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There's a notable absence of benchmarks that define what successful social
media engagement looks like in customer service organizations. Application
leaders supporting customer service, social business or digital
transformation should initiate changes that set standards for social
customer service.

Key Challenges
■ Many organizations are struggling to meet 24/7 customer service demands, and social media

has made it easier for customers to ask for help, or complain, even when customer engagement
centers aren't "open."

■ There is little or no pattern to organizations' approaches to social customer service —
operations are inconsistent even among organizations in similar industries and geographies, as
well as among those that have similar incoming volumes.

■ More than 70% of social customer service organizations operate with social-only agents, which
keeps the divide between social and traditional customer service alive.

Recommendations
■ Determine how many customer service representatives you will need to dedicate, part-time or

full-time, to social customer service; base this on your organizational objectives and the volume
and complexity of incoming social media posts.

■ Develop a means to extend the business hours for social customer service management, even if
it's not 24/7.

■ Ensure that your social customer service organization is a part of your overall customer service
organization through the integration of people, processes and technologies.
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Strategic Planning Assumption
By 2018, 75% of social-only customer service agents will be blended into the customer service
agent pool.

Introduction
Gartner has been assessing the impact of social media on customer service for years, but only
within the past three years have customer service organizations begun to take social media
seriously as a channel for providing support. Although marketing has historically led social media's
application to CRM, and often continues to be its catalyst, customer service organizations are
evolving to support social media among their multichannel customer service mix.

However, throughout our research on the subject, we continue to find confusion in our client base
as to how they should structure and organize around social customer service — and that confusion
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is, quite frankly, justified. During the past six months, Gartner has collected data points on social
customer service organization standards, and we have discovered that there are no standards.
Organizations of similar sizes, in similar industries, in similar geographies, or those with similar
volumes of social media mentions, all operate differently. There is little or no pattern.

We've also come to recognize that there have been varying levels of success among organizations
using social media for customer service. In that vein, we've established three best practices for IT
application leaders supporting social customer service:

■ Determine how many customer service representatives you will need to dedicate, part-time or
full-time, to social customer service, based on your organizational objectives and the volume
and complexity of incoming social media posts.

■ Develop a means to extend business hours for social customer service management, even if it's
not 24/7.

■ Ensure that your social customer service organization is a part of your overall customer service
organization through the integration of people, processes and technologies.

Analysis

Determine How Many Customer Service Representatives You Should Dedicate to
Social Customer Service

One of the first questions we get from clients undertaking social customer service involves how
many agents they will need to support social customer service. The answer is the always-annoying,
"It depends." Of the 65 data points collected on the number of customer service agents that

organizations have dedicated part-time or full-time to social media, the responses greatly varied
1,2

(see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Total Number of Social Customer Service Agents (n = 65)

Source: Gartner (April 2015)

When we ran filters for industry type, region or volume of incoming social media posts, we found
that there really was no rhyme or reason to the number of social customer service agents in the 65
organizations we researched.

There are many organizations with 1,000 to 5,000 incoming social media posts each month that
have more than 20 agents, and some organizations with more than 50,000 incoming social media
posts each month have fewer than 20 agents. If we were looking at volume alone as the indicator of
how many social customer service agents organizations need, we could stretch our analysis to
come up with the following, as an average among the inconsistencies (see Table 1).

Table 1. Social Customer Service Agents Needed by Volume

Volume of Incoming Social Media Posts Total Number of Social Customer Service Agents

As many as 5,000/month 5 to 10

As many as 20,000/month Approximately 10

As many as 50,000/month 10 to 20

As many as 100,000/month Approximately 50

More than 100,000/month Approximately 50

Source: Gartner (April 2015)
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We found a similar phenomenon by industry and geography — again, there was little or no
consistency.

Hence, IT application leaders concerned about meeting a benchmarked standard can just forget
about it. The practice is immature. Instead, look at your use case of social for customer service.
Consider what the organization is trying to accomplish, and staff your social customer service
organization accordingly.

For example, a railway transportation organization may have the organizational objective of
leveraging social media to provide generalized customer support by alerting customers about
delays. Rather than emphasizing engagement, as most organizations do, the railway transportation
organization realizes that, with high volumes of similar posts and time constraints due to fleeting
relevancy, it doesn't make sense for it to have more than five employees trained on social customer
service, based on their generalized service approach.

On the other hand, eyeglass retailer Warby Parker is an example of a company that uses social
customer service as an organizational differentiator. Warby Parker social customer service agents
will sporadically include YouTube video responses in their Twitter replies to customers who reach
out for help. Not only do these seemingly random videos surprise and delight customers, they
average more than 80 views per video. This shows that social customer service is having a
repeatable impact on the perception of the Warby Parker brand beyond the immediate customer

being serviced.
3
 In this scenario, Warby Parker would need a large number of social customer

service agents to manage customer expectations of its brand and to continue using customer
service as a differentiator.

Determining the number of social customer service agents will also depend on the hours you plan to
provide customer service over social media, which again varies by organization. Regardless of
traditional customer service hours, Gartner recommends developing a way to extend business
hours for social customer service.

Develop Extended Business Hours for Social Customer Service Management

Social media is 24/7; however, most organizations with which we speak are not able to scale their
customer service operations to meet that demand. Organizations that do scale to meet 24/7
demand typically supplement their in-house customer service teams with outsourced support
during "off hours." Although most organizations can't offer 24/7 support, most offer extended

business hours for social customer service
1,2 (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Social Customer Service Operating Hours (n = 48)

Source: Gartner (April 2015)

Although it was eye opening to see that 83% of organizations reported extending traditional
business hours to offer social customer service, it was equally surprising that 100% of the
organizations reported that they responded to social customer service requests within 24 hours (see
Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Social Customer Service, Time to First Response (n = 44)

Source: Gartner (April 2015)

In reality, organizations that offer social customer service only five days a week could not possibly
be serving customers in less than 24 hours; however, in the minds of many organizations, service
levels are measured within traditional business hours.

IT application leaders supporting social customer service must recognize the difference, because
the 24/7 customer base doesn't think in terms of traditional business hours, and there are relatively
high expectations. According to 2015 research from Brandwatch, 80% of customers that ask a
question to a brand through social media expect a response within 24 hours, 50% expect a
response within two hours and 25% to 30% expect a response in less than 30 minutes.

Gartner advises IT application leaders to support the development of social customer service
applications and strategies that support extended business hours to meet customer demands.
Although organizations often try to fall back on a delayed response being due to a request that
came outside traditional business hours, the 61% of organizations that have in-house or outsourced
social customer service agents ensure that customers receive a response within 24 hours,
regardless (refer to Figure 2).

The bottom line is that social customer service hours should complement organizational goals. Not
every organization needs to operate 24/7; however, if your organization is trying to differentiate on
social customer service, then it is critical to recognize that first response times are in the eyes of the
customer, not the organization.
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KLM has opted to operate 24/7 on social media to differentiate itself. This company encourages
customers to post comments and questions on social media and, in an innovative play, it updates
the "cover photo" of its Twitter and Facebook pages every five minutes to reflect how long

customers will be waiting for a first response to customer service requests over social media.
4

Based on examples such as the railway transportation organization, Warby Parker and KLM, Table 2
relates business objectives to metrics, the number of social media representatives needed and the
operating hours.

Table 2. Business Objectives Determine Metrics, the Number of Social Customer Service Agents and
Operating Hours

Business Goal Metrics Number of Agents Operating
Hours

Provide general customer
alerts to reduce customer
engagement center
volume and cost

Percentage reduction in traditional
channel volumes
Number of shares or retweets of a post

One or two Traditional
business hours,
or extended
business hours

Differentiate on social
customer service by
improving customer
satisfaction

Percentage of social channel inquiries,
compared with other channels
Time to first response
Increase in customer satisfaction
scores
Percentage of social channel inquiries
closed without leaving social media

One rep for every 75
inquiries, with
expectations for
responses in less than 30
minutes

24/7

Deflect calls from the
customer engagement
center to reduce
customer service costs

Percentage of social channel inquiries,
compared with other channels
Percentage of social channel inquiries
closed without leaving social media
Percentage of social channel inquiries
tagged as high-complexity

One rep for every 75
inquiries, with
expectations for
responses in less than 30
minutes

Seven days a
week, extended
business hours

Source: Gartner (April 2015)

Ensure That Your Social Customer Service Organization Is Part of Your Overall
Customer Service Organization

Social customer service organizations are largely separate from the broader customer service
organization, largely because of people, processes and technologies.

From the perspective of people, more than 70% of social customer service agents support only the

social media channel.
1,2 These 70% typically come from the customer service organization, as

hand-selected by management and often based on demographic; from within the marketing
organization, having been pivoted to newly focus on customer support; or as new hires brought in
specifically to deal with social media (see "The Five Skills That Differentiate Successful Social Media
Managers for CRM"). Although it is satisfactory to have customer service channel specialists, the
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people managing social customer service need to understand its place in the larger schema of
customer service.

Gartner estimates that organizations will attempt to solve this problem by having blended agents,
rather than by developing blended processes. By 2018, 75% of social-only customer service agents
will be blended into the customer service agent pool. Ensure that the customer service leaders in
your organization start with their people as a first step in making social customer service a part of
an overall customer service strategy, but that they don't discount the opportunity to have specialist
agents for social media who can be supported by processes.

Work with customer service leaders to build out processes that enable social media to be the sole
basis of customer service when it makes sense, but also escalate issues from social media to other,
more-private channels. Basic customer service issues can and should be handled over social media
to move organizations toward their goals of customer satisfaction and call deflection — keeping
customer support on the customer's channel of choice.

However, there are many instances in which private information, such as phone numbers, email
addresses, or account numbers, should be exchanged. In these scenarios, social customer service
agents should have a plan for bringing customers to a more-secure channel. IT application leaders
should work with other customer service leaders on a governance model, such as flow chart
governance, which helps agents determine the proper next best action for a social media post (see
"Handling Social Media Issues Appropriately Requires Preplanning").

Finally, focus on technology applications that enable cross-channel customer support. Investments
in social customer service applications focus largely on social media specialist solutions, so it is
critical for IT application leaders to ensure that integration between the social customer service
application and traditional customer service application is possible via APIs or prebuilt connectors.
Although, from an IT perspective, this seems like the first step in aligning social and traditional
customer service organizations, remember that your organization is likely to have been using
manual processes, and it can continue to fall back on them if the selected technologies don't
support integration today. The bottom line is that customer service agents understand that the
customer service work being done on one channel is applicable and important to the overall
customer service record.

Conclusion

Social customer service is ultimately just customer service, and organizations are responsible for
ensuring that customer service quality meets expectations across both new and traditional
channels, because they're unique. IT application leaders who solidify their organizational objectives
for social customer service, determine how many customer service representatives they will need,
develop ways to extend business hours for social customer service, and ensure that their social
customer service organization is part of the traditional customer service will develop social
customer service standards.
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Gartner Recommended Reading
Some documents may not be available as part of your current Gartner subscription.

"Nine CRM Projects to Do Right Now for Customer Service"

"The 10 Habits of Highly Effective Customer Service Organizations"

"Social Media for CRM Will Force a Shift From Contact Centers to Customer Engagement Centers"

"Top Use Cases and Benefits of Social for CRM in 2015"

"Market Guide for Social Customer Service Applications"

"The Five Skills That Differentiate Successful Social Media Managers for CRM"

"Handling Social Media Issues Appropriately Requires Preplanning"

Evidence

1 Gartner primary research data on social customer service organizations collected from 3Q14
through 1Q15 via online survey.

2 Gartner secondary research data on social customer service organizations collected from 3Q14
through 1Q15 via vendor case studies and online searches of case studies.

3 "How Warby Parker's Customer Service Videos Have Created Life-Long Fans," 23 January 2014.

4 "KLM Aims to Double Social Media ROI After €25 Million Haul in 2014."
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