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a b s t r a c t

Customer service using web-chat is fast becoming a popular global channel for sales,
service and product support, particularly with younger generations, and businesses predict
that this form of customer service will soon supersede telephonic support for sales and
customer support. However, there are challenges in the quality of customer service web-
chat communication exchanges, particularly in outsourced destinations in Asia where
English is used as a second language, but to date, little applied linguistic and business
management research has been done on the nature of these exchanges. This article pro-
vides an exploration into the issues faced by management and the agents in a Manila-
based contact centre using web-chat, and includes an analysis of a data set of 44
authentic web-chat scripts, with an in-depth analysis of 3 taken from this large American
telecommunications account. Given that the contact centres put very high value on rela-
tionship building, they have regulated for web-chat agents to engage the customer in
exactly the same way as they would in spoken interaction on the phone, resulting in
multiple back and forth exchanges. The impact of this requirement is investigated by
analysing the way 44 web-chat texts unfold in defined generic stages compared to voice
calls; these are then evaluated from a linguistic as well as a business point of view. A
further in-depth analysis of 3 web-chats from the data set reveals other interesting lin-
guistic characteristics of this kind of exchange.

� 2017 Published by Elsevier Ltd.

1. Introduction

Web-chat has been steadily developing as a preferred customer service alternative to telephonic call centres, specifically
with Gen Y and X customers who increasingly use live web-chat (Millar, 2011). Call centres are now referring to themselves
as ‘contact centres’ where voice, email and web-chat are all utilized for customer care. Given that mobile devices often do
not support toll free numbers for voice support in call centres, the trend for web-chat will no doubt continue. Studies have
predicted that US online retail sales alone are now exceeding USD 250 billion (Millar, 2011) and multinational companies,
such as banks, insurance companies, telecommunications and hospitality groups, who have been off-shoring and
outsourcing these services to call centres to India and the Philippines over the last decade, are now looking for further
improved cost savings, efficiencies and customer satisfaction through switching to web-chat customer support. However,
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little is known about the communication challenges of synchronous web-chat support in terms of how they are managed
by the business to support smooth communication in the outsourced context, and specifically in terms of how they unfold
linguistically.

Web-chat, for the purposes of this article, can best be described as synchronous exchange by generating written text on
phones and computers for customer service. It is a new generation text type enabled by technology although the nature of its
hybridity, drawing on spoken and written text conventions, has yet to be defined in different contexts. As with written
communication in email or voice exchange on the phone, the range of lexico-grammatical choices will be governed by the
highly specific context and situation of the web-chat. For example if the customer’s salutation is Hey dude, can u help? as
opposed to Good morning to you too, I really require help here, these provide immediate cues for appropriate, but different
lexico-grammatical choices for the agent to make. Similarly, when the purpose of the web-chat may be more or less serious
and urgent, for example I’ve just discovered my credit card has been stolen and I’m about to board a plane.help! as opposed to
Love that style, any chance of a size 6 in jade green. would be perfect ☺, response choices will be different in tone and even
speed of service. Issues related to the purpose, audience and complexity of the web-chat will therefore impact the kind of
language choices made for appropriate meaning making (see Halliday & Mattheissen, 2004). Unlike voice support, web-chat
can be written in real (synchronous) or delayed time (asynchronous); it can be like instant messaging on one end of the
continuum, but like email on the other, where time delays impact the exchange. This article explores the nature and use of
synchronous web-chat only.

This emerging situation, where web-chat is becoming a key tool in customer care in Asian contact centres, is reminiscent
of the advent of the call centre industry a decade ago where businesses attempted to highly regulate agent communication
behaviour to ensure quality service, but this kind of regulation resulted in ‘prescribed’ways to communicate and this proved
counterproductive in many instances (see for example Lockwood Forey & Elias, 2009). Given the scarcity of applied linguistic
research into recently emergingweb-chat customer exchange, there is little evidence to date to disprove some of the common
and current business regulations for web-chat which are influencing current practice; there are, however, no doubt lessons to
be learnt from research in the call centres.

This article first briefly explores how business managers and agents report the challenges of web-chat exchange in a large
American contact centre domiciled in Manila, and how it is managed using strict communication guidelines. The study then
turns to the exploration of the linguistic nature of the exchanges and where communication is compromised and negatively
impacting the business.

In order to get a clear picture of studies relevant to web-chat and customer service call centre exchange, a review of other
applied linguistic studies in this area is the focus of the next section.

2. Literature review

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) in workplace contexts is a rich area of research although there have been few
studies completed to date relating to customer service communication in English. Whilst some studies have been carried out
on business email exchanges (Charles & Kankaanranta, 2005; Lan, 2000; Louhiala-Salminen, Charles, & Kankaanranta, 2005;
Mulholland,1999) and on call centre exchanges (Forey & Lam, 2012; Forey & Lockwood, 2010; Hood & Forey, 2008; Lockwood,
Forey, & Price, 2008), little has been done in the area of web-chat for business purposes (but see Darics, 2014, 2015). This study
aims to make a contribution in this under-researched area with specific reference to customer service web-chat exchanges
between Filipino agents and American customers in the outsourced Asian context.

The impact of business communication guidelines for call centre customer care has been studied over the last decade
(see for example Forey & Lam, 2012; Forey & Lockwood, 2007; Friginal, 2008; Hood, 2010; Hultgren & Cameron, 2010).
These studies have revealed that many of these mandated guidelines negate the very thing they are trying to develop and
protect, i.e. good customer communication skills. To cite some examples from the literature, businesses often insist that
agents use the customer’s first name three times in each voice call to achieve the desired ‘personal touch’. Where language
can be described as a ‘system of choices’ based on context, such a regulation has been found to cause customer anger in
many cases (see Hood, 2010). Scripting has also been ubiquitous in call centres where businesses believe that interacting
with the customer using a script will enable more agent control in directing the exchange (see Woydack, 2014; Woydack &
Rampton, 2016). However, the agent only ever has control of one side of the conversation and there are vast differences in
how spoken text unfolds with an angry customer compared to a satisfied one, for example. Just as scripts are regulated in
voice exchange, templates are mandated in web-chat. The use and impact of such templates are also probed in this study.
‘Dead air’ in spoken call centre exchange is where the agent has either put the customer on hold, or is thinking about a
response resulting in an extensive silence and keeping the customer waiting. This is frowned upon by management, and
therefore highly controlled by the business where, in this study, they insist on ‘the 30 s response rule’ to ensure the
customer feels constantly ‘looked after’. As well as these requirements, businesses also have developed strict average
handling time (AHT) measures for call length to limit the time of the exchange, and first time resolution (FTR) targets to
avoid the cost of a call back to the customer (Friginal, 2009) and hopefully improve customer satisfaction rates. These
requirements, as well as specific and benchmarked communication measures (e.g. pronunciation and language accept-
ability) are enshrined in the quality assurance scorecard (see Lockwood et al., 2009) used for monthly appraisal. Getting a
poor appraisal may lead to dismissal, no bonus and lack of promotion opportunity. Some of these practices in the call
centres have now been extensively modified as business experience over the last decade has shown many of them to be
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