out because they are among the most important for 

success and are also among the least prevalent within 

“A services organization’s competitive edge and market 

differentiation will be defined by the ability to effectively 

facilitate and lead change across the enterprise and customer 

channels. Success will be rooted in their ability to take a holistic 

approach to improving the customer experience.”
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the current talent pool. As a result, it is now more critical 

than ever to evaluate talent through a new lens.

More specifically, critical competencies of a contact 

center services leader include:

1) Understand the environment –  

customer orientation 

Exceptional talent will seek to understand and solve 

the broad enterprise challenges faced by their clients 

and will not just focus on optimizing the contact 

center. They will leverage their deep connection to 

their client’s business to understand how to maximize 

the customer experience and relationship to drive the 

business forward. They will understand their clients’ 

competitive landscape to constantly exceed best-

in-class standards and benchmarking. In addition to 

the industry and company-specific knowledge, these 

leaders will posses a comprehensive understanding 

of the evolving technical requirements in the field 

and will bring expertise in evaluating build vs. buy as 

well as complex implementation scenarios. 

�) Mastering complex business problems – 

conceptual thinking 

Building on a strong foundation of analytical 

thinking, services executives who excel in the 

competency of conceptual thinking take the 

data available from disparate sources and create 

actionable improvements that impact the customer 

experience. They shape concise theories that explain 

developments in the market and play a leadership 

role in designing and implementing an effective 

course of future action for their customers. These 

executives develop this capability in their teams 

and build this problem solving approach into their 

organization-wide operation.

�) Leading visionary change –  

visionary leadership and organizational buy-in 

These leaders communicate a compelling picture 

of how their clients – and the industry – will evolve, 

clearly tying their proposals and recommendations  

to a longer-term strategy and vision. They play an 

active role in defining the future vision of the contact 

We help clients understand that the contact center is a sensory unit – the best place 
to identify the issues elsewhere in the organization that are negatively impacting the 
customer experience. The key is to fix the root cause and to establish a permanent process 
to drive continuous improvement. Unfortunately, many find that the contact center cannot 
easily drive this change in other areas of the business. 

We need to work with the leaders of the contact center to facilitate the conversation with 
the other parts of the business. Our role has transformed – we now serve as a catalyst for 
optimizing the entire organization and customer experience.  This requires a dynamic 
leader who can drive change from the ground up.

Tom Lewis
Principal, Contact Center and Customer Care Practice Lead, Deloitte Consulting LLP 
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center – both through direct client work and broad 

industry involvement.

 Having defined and articulated their vision for the 

future of the contact center, exceptional leaders 

effectively build commitment and excitement for 

their initiative at multiple levels both inside and 

outside the organization. They seek to understand 

the needs, concerns and interests of an audience 

prior to delivering messages. They actively enlist 

The leadership competencies matrix

“These competencies stand out because they are among the 

most important for success and are also among the least 

prevalent within the current talent pool. As a result, it is now 

more critical than ever to evaluate talent through a new lens.”

others’ support and commitment by focusing on 

shared values and goals with an emphasis on the 

benefits to the audience. 

�) Leading involvement – relationship building 

These services executives excel at developing 

personal relationships that go beyond the 

engagement at hand. They must possess a 

sophisticated understanding of what relationships  

are important to their work and how to leverage 

Heidrick & Struggles    �

Less prevalent Best Practices Perspective

Modeling Key Values/Ethical

Delegating and Empowering

Openness of Communication

Team Leadership

People Development

Customer Orientation

Conceptual Thinking

Visionary Leadership

Organizational Buy-In

Relationship Building

Managing Innovation

More prevalent Analytical Thinking

Self-Confidence and Determination

Decisiveness/Decision Making

Driving Results

External Awareness

Internal Awareness

Creative Thinking

Ticket to entry Differentiator



them for enduring competitive advantage. They 

leverage these relationships and the resulting 

network to drive not only future business 

development opportunities, but to remain finely 

attuned to developments in the market. Internally, 

they develop and manage the appropriate pipeline  

of talent to exceed client expectations by focusing  

on talent development and retention.

�) Leading results – managing innovation 

Contact center services executives must respond to 

the business problems and challenges of their clients 

with fresh perspective. These leaders champion 

innovation to improve their clients’ business 

performance. Not only are they creative individuals 

themselves, these leaders harness the creativity of 

the team to identify fresh approaches that may help 

improve the business. To ensure success, they must 

stimulate the entire enterprise’s initiative to find 

better solutions and apply them optimally. 

“The competencies explored in this paper – Customer 

Orientation, Conceptual Thinking, Visionary Leadership, 

Organizational Buy-in, Relationship Building, and Managing 

Innovation – are critical talent differentiators. Exceptional 

organizations will successfully leverage these competencies 

in their evaluation of talent and will be able to catapult 

beyond the competition.”

Conclusion
In order to remain differentiated and to be responsive 

to evolving customer needs, contact center services 

executives must incorporate a competency-driven 

human capital agenda into their end-to-end talent 

management program. Similarly, the companies that 

rely on their services must consider the strengths of 

their providers in these behavioral competencies to 

ensure that they are partnering with best-in-class 

teams and translating this benefit to their customers. 

The competencies explored in this paper –  

Customer Orientation, Conceptual Thinking,  

Visionary Leadership, Organizational Buy-In, 

Relationship Building, and Managing Innovation –  

are critical talent differentiators. Exceptional 

organizations will successfully leverage these 

competencies in their evaluation of talent and  

will be able to catapult beyond the competition.   n
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The competencies and experiences required of talent in and around the contact center 
are complex and rapidly evolving due to the development of a perfect storm. This storm 
is comprised of declining markets with a major emphasis on cost reduction and efficiency, 
the speed at which business is conducted and new offers launched, the complexity of the 
offers that must be sold and supported in a single point of contact, and the underlying IT 
environments supporting these customer interactions.

While traditional performance metrics remain critical, most contact centers have evolved 
and now have revenue targets as well. Customer experience is becoming exponentially 
more important as a result of the use of blogs, online video sharing, and other social 
networking sites by customers. The rise of these tools has given the customer much 
more power and influence. As a result, companies are looking at what can be done at 
each interaction point to improve the customer experience. There is still an interest in 
and significant market opportunity to be found in optimization and cost reduction, but 
our clients want to know how to combine those strategies with efforts to improve the 
customer experience. 

These developments have created a challenge for corporations and service providers 
alike. It is difficult to find people who understand the technical infrastructure, the business 
challenges from an operations perspective, and also possess the change management 
skills to successfully guide a company through these developments. Furthermore, there is 
a finite group of people who have lived through these types of transformations and who 
understand how to navigate these politically charged waters.

Greg Billings
Vice President, Global Professional Services, Avaya, Inc

Given the current economic situation, the days of contact center managers focusing 
just on operational metrics to drive cost-efficiencies are over. The new breed of services 
executive in this space needs to be able to balance the considerable pressures to save 
money with the need to take a strategic view of the customer experience across ALL 
channels. Make no mistake that differentiation around the customer experience will not 
go away in this economic downturn, and the smarter breed of contact center executive 
needs to understand that differentiation around this will be key for survival and growth.

Andy Pritchard
Partner and America’s CRM Contact Center Optimization Practice Leader, IBM Global Services 
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Connecting leaders around the globe is what  

Heidrick & Struggles does best. For over fifty years we 

have been building deep relationships with the world’s 

most talented individuals on behalf of the world’s most 

successful companies. Through the strategic acquisition, 

development and retention of talent we help our clients 

– from the most established market giants to the newest 

market disruptors – build winning leadership teams.

www.heidrick.com
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