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HAS COVID CHANGED THE 
IDEAL CONTACT CENTRE 
CANDIDATE?

No one could have predicted the start to the decade that we have had. The 
impact of Covid-19 has been far-reaching, with almost no business left 
unchanged in some way. 

Organisational agility has been much lauded over recent years and March 
2020 saw the mettle of these businesses being tested to the core, with every 
ounce of agility being required to enable businesses to successfully pivot to 
remain not only in operation, but indeed in existence.

What has been interesting to see is the emergence of radical shifts in 
working practices, the like of which we’ve never seen before, with entire 
industries moving into new ways of working that, in some cases, would 
previously have been regarded as unthinkable. 

The contact centre business is one such industry that has seen startling 
changes occurring at lightning speed and this paper will explore some 
of these more profound changes in depth, as well as looking at what this 
means for the future.

Will these new ways of, largely home working stay or will they go? If 
so, what will this mean for the future of recruitment in a sector that has 
traditionally been led by a very particular worker profile? Moreover, will 
these changes be good news for the industry, opening up new opportunities 
in terms of diversity and inclusion, unlocking endless possibilities for greater 
productivity and business evolution? Or, has irreparable damage been done 
in the wake of Covid – with reputations and faith in the industry in tatters 
owing to risky, but unavoidable, outsourcing?

At Sova our work is focused on using scientific data to help businesses 
understand the people best suited to help their organisation achieve its 
objectives. We have seen interesting developments in many areas of this 
industry which we’ll discuss and explore in this paper, as well as what that 
means both in terms of candidates and employers alike.

Alan Bourne, CEO & Founder, Sova Assessment
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Mike Smith, Managing Director of The Modular Analytics 
Company (TMAC)  has been embedded in the contact centre 
industry for 25 years and has seen many businesses strive for, 
but ultimately struggle with evolution, especially in areas such 
as digital transformation and home working. The events of 2020 
have paved the way for radical change in the sector, but not all 
have risen to the challenge as successfully as others. This has 
highlighted the crossroads the industry now finds itself at – to 
embrace the new opportunities that Covid has presented, or to 
revert back to tried and tested methods of old. 

TRANSITIONAL TIMES

He says: “The industry has been faced with a myriad of challenges long before Covid 
arrived, with many predicting the contact centre business would be confined to the 
annals of history once automation became fully implemented. Yet, the industry has 
weathered this storm and in fact embraced the many benefits that automation has 
brought about. 

“Automating lower value, transactional activities, whilst retaining more complex and 
higher value activities such as complex customer service issues, complaints and sales, 
has vastly improved the customer and staff experience alike. This emerging nature of 
the work has left the industry poised for change.

COVID CHANGED EVERYTHING…OVERNIGHT 

“The proverb says that ‘Necessity is the mother of invention’ and the almost 
instantaneous changes required by businesses the world over certainly demonstrated 
that. There is no denying that Covid threw the contact centre industry into a complete 
state of flux.

“This is an industry that has widely been regarded as impossible to conduct remotely, 
yet the pandemic forced businesses to make quick and radical decisions which have 
meant the choice between staying in business or not at all.

“There has been a range of both physical and digital challenges to navigate - will my 
workforce still be motivated? Will they be able to sell without managerial support? Will 
our clients’ data remain safe and secure if people are working from their bedrooms? 
These issues have been compounded by an exponential surge in demand from 
customers, all of which has arguably pushed staff and business capabilities to their 
limits during this time.

THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE UGLY

“Some organisations rose to the challenge, sometimes taking high stakes gambles 
that have proven incredibly valuable in retaining customer satisfaction during these 
unprecedented times. For instance, SKY reversed its policy to only offer cancellation 
over the phone for Sky Sports, therefore avoiding widespread upset amongst 
customers being forced to endure infuriatingly long wait times as the service struggled 

INDUSTRY INSIGHT
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INDUSTRY INSIGHT (CONTINUED)

to keep up with demand. Similarly, as financial uncertainty drove customers to make 
cancellations to various policies, Admiral made the smart move to automatically 
discount all customers’ policies due to low/non existent mileage at the height of 
lockdown. This was in stark contrast to others who failed to leverage organisational 
agility and instead decided to hold fast, resulting in many irate customers forced 
to endure extensive call waiting times, only to be informed the company would be 
offering no such flexibility in recognition of these trying circumstances.

“Another interesting shift has been for those who had previously 
invested in offshore contact centre services. Whereas some countries, 
such as the UK, were able to set up home based working for existing 
teams, many offshore lockdowns meant this simply was not an option, 
leaving businesses with difficult decisions and not many options. Some 
have had to close completely, leaving customers in no man’s land, 
whereas others have drafted in help by outsourcing to centres that have 
remained open, but whilst this has helped with the surging levels of 
demand (with reports of up to 400% increases in some cases), this is not 
without its own risks regarding quality control and brand consistency.”
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As we now begin to settle into a ‘new normal’, customer demand 
is seemingly stabilising, giving enough breathing space for 
businesses to reflect and establish what learnings can be gleaned 
and capitalised from, from the recent months. 

Mike continues: “The speed with which the industry responded to the demands 
imposed because of the Covid crisis, shows that there is now an interesting 
opportunity for the industry to evolve in a way that may well never have happened 
otherwise. The contact centre industry is one of the most measured you can have, 
with tried and tested systems that have remained largely unchanged over the years, so 
it would have taken a huge leap of faith to implement some of the many changes that 
the pandemic has instigated.

A DIFFERENT DEMOGRAPHIC

“Take for instance the typical demographic of a contact centre workforce – 
historically, you’re often looking at a high attrition rate with workers from a largely 
younger age group who thrive on the sociable office environment, often needing a 
significant amount of mentoring from an established managerial figure to achieve 
results.

“The rise of homeworking has shown interesting emerging patterns about who is able 
to thrive when faced with working autonomously, versus the types of people who 
have self-selected to return to the office to be stimulated by the group environment. 
This suggests that home-based workers which self-starter attributes, may be a strong 
addition to existing teams by being able to achieve results with less managerial 
support needed from the office environment. 

“Geographically, there has also been a shift too. Historically the recruitment model 
focused on location first, talent second. Whereas with the advent of new home 
working possibilities, suddenly the standard 20mile radius of the contact centre to 
draw the workforce from can be obliterated, opening up the talent pool options to a 
far more wide-ranging group of people.

OPENING UP THE DOORS OF DIVERSITY 

“Whereas restrictions such as limited working hours owing to caring responsibilities, 
or physical restraints related to disabilities, would have previously excluded certain 
individuals from the application process, as the industry gives way to split shift working 
patterns and home working options, the flood gates are now opening to a much more 
diverse workforce, who could bring a plethora of new, strong skills to the business.
“Greater diversity in the workplace only lends itself to improved productivity, so this is 
good news for the business and also for the community.”

OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS 
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The changes being seen in the contact centre industry mean that traditional 
recruitment methods, such as recruiting within a certain geographical radius, or 
based purely on recommendation, will no longer cut the mustard. Now the industry 
must rise to a new challenge, which is to find not only the volume of hires to meet 
the increased demand, but also the best possible quality of candidate to ensure the 
business can thrive during these testing times. CEO & Founder of Sova, Alan Bourne, 
stresses that businesses need to consider a multitude of factors when hiring in the 
current climate, including:

DATA LED INSIGHT

“The contact centre industry is incredibly measured, with an immense amount of data 
available. Historically this was used to log process and achievement but now there is 
an increasing need to use this data to monitor things like employee wellbeing, utilising 
verbal cues to establish whether workers are coping – a significant consideration in 
the current climate, but also for ongoing progress within a business. 

“We now know a phenomenal amount about what is needed for the distinct areas 
of these businesses, from sales, to complaints, to service and retention, and also 
about what types of skills are needed from the individuals who will succeed in these 
specific roles. As the industry recognises it can now utilise skills of workers who were 
previously unlikely to be deemed appropriate, or in fact be interested in contact centre 
roles, more attention than ever needs to be paid to implementing a rigorous data 
led recruitment process, to base hires on profiles of proven successes who are best 
placed to enable the business to meet its objectives.

MOVING THE PROCESS TO FULLY VIRTUAL

“With a change in operating model comes an inevitable need to change the recruiting 
model in order to be able to meet demand. For the contact centre industry, this will 
be compounded by a larger number of candidates flooding the market owing to 
widespread redundancies and job losses of recent months, as well as by the newly 
extended talent pool, plus seasonal demands such as Black Friday and Christmas. 
“To overcome this successfully, organisations need to lean heavily on automation, 
utilising systems that can funnel large volumes of candidates, separating promising 
applicants from those lacking the requisite skills, as identified by an effective profiling 
process. Utilising online processes to support this not only offers cost savings in 
terms of HR staff time, but by reducing unnecessary person to person contact, it also 
adheres to Covid safety guidelines.

CANDIDATE EXPERIENCE 

“Despite the inevitable challenges, employers must not lose sight of the importance 
of employer branding during the recruitment process. Presenting fragmented, clunky 
and inconsistent assessments that provide no sense of what your brand stands for, will 
be off-putting to candidates and can carry the risk of leading to drop off, potentially 
losing star hires to other organisations.

“As well as consistent user experience, fairness is also a crucial component, so it is 
imperative that businesses offer a system that is robust and based on scientific data. 
This ensures any trace of potential systemic bias can be removed so that the business 
finds the candidates it needs rather than those it thinks it wants. 

NEW WAYS OF WORKING  
+ NEW DEMOGRAPHICS  
= NEW RECRUITMENT NEEDS
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Sova is uniquely placed to offer extensive data, including 
that based entirely on contact centre outcomes. We can help 
businesses to accurately build candidate profiles, based on what 
the industry needs to thrive. 

HOW SOVA CAN HELP

We are proud to work with organisations all over the world, helping them create 
assessment solutions built around their specific needs. We apply our scientific 
expertise and digital technology to build an assessment solution which seamlessly fits 
into the talent workflow of our client. The following case studies detail how two of our 
clients have digitised their assessment process.

BUSINESS BENEFITS

• Improve the accuracy of hiring  
decisions by 80%

• Save 30% in time and labour costs 
through automated assessment process

• Fully digitised for seamless mobile first  
candidate  experience

• Assess the whole person including suitability  
for remote working

• Eliminate bias in the assessment process

• Engaging candidate experience with feedback  
for all

• Fully scalable to meet peak volumes of  
applications

• Virtualised hiring for a contact-free environment

This data led insight is coupled with a unified assessment platform that enables 
organisations to activate bespoke assessment campaigns quickly, accurately and fairly, 
whilst also including a live feedback loop to ensure that progress can be tracked and 
activity amended in line with how it is developing. This means our clients find the 
candidates that are best placed to help them achieve their goals.

SCREENING

ASSESSMENT

VIDEO INTERVIEW

HIRING DECISION

1

CANDIDATE 
HOMEPAGE

Interactive 
multimedia 

homepage providing 
briefing instructions & 

guidance.

2

WHOLE-PERSON 

ASSESSMENT

One assessment 
measuring all the factors 

that drive success – 
personality, verbal, 

numerical, checking & 
situational judgment. 

Fast, efficient and 
accurate screening.

3

VIDEO INTERVIEW

Applicants record 
responses to set 

interview questions, 
dramatically 

improving the 
efficiency of the 
hiring process.

4

AUTOMATED 
SCORING & 

FEEDBACK

Reports for recruiters 
and candidates, fully 
automated, saving 

time, improving 
decisions.
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Bespoke, blended, mobile-enabled online assessments to identify 
the most suitable candidates for key Branch and Contact Centre 
roles and Emerging Talent Programme.

•  Combines cognitive ability and situational judgement questions relevant to the  
    individual role requirements and key behaviours.

•  Mobile-optimised for any device. 

•  Integrated with Lumesse TalentLink ATS. 

•  Video Interview and Digital AC within emerging talent 

•  Overall suitability fit score and profile breakdown by competency for each   
    candidate.

•  Personalised candidate reports.

•  Includes gamified content.

CASE STUDY - BANKING

60,000  80,000 
APPLICANTS PROCESSED PER YEAR

IDENTIFIED HIGH PERFORMERS WITH

AVERAGE COMPLETION TIME 
REDUCES FROM

TO    

INCLUSIVE INTAKE: 

50:50 
GENDER BALANCE

COMPLETION RATE 
INCREASED BY : 

60%

89% ACCURACY

11
DAYS

1.5
DAYS
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Mobile-enabled assessment designed to enhance the accuracy 
and efficiency of candidate selection for two key contact centre 
role families, Claims Advisors and Sales and Service.

•  Combines cognitive ability and situational judgement questions relevant to the  
   individual role requirements and key behaviours.

•  Mobile-optimised for any device. 

•  Integrated with Lumesse TalentLink

•  At assessment centre, previous ratio of 3:1 applicant to hire ratio was improved to a  
   2:1 ratio as quality of candidate pool was improved by online assessment process

•  The solution we developed for RSA was shortlisted for the Association of Business  
   Psychology (ABP) Excellent in Assessment Awards

CASE STUDY - INSURANCE

6,000   7,000  
CANDIDATES ASSESSED PER YEAR

REDUCTION 
IN TIME & RESOURCE 
SPENT ON ASSESSING 

CANDIDATES

 
    

 

2x  
CONVERSION RATE OF 
CANDIDATES AT FINAL 

ASSESSMENT

 

IDENTIFIED HIGH PERFORMERS WITH 

80% ACCURACY

INCREASED
QUALITY 

OF CANDIDATES AT 
FINAL STAGE

30%
TIME & LABOUR COST AT 

ASSESSMENT CENTRE
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FIND OUT MORE

This is a unique time for the industry, filled with opportunities 
for businesses to evolve and work with a greater range of talent 
than ever before. 

We would love to work with you to find the best people to move your business forwards 
as it enters an exciting new phase. 

To find out more contact the team.

info@sovaassessment.com

www.sovaassessment.com
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