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Built for the leaders
who own the wall

This report is written for the senior contact center
leaders deciding how to run Al and people as one
workforce in 2027 — the CX, operations, finance,
and technology executives who own the service

commitment and the cost ceiling at the same time.

A year ago, our 2026 report made three arguments

most operators pushed back on. All three played out.

This edition builds on what 2026 proved, hames
exactly where the wall is, and lays out four
predictions for the year ahead — each with the

sources behind it listed at the close.

The through-line is simple. Al is doing its job. The

human model built for the old world is the thing under

strain, and more Al will not relieve it. What comes

next is operational design.

By Trevor Clark & Tyana
ShyftOff - January 2027
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Inside this report

Al handles 80% — and the 20% left over
changes the job

Volatility is the operating condition, not a
phase

The workforce engineer becomes a real role

Automation is not a workforce strategy
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The savings were real.
The wall is the workforce.

The conversation moved off “how Here is the trap underneath the optimism. Gartner’s
much can Al handle"” and onto how headline still anchors every board deck: by 2029, agentic
to run Al and people as one Al will autonomously resolve 80% of common customer
workforce — and off piIOts: onto service issues and cut operating costs by about 30%.
production. Chasing that full 30% is what builds the wall.

Our 2026 report made three arguments. First, Al The volume Al leaves behind is the hard, volatile, brand-
would take the simple calls, and what it left behind defining 20%. Cut human staff far enough to bank the
would need a better agent than the $12-an-hour whole savings, and service breaks the moment a customer
BPO seat was ever built to supply. Second, actually needs a person. Hold enough skilled people back
volatility would rise as Al scaled, not fall. Third, to protect the customer, and you never reach the number
the orchestration between Al and people — not — often you spend more than you did before Al.

the Al deployment by itself — would decide

whether the promised savings ever showed up.

That third point is where most of the money

went in 2026, and it is where the wall is.

Most centers spent 2026 stuck between two
doors — banking savings that broke service, or

protecting service that erased the savings.

THE 2027 QUESTION IS HOW TO STOP CHOOSING
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The early data already says it

None of this means Al failed. It means the human side was never rebuilt to match what the Al

created. The numbers operators reported through 2025 and into 2026 line up behind exactly that

conclusion.
80%
(o] of common customer service issues will be resolved autonomously by agentic Al by 2029,
cutting operating costs ~30% — the target every board deck now anchors to (Gartner)
20%
o of customer service leaders had achieved any Al-driven headcount reduction by late 2025
(Gartner)
12% | . i
(o] of CEOs got both lower costs and higher revenue from Al, while 56% reported no clear financial
benefit at all (PwC, 2026)
50% i s
0 of organizations that planned major service-workforce cuts are expected to walk those plans

back by 2027 (Gartner)

This is a workforce problem, not a technology problem — and it is what defines 2027. The four
predictions that follow trace where it goes next.

1 Gartner (Mar 2025). - 2 Gartner (Sep 2025). 3 Gartner (Dec 2025). 4 PwC 29th Annual Global CEO Survey (Jan 2026). Full citations on the references page.
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THE 2027 OUTLOOK

Four predictions
for 2027

Each prediction is a place the wall shows up — and what changes for the operators who

design through it instead of into it.

PREDICTION 01

Al handles 80%, and the 20% left over changes the job

PREDICTION 02
Volatility is the operating condition, not a phase

PREDICTION 03
The workforce engineer becomes a real role

PREDICTION 04
Automation is not a workforce strategy
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CONTEXT - WHAT 2026 PROVED

What we got right
in 2026

Al concentrated complexity. It did not remove

it.

As Al absorbed the routine volume — balances, The cautionary tale:

scheduling, status checks, password resets — the work Commonwealth Bank

that reached a person changed character. The easy In mid-2025 the bank cut 45 contact center

contacts left. The hard ones stayed, and they now make roles alongside a new Al voice bot — then

up a much larger share of what an agent actually does in reversed the decision six weeks later,

a day. apologized, and brought the roles back,
because call volumes went up rather than

Total volume did not fall the way the business cases down and managers were being pulled onto

assumed. You will hear vendors cite falling escalation the phones.

rates as proof the problem is solving itself. Aggregate The bank called it an error. The real error was

rates can fall. That is not the same as a calmer floor. treating an Al rollout as a headcount plan.

CBA reverses Al-driven job cuts, admits ‘error’

The average improves while the spikes get worse. You Australian Computer Society - Information Age, 2025

cannot staff a spike with an average.

An Al rollout is not a headcount plan. The centers

that treated it as one spent the back half of 2026
hiring people back.
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Orchestration stopped
being optional

Most centers found out in 2026 that their Al-to-human

handoff had never actually been designed. Agents

picked up escalations with no context, no history, and no

sentiment, and were asked to rescue a customer who What the handoff kept dropping

had already failed once with the bot.
why the customer is here and what

The centers that fixed this did it by designing the seam e Dt el it

between Al and human — not by buying more Al. When i ST EaEE S i s

Al clears the predictable volume, what reaches a person question into a complaint

is exception-driven — billing failures, outages, Al
how close this person already is to

misfires, edge cases — and it arrives in clusters, not on a )
walking away

smooth curve.

No tool ships this by default.

The handoff is the product now. It is where the savings Itis a design decision someone has to own.

either survive contact with a real customer or quietly leak

back out.

The market now calls running the two together
"one workforce."” Most operators have thaton a

slide. Few have it in the operation — and closing
that gap is the whole game in 2027.
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PREDICTION 01 - THE 20%

Al handles 80%.
and the 20% left over

changes the job
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The 80% number reads as
reassurance. It should not.

Gartner's own follow-up makes the point: it expects none

On the ShyftOff platform, the strongest hourly
agents average

$16.60

of the Fortune 500 to have fully eliminated human
customer service by 2028.“ The humans are not going
away. The work is changing.

Picture the 20% that lands on a person now. The
° P per hour — and choose when and what they

customer billed wrong three times who is about to cancel work.
a six-figure contract. The member fighting a denied claim A traditional BPO cannot offer any of that, and the
for a surgery that already happened. The parent whose modern hourly workforce — especially the best of it

— now expects it. Flexibility is not a trade-off

package never arrived for a kid's birthday, already Tl

through the IVR twice and the bot once.

These are not transactions. They are the moments your

brand is won or lost — and the agent on the line is the

last line of that recovery. Centers that raise the quality bar on existing
full-time staff without changing how capacity

That agent does not match the profile most staffing flexes end up with good agents who are badly

models were built around. The better agent you now undersupported the moment volume

need is exactly the one who will not take a rigid, low- A AL L e R R Al
level report, not the performance review.
wage BPO seat.

The 20% Al leaves behind is where your brand is

won or lost — and it now needs your best people,
not your cheapest seat.
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PREDICTION 02 - VOLATILITY

Volatility is the
operating condition,
hot a phase
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Exception-driven demand does not behave
like routine demand.

L . . . THE SHYFTOFF ROl MODEL
It clusters and it spikes without warning, and it does

not respond to the Erlang math your WFM team

(o]
grew up on. A marketing push that routes 50,000 ~27 /0 of total cost is the gap between fixed-
contacts through Al at a 5% exception rate still shift staffing and a pay-for-productive-
hours model

drops 2,500 frustrated people into the human queue
in a tight window. A misconfigured model can do the

same in minutes. 2 .
~$ of waste per resolved contact in a

- . typical mid-size operation
This is where the wall gets expensive — and we e &

modeled it. In a traditional in-house center you pay
thi o/,
for every scheduled hour, but only about two-thirds 21 () of scheduled hours lost to in:caltar

of it reaches a customer. shrinkage — breaks, coaching, system
downtime

THE QUESTIONS THAT MATTER NOW

How fast can you flex capacity up against a real 14%
demand signal? How quickly can you stand it

down without paying for idle seats? How long
between a spike and a trained, certified agent

more lost to training, vacation, and sick
time, before fixed shifts force over-cover

taking calls? If you can't answer those with
The waste is not in the people. It is in the

model. That is why trying to hit the

precision, you don't have an elasticity strategy
— you have a hope that the next spike is small.

savings target by cutting heads stalls out
— you are cutting the wrong thing.
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PREDICTION 03 - THE NEW ROLE

The workforce

engineer becomes
areal role
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Every major shift in this industry
eventually creates a hew job.

Multichannel created the WFM analyst. Remote work

created the remote operations lead. Al-first operations

are creating something we have been calling the

workforce engineer — and most org charts still have no What the role actually takes

slot for it.

WFM depth — to model staffing at the interval

. . . level, not the month

The role sits between operations and technology. Its job

is to integrate three layers that most centers still manage Systems fluency — to configure CCaa$S and

. . . hestration tools without routi

separately: the Al handling routine volume, the full-time SR Rl SR I e
change through IT

staff handling complex and relationship work, and the

elastic capacity that absorbs the spikes. The work is in YIAEEE LRITE= 1 gpeiinRics

handoff breaks before it shows up in reporting

the seams between those layers — exactly where most

Data comfort — to know whether the design is

operations have the least design and the worst visibility.
actually working

One consequence: the old supervisory layer shrinks. The mistake to avoid: filing this under IT.

When Al coaches and backs up agents in the moment, Itis an operations role that needs technology fluency.
Put it in the wrong function and nobody owns the

you need fewer supervisors and more people who can seam.

design and tune the system. The investment moves from

oversight to orchestration.

Fewer supervisors. More people who can design

and tune the system. The investment moves from
oversight to orchestration.
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PREDICTION 04 - THE CFO VIEW

Automationis not
a workforce
strategy
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More automation did not shrink the
workforce problem on its own.

The gap between projected and real returns is now a
CFO conversation, not an operations one. PwC's 2026
CEO survey is the clearest read: most companies
cannot point to a clean financial return on Al yet.
Finance teams that approved budgets on a promised
headcount cut are asking for evidence that does not

exist in the form they want.

Seen from finance, it is the same wall. The savings
case assumes you subtract human cost as Al takes
volume. But the volume left behind is the volatile, high-
complexity 20%, so subtracting capacity to hit the

number is what breaks service when a spike lands.

The line that reconciles the savings case with the
service commitment is not another Al tool. It is a

human layer priced to actual demand.

Run two workstreams, not one

Al deployment got treated as a workforce
strategy when it is a capability investment. A
workforce strategy answers how you source,
qualify, deploy, and manage the people who meet
your service commitments — at your real demand
pattern and cost ceiling. No Al tool answers that.

The centers getting this right ran two separate
workstreams in 2026: Al deployment, owned by
technology, and workforce redesign, owned by
operations. The ones that fused them found each
half slowed the other down — and the seam
between Al and human got left undesigned by
default.

Automation is a capability. A workforce is a

strategy. 2027 is where centers stop confusing
the two.
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WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT

The path forward

Getting through the wall does not mean starting over. It means working three things, in order.

Diagnose the real shape of your human queue

Pull your escalation data and look at what actually reaches a person today, not what your plan assumed: complexity
mix, handle-time variance by reason, re-contact rates, and where the Al-to-human handoffs are failing and why.
That gap is where your service-level risk lives — and it is almost always wider than the plan reflects.

Rebuild capacity around volatility, not averages

Moving from fixed to elastic capacity is not a scheduling tweak. It means sourcing pipelines for on-demand talent,
certification that lets you deploy fast, and scheduling precision at the interval, not the month — so you capture
savings where Al genuinely removes work and still have a person ready when the customer needs one.

Build orchestration as your own capability

The integration of Al, full-time staff, and elastic capacity is something your organization owns — in its processes,
data, escalation design, and how it measures performance. The right partner gives you more visibility and control,
not less. The wrong one trades the old BPO black box for a new platform black box.

Do these three in order and the wall stops being a

budget crisis. It becomes a design problem — an
design problems have answers.
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CLOSING

A once-in-a-generation shiftin
how contact centers run

Analog to digital sorted the survivors from the casualties. Voice to
multichannel did it again. Human-only to Al-orchestrated will do it a third
time — and the line will fall between the organizations that redesigned the

human operation on purpose and the ones that hit the wall mid-transition.

The pressure operators feel is not a technology gap. Al is doing its job. The
human model built for the old world is the thing under strain, and more Al

will not relieve it. What comes next is operational design.

Let's work through your wall

We are not interested in pitching a fix before we understand your operation. We want to sit
down with your CX, operations, finance, and technology leads and work through what clearing
this wall looks like for your specific volume, your Al maturity, and your customers.

TALK WITH OUR TEAM shyftoff.com

Ty i3

The window to design ahead of this_jé open. It will ﬁ.p; Stay open-forever.
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Platform™ — the Human OS for the Al era.
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