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About this edition

This is Edition 1 of the NEWMIND Customer Service Cost-to-Serve Benchmark. It is a desk-research

edition: it brings together published cost benchmarks, official labour statistics, company filings,

peer-reviewed research and regulation, and turns them into a cost model you can run on your own

numbers.

What this edition contains

Cost benchmarks: the median cost of an assisted and a self-service contact1, first contact resolution2 and

what they mean for the cost of a resolved issue.

Labour cost: wages and employer cost per hour for US customer service representatives, from official

statistics3,4.

AI evidence: the largest field study of AI assistance in a contact centre5, customer and leader surveys, and

forecasts clearly labelled as predictions.

5 sector deep dives: Retail and e-commerce, SaaS and technology, Hospitality and travel, Financial services

and insurance, Logistics and transport.

Cost of the gap: a transparent model for three operation sizes, a scenario grid and seven playbooks.

Vendor landscape, regulation and roadmap: pricing models, vendor claims labelled as such, EU and US rules,

and a 90-day, 6-month and 12-month plan.

Worked examples and calculators: three operations walked through step by step with a month-by-month

first year, and lookup tables for cost per resolved issue, containment break-even, staffing and labour cost per

contact.

Methods: interval staffing with Erlang C, building your own cost per contact, measuring true containment,

costing repeat contacts, a maturity self-assessment and board questions.

Toolkit and templates: a KPI sheet and tracker, a readiness scoring worksheet, scenario tables, a vendor

scorecard and question bank, a quality rubric, a disclosure checklist, a pilot design, a risk register, a triage

worksheet and taxonomy, content and data checklists, a change plan and a business case template.

What it does not contain yet

No original survey data. Edition 1 is desk research only and does not include our own survey. Edition 2 is

planned to add a survey of service and operations leaders, with measures such as cost per resolved issue

and true containment that companies do not publish.

How to read the numbers

Verified at the source. The report draws on 41 sources. Every figure from its 36 published sources was

checked against a saved copy of the source page; the other 5 are official statistics and company filings read

from saved data captures. Figures we could not verify are listed as excluded and never used.

Labels. Forecasts are marked as predictions. Numbers published by vendors and companies about themselves

are marked as vendor or company claims.
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No false trends. Figures from different studies are never joined into a trend, and estimates from different firms

are shown side by side, never averaged.

Models are transparent: every formula and assumption is printed so you can replace it with your own data.

Who it is for

COOs, heads of operations and customer service leaders running 1,000 or more tickets a month, in retail and e-

commerce, SaaS and technology, hospitality, financial services and insurance, and logistics and transport.

Licence: single company use. Please cite as: NEWMIND Research, Customer Service Cost-to-Serve Benchmark 2026, Edition 1.
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Executive summary

Every customer contact has a price, and every repeat contact pays it twice. Cost per resolved issue

is the number that turns service performance into money. That makes it the clearest place to

benchmark, and to test how much AI can really resolve.

USD 13.50
Median cost of one assisted contact1

USD 19.01
Cost of one resolved issue at average

FCR (NEWMIND model)

14%
More issues resolved per hour with AI

assistance5

Ten findings

01 An assisted contact costs more than seven times a self-service one

Gartner’s benchmark puts the median cost at USD 13.50 per assisted contact and USD 1.84 per self-

service contact1. NEWMIND analysis: the gap is the single largest lever in the cost-to-serve.

02 The real unit is the resolved issue, not the ticket

At the industry-average first contact resolution of 71%2, one resolved issue costs about USD 19.01 in

assisted contacts (NEWMIND model). World-class operations reach 80%2.

03 Fewer than one in ten customers finish in self-service

Only 9% of customers in one Gartner survey said they solved their issue completely in self-service6. A

self-service attempt that fails costs both channels.

04 Customers are willing; far fewer actually use the bot

In a Gartner survey, 49% of customers said they would have been willing to use a chatbot, yet only 7%

used one7.

05 AI assistance makes agents measurably faster, new agents most

In a study of 5,179 agents, AI assistance raised issues resolved per hour by 14% on average and by 34%

for novice and low-skilled workers5.

06 Labour is the cost base AI acts on

The median US customer service representative earns USD 21.53 an hour3; with benefits, NEWMIND

estimates about USD 31.48 an hour of employer cost4.

07 AI spend is outgrowing service budgets

Service leaders expect AI spending to grow 38% against 2% for their overall budget8. Only 24%

demonstrated positive financial returns9.
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08 Headcount cuts are the exception, not the rule

Just 20% of organisations reported reduced agent headcount due to AI10. NEWMIND analysis: savings

appear when staffing plans change, not when a tool goes live.

09 Customers still want a way to reach a person

87% of customers say companies using generative AI in service must provide access to a human agent11;

54% trust human agents more than AI, against 32% for AI12.

10 Rules on AI in service now have dates

The EU AI Act applies generally from 2 August 2026, including the duty to tell people they are interacting

with an AI system13. In the US, the FTC’s Operation AI Comply targets deceptive AI claims14.

What to do on Monday

1. Compute your cost per contact and per resolved issue the way this report does (chapter 5).

2. Measure true containment, not deflection: count repeat contacts within seven days (chapter 8).

3. Price your gap for your volume with the three-size model (chapter 18).

4. Check your AI disclosure and route to a person in every flow against EU and US rules (chapters 29 and

30).

5. Set a baseline you will report against every month (chapter 48).
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The market

Customer service is one of the largest labour pools in any economy and one of the first functions to

be rebuilt around AI. In the United States alone, the Bureau of Labor Statistics counts 2.60 million

wage-and-salary customer service representatives, with a median annual wage of USD 44,7703.

Gartner’s cost benchmark puts the median customer service and support budget at 0.7% of

company revenue1: small as a share, large in absolute terms, and almost entirely driven by contact

volume.

USD 13.50
median cost of one assisted contact

USD 1.84
median cost of one self-service

contact

0.7%
of revenue spent on service and

support (median)

Sources for the three figures above: Gartner, Benchmarks to Assess Your Customer Service Costs1.

AI for customer service: two published size estimates

Two research firms publish a public summary of the market for AI software used in customer service. They define

the market differently and use different horizons, so we show both and never average them.

AI for customer service: 2024 market size by research firm (USD billion)

MarketsandMarkets USD 12.1B

Grand View Research USD 13.0B

FIRM 2024 ESTIMATE HORIZON FORECAST (FIRM'S PROJECTION) GROWTH RATE (CAGR)

MarketsandMarkets15 USD 12.1B USD 47.8B by 2030 25.8%

Grand View Research16 USD 13.0B USD 83.9B by 2033 23.2%

Both estimates imply growth well above the 2% rise in overall service budgets that Gartner reports for the same

function (see below). That gap is the story of this report: money is moving from labour to software inside budgets

that are barely growing.

Outsourcers and contact-centre software: revenue from filings

Three US-listed companies give a public, audited view of the market around customer service: two customer

experience outsourcers and one contact-centre software company. Figures are annual revenue from contracts

with customers, as filed with the SEC. Concentrix’s fiscal year ends on 30 November, so its years are not calendar

years; the column headings follow the SEC calendar-year frame.
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COMPANY ACTIVITY CY2022 CY2023 CY2024 CY2025

Concentrix Corporation17 customer experience outsourcing USD 6.32B USD 7.11B USD 9.62B USD 9.83B

TTEC Holdings18 customer experience outsourcing USD 2.44B USD 2.46B USD 2.21B USD 2.14B

Five919 contact-centre software USD 779M USD 910M USD 1.04B USD 1.15B

Concentrix revenue rose in every year shown, from USD 6.32B to USD 9.83B. TTEC revenue was lower in the latest year (USD 2.14B) than in

the first (USD 2.44B). Five9 grew in every year, from USD 779M to USD 1.15B. We report the direction only; filings explain the drivers, and we do

not attribute the changes to AI.

Adoption is broad and still rising

Stanford’s AI Index reports that 78% of organisations used AI in 2024, up from 55% the year before20. Official EU

statistics are more conservative because they count enterprises of every size: 20.0% of EU enterprises used AI

technologies in 2025, an increase of 6.47 percentage points on the year before21. Size matters: large enterprises

are more than three times as likely as small ones to use AI.

Share of EU enterprises using AI technologies in 2025, by size (%)

Small 17.0%

Medium 30.4%

Large 55.0%

All enterprises 20.0%

Budgets: AI spend is growing much faster than the function

AI spending by customer service leaders rose by 38%, while overall service and support budgets rose by just

2% (survey of 199 leaders)8.

Service and support leaders invested a median of 12% of their 2025 budget in AI, the highest of the ten

business functions Gartner assessed9.

Only 24% of service and support leaders demonstrated positive financial returns across their AI use cases9.

Prediction: Gartner predicts that over 50% of customer service organisations will double their technology

spend by 202810.

The cost of the technology is falling fast

The AI Index reports that the inference cost for a system performing at the level of GPT-3.5 dropped over 280-fold

between November 2022 and October 202420. For a support leader, this means the per-conversation cost of the

model itself is rarely the constraint any more. The constraint is the quality of the knowledge the model draws on,

the integrations that let it act, and the hand-off to a human.

What this means for you

Your budget will probably not grow much. The savings have to come from inside it: fewer assisted contacts,

faster resolution of the ones that remain, and fewer repeat contacts. The rest of Part A measures each of

these.
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Definitions and method

Customer service metrics are easy to quote and hard to compare. The same word, “deflection” for

example, can mean four different things depending on who measures it. This chapter fixes the

definitions used in the rest of the report and explains how every figure was sourced.

Definitions used in this report

TERM MEANING IN THIS REPORT

Contact One customer interaction in any channel (call, chat, email, message, self-service session).

Ticket A customer issue logged in a help desk. This report treats one ticket as one contact unless stated;

repeat contacts are handled through first contact resolution.

Assisted contact A contact handled by a human agent (phone, chat, email, social).

Self-service contact A contact handled without a human: help centre, chatbot, AI agent, app or portal.

Containment Share of self-service sessions that end without a human contact in the same session.

Deflection Share of would-be assisted contacts avoided because self-service answered first. Vendors often

use it loosely.

Resolution The issue is fixed and the customer does not need to come back about it.

First contact

resolution (FCR)

Share of issues resolved in the first contact, with no repeat within a fixed window.

Average handle time

(AHT)

Talk or chat time plus hold and after-contact work, per contact.

Resolutions per hour Issues an agent resolves in one working hour; captures concurrent chats, which AHT does not.

Cost per contact Total service cost divided by contacts, by channel type.

Fully loaded hour Wage plus employer-paid benefits per working hour.

Cost per resolved

ticket

Cost per contact divided by the FCR rate: the expected cost of one fixed issue.

How the figures were collected

Primary sources first. Official statistics (BLS, Eurostat, US Census Bureau), filings (SEC EDGAR), regulators

(EUR-Lex, FTC, CFPB), peer-reviewed or working-paper research (NBER), then analyst press releases and

public summaries.

Exact excerpts. Every number was checked against the text of its source page and stored with the page

address, publisher, date and the excerpt. A number we could not read on the source page is not printed.

Labels. Measured figures, survey results, predictions, company claims and vendor claims are labelled as such.

Predictions are never presented as results; vendor claims are never presented as benchmarks.

No averaging across studies. Figures from different studies, years or definitions are shown side by side.
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Models are labelled. Every calculated figure carries the label “Market research model · based on published

benchmarks” and states its inputs.

USD only. All amounts are in US dollars as published; nothing is converted.

Loaded hour. The fully loaded hour is the BLS median hourly wage for customer service representatives (USD

21.53, 2025 annual)3 divided by the wages-and-salaries share of total compensation for private industry

workers in the BLS employer cost survey (68.4%, Q2 2026)4: USD 31.48. It adds benefits at the all-private-

industry ratio, not this occupation's; supervision, tools, facilities and overhead are not included.

Two counts of the same workforce

The BLS occupational wage survey counts 2,595,750 customer service representatives in its 2025 annual

estimate3. O*NET OnLine shows 2,666,000 for 202522. The two come from different programmes and definitions:

the wage survey counts wage-and-salary jobs and excludes the self-employed. We use the wage survey for every

wage figure and O*NET only for its outlook, which it rates as a decline of 1% or more over 2025 to 2035, with

289,500 projected job openings over the projection period22. Openings remain high in a shrinking occupation

because of turnover.

Reading the NBER study correctly

The strongest causal evidence on AI in support comes from a study of 5,179 customer support agents at one

company5. It is one firm, technical support for small businesses, with 89% of agents located outside the United

States. Its effect sizes are evidence of what AI assistance can do for agents; measure your own team before you

plan on them.

What Edition 1 does not include

No original survey of support teams. Edition 2 will add one.

No paid analyst reports: we use only the public summaries and press releases that firms publish.

No figures from pages that refused automated access or could not be read; these are listed in the source

register in Part D.
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Cost per contact: assisted vs self-service

The single most useful number in customer service economics is the price gap between a contact

handled by a person and one handled by self-service. Gartner’s benchmark puts the median at USD

13.50 for assisted channels and USD 1.84 for self-service1: an assisted contact costs about 7.3

times as much. Gartner also notes that assisted channels such as phone, chat and email tend to

have similar costs per contact.

Median cost per contact, assisted vs self-service (USD)

Assisted channels

Assisted: USD 13.50

Self-service: USD 1.84

Do not trend the older figures

An earlier Gartner survey quoted an average of USD 8.01 per live contact and about USD 0.10 per self-service

contact6. It is a different study with a different method, so the two pairs are not a time series. We use the current

benchmark everywhere and show the older one only so that readers who have seen it know where it fits.

STUDY
ASSISTED /

LIVE

SELF-

SERVICE
USE

Gartner cost benchmark (1 February

2024)1
USD 13.50 USD 1.84 Current benchmark used in every model

Gartner customer survey (25 September

2019)6
USD 8.01 USD 0.10 Older study, different method; shown for

context only

The hidden cost: self-service that does not resolve

Self-service is only cheap when it finishes the job. In Gartner’s customer survey only 9% of customers reported

solving their issue completely via self-service6. If every failed attempt then becomes an assisted contact, the

expected cost of sending a customer to self-service first is USD 1.84 plus 91% of USD 13.50, or USD 14.12. That is

more than going straight to an agent.

Break-even point

At the median costs, a self-service attempt pays for itself once it fully resolves more than 13.6% of the

contacts it receives (USD 1.84 ÷ USD 13.50). Below that, it adds cost. Above it, every extra point of true

resolution saves money.

Market research model · based on published benchmarks

What one resolved ticket costs

A contact is not a resolution. When the first contact fails, the customer comes back, and you pay again. If each

assisted contact resolves the issue with a probability equal to the first contact resolution rate, the expected cost
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of one resolved issue is the cost per contact divided by that rate. SQM Group, a vendor of contact-centre

benchmarking services, reports an industry average FCR of 71% and treats 80% or higher as world-class2. At the

median assisted cost, that is USD 19.01 per resolved issue at average FCR and USD 16.88 at world-class FCR.

Cost per resolved issue at assisted cost, by first contact resolution rate (USD)

Industry average FCR (71%) USD 19.01

World-class FCR (80%) USD 16.88

One contact, no repeats USD 13.50

Market research model · based on published benchmarks. Inputs: Gartner median assisted cost per contact1; SQM FCR rates2. Assumption:

each contact resolves independently with probability equal to FCR.

How to measure your own cost per contact

Take the full annual cost of the service function: salaries, benefits, supervision, workforce management,

training, recruitment, telephony and software, outsourcing fees and a share of facilities.

Split it into assisted and self-service pools. Self-service carries its platform, content and AI usage costs.

Divide each pool by its contacts for the same year. Use contacts, not tickets, so repeat contacts are counted.

Divide assisted cost per contact by your FCR rate to get your cost per resolved ticket.

Compare with the medians above, then use the KPI sheet in Part D to track it monthly.

A regulator’s view of the same gap: the CFPB cites third-party reports estimating that chatbots save about USD 0.70 per customer

interaction compared with human agents23. This is a cited third-party estimate, not a CFPB finding.
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Agent labour cost

Labour is most of the cost of an assisted contact. The BLS wage survey puts the median hourly

wage of US customer service representatives at USD 21.53 and the median annual wage at USD

44,770 (2025 annual)3. The spread is narrow: the 90th percentile earns about twice the 10th.

Customer service representatives: annual wage distribution, United States, 2025 annual (USD)

10th percentile USD 31,750

25th percentile USD 36,870

Median USD 44,770

Mean USD 46,590

75th percentile USD 51,780

90th percentile USD 63,590

MEASURE HOURLY WAGE ANNUAL WAGE

10th percentile USD 15.27 USD 31,750

25th percentile USD 17.72 USD 36,870

Median USD 21.53 USD 44,770

Mean USD 22.40 USD 46,590

75th percentile USD 24.89 USD 51,780

90th percentile USD 30.57 USD 63,590

Wage-and-salary employment; excludes self-employed. Industry rows are a selection relevant to the five report sectors.

Wages by industry

The same job pays differently by industry. Business support services, which includes contact centres and

outsourcers, sits near the bottom; publishing (which includes software publishers) near the top.
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Median annual wage of customer service representatives by industry (USD)

Publishing industries USD 54,120

Truck transportation USD 48,530

Banking and credit intermediation USD 48,270

Couriers and messengers USD 48,130

Telecommunications USD 47,840

Air transportation USD 46,820

Computer systems design services USD 46,770

Insurance carriers and related activities USD 46,730

Computing infrastructure and web hosting USD 44,440

Accommodation USD 38,040

General merchandise retailers USD 37,590

Business support services USD 36,770

From wage to fully loaded hour

Employers pay benefits on top of wages. In the BLS employer cost survey for private industry, wages and salaries

made up 68.4% of total compensation in Q2 2026, and benefits 31.6%4. Applying that ratio to the median

customer service wage gives a fully loaded hour of about USD 31.48, or about USD 65,453 a year per agent before

supervision, tools and facilities. The ratio is for all private industry workers, not this occupation alone.

Employer cost per hour worked, private industry, all workers (USD)

Q1 2024 USD 46.14

Q2 2024 USD 46.21

Q3 2024 USD 46.84

Q4 2024 USD 47.20

Q1 2025 USD 47.92

Q2 2025 USD 48.05

Q3 2025 USD 48.60

Q4 2025 USD 48.78

Q1 2026 USD 49.32

Q2 2026 USD 49.46

Employer cost per hour worked rose from USD 46.14 in Q1 2024 to USD 49.46 in Q2 20264. Every year without a productivity gain makes each

assisted contact more expensive.
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Cross-check: what an hour of chat costs

In the NBER study, an agent handled a baseline of 2.6 chats per hour; with AI assistance this rose by 0.375. At a US

fully loaded hour of USD 31.48, that is about USD 12.11 of agent time per chat before AI and USD 10.60 with it. The

first number lands close to Gartner’s USD 13.50 median for an assisted contact1, which suggests the benchmark is

a sensible anchor for US teams.

Market research model · based on published benchmarks. Inputs: BLS median wage3; BLS wage share of compensation4; NBER chats per

hour5. The NBER firm’s agents were mostly outside the US, so its own costs were lower; the figures show what its productivity would mean

at US wages.
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N E X T  S T E P

TURN THIS BENCHMARK INTO
YOUR CUSTOM SERVICE
WORKFLOW.

You now know what a contact costs and where the gap is. NEWMIND

PARTNERS designs, builds and runs the workflow that closes it: agent

assist, self-service that resolves, clean hand-offs and quality review,

built around the systems you already use.

01

Feasibility audit

We measure your service operation on your data (read-

only): cost per contact and per resolved issue, repeat

contacts, true containment and handle time by reason.

Then we compare every solution on the market, off-

the-shelf or custom.

02

Design

We design the workflow that fits your help desk, your

knowledge and your policies, with a visible route to a

person and a human checkpoint on every decision that

matters.

03

Build and run

Our senior engineers build it, connect it to the systems

you already use, and run it in production with an audit

trail.

04

Prove it

Baseline on day one, then the change in cost per

resolved issue, hours and satisfaction, reported every

month.

Start with a feasibility audit

Find out what each resolved ticket really costs you, which solution

fits best, and the business case to back it. No commitment.

Start a feasibility audit →

newmindpartners.com/pre-audit.html · hi@newmindpartners.com · Luzern, Switzerland · Sheridan, Wyoming, USA

https://newmindpartners.com/pre-audit.html?audit=open&utm_source=report&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=cs-benchmark-2026

