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Preface
Globalization, online shopping, increased access to computers, and other factors are requiring companies to sell their products
and offer services in more languages than ever before. These new emerging customers expect support in their native tongue,
putting more pressure on consumer brands to provide consistent, high-quality customer experience (CX) across multiple
languages and cultures.
CSA Research, an industry research firm, reports that 75% of consumers in non-English speaking countries say they are
more likely to purchase from websites written in their native language, and 60% say they shop exclusively on native-language
websites.1 With these factors in mind, it’s no surprise that the global market for outsourced language services is expected to top
$50 billion by 2021.2
To better understand the nuances behind that eye-popping number, Execs In The Know has partnered with translation-services
provider Unbabel to survey high-level executives at top consumer brands about their worldwide multilingual customer support
operations. A majority of the respondents are executives at large U.S.-based companies in the technology, retail, travel, finance,
business services, and entertainment sectors.
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Sources: 1https://insights.csa-research.com/reportaction/8057/Marketing ; 2https://insights.csa-research.com/reportaction/48585/Marketing

Survey Methodology & Respondents
Invitations were sent to senior executives at global companies in the following industries: Electronics, Technology & Internet;
Retail, Travel, Insurance & Financial Services, Gaming/Entertainment, and Supplier, Business & Professional Services. Of those
invited to participate in the survey, 78 qualified responses were received, including 18 from Fortune 500 companies representing
a combined $850 billion in annual revenues.
Qualified survey respondents were comprised of industry decision-makers, with a majority in senior management. Nearly half
(46%) are vice-president level or above.

What is your
responsibility?

What is your
job title?
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Note: For the purposes of this report, all data points are rounded to the whole number.
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The Electronics, Technology & Internet sector
(27%) was especially well-represented, followed by
Supplier, Business & Professional Services (23%),
Retail (15%), Travel (12%), Insurance & Financial
Services (12%), and Gaming/Entertainment (5%).
What is your
industry?
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The State of Multilingual Customer Experience
Our survey focused on how companies are
delivering native-language experience to their
customers, their immediate plans to meet the
growing global demand for multilingual customer
support, and the top pain points they consider
barriers to success.

English Translation Services

While this survey focused primarily on delivering native-language experience to non-English speakers, English remains the
dominant language of customer support due to its overwhelming market share. It is the coin of the realm in global commerce
and the top choice for companies seeking to translate their service operations for the widest possible audience. In fact, many of
these global companies choose English as the language for the written source material upon which all of their other translations
are based.
To keep costs down, companies have relied heavily on highly English-proficient localized agents in Asia, and our survey
respondents reflected that ongoing trend. When offshoring written English-language customer service, respondents expressed
a clear preference for the Philippines, with Manila (41%), Makati (12%), Cebu (8%) and Quezon City (8%) accounting for 69%
of the total responses. Other top-cited locations included India (Bangalore, 19%, Pune, 10%, and Chennai, 9%) and Ireland
(Dublin, 23%, and Belfast, 12%). Amsterdam (10%) rounded out the top ten.
These results come as no surprise. With English as one of its official languages, the Philippines has one of the most
English-proficient populations in Asia with an English literacy rate of 96.9%. This, coupled with the deep-rooted American
influence, creates a successful environment for written English language customer service. Outsourcing in the Philippines dates
back to 2001 and according to Reuters,3 has dethroned India as the country with the most call centers in the world.
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Source: 3https://in.reuters.com/article/philippines-economy-outsourcing/rise-of-the-machines-philippine-outsourcing-industry-braces-for-ai-idINKBN1D90BX
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However, the largest competitive threat for the Philippines may no longer be other countries. According to Digital Marketing
Philippines, “The biggest foreseeable threat in the outsourcing industry in the Philippines is the rise of Artificial Intelligence, which
may dilute the biggest advantage the Philippines has in this sector, English Proficiency.”4

Based on quality and
value alone, what are
your top 3 preferred
offshore locations for
written English-language
customer service?
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Source: 4https://digitalmarketingphilippines.com/the-outsourcing-industry-in-the-philippines-2018-edition/

Location & Sourcing
Of respondents who operate contact centers outside the United States, about half support sites in Western Europe (51%), Asia
Pacific (50%), and Central America (49%), with Southeast Asia (44%) following close behind. While these responses demonstrate
the truly global footprint of business service outsourcing, outsourcing is by no means a universal practice in customer support.
Moreover, the approach to outsourcing tends to be binary: businesses rely either minimally or heavily on outsourcing, with few
businesses falling in between.

In which regions are
your customer support
delivery operations
currently based?
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Indeed, nearly two-thirds of respondents fell on one end of the outsourcing spectrum or the other, with a total of 32%
representing those with outsourcing less than 20% and a total of 28% representing those with outsourcing more than 80%.

What percentage
of your customer
service is currently
outsourced?

32%
28%
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Not surprisingly, nearly all respondents (96%) who reported outsourcing less than 20% of customer-service operations
rely on in-house agents to handle multilingual support. In addition to translation software (20%), providing a scripted
response (12%), and free online translation services (8%), respondents cited language line support (8%) and chatbots (4%) as
resources for handling customer support queries.

How do you
currently support
your customers in
foreign languages?

Respondents utilizing
outsourcing for less
than 20% of their
customer-service
operations.
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Respondents whose companies currently outsource more than 80% of customer support operations still rely heavily on
in-house agents (82%) to deliver native-language support, supplementing with translation software (27%), free online translation
services (18%), outsourced multilingual agents (18%), paid translation services (18%), scripted responses (9%), and chatbots
(5%).

How do you
currently support
your customers in
foreign languages?

Respondents utilizing
outsourcing for more
than 80% of their
customer-service
operations.
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Overall, nearly nine in ten survey respondents (88%) provide in-house multilingual support, followed by a steep drop-off
to the next preferred method of service delivery. Twenty-two percent of respondents use translation software, and just 10%
or less leverage outsourced multilingual agents, free online translation services, scripted responses, paid translation services,
language line support, or chatbots.

INSIGHT
It is common practice for companies to outsource the “low-hanging
fruit” of customer service, reserving the more complex and nuanced
aspects of customer experience for in-house agents. Historically,
low volume on native language lines can be cost-prohibitive to
outsource. These survey results would indicate that providing highquality native-language support remains a key challenge for our
survey respondents.

Yet, after in-house multilingual support, companies’ second-best preferred method for service delivery does vary. For example,
one-third of respondents in the finance sector rely on language line support, while in the tech sector, the same percentage use
translation software. In the travel sector, 33% of respondents hire paid translation services. In the retail sector, roughly a third use
either translation software (18%) or outsourced multilingual agents (18%).
These results indicate a potential market opportunity for technology-based translation solutions. Providers that continue
to improve and refine their service offerings will likely gain significant market share amid an increasingly tight labor market for
multilingual human agents - particularly as companies seek to meet growing demand for multilingual customer support.

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report
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The Talent Gap
Whether you are an outsourcer providing multilingual support or an organization sourcing in-house, retaining talent can
be challenging. Today’s agents must not only possess strong language skills, but also strong technical skills. These two
requirements can be hard to find in tandem.
Nevertheless, highly skilled multilingual speakers can perform key job functions beyond customer support, making them a smart
long-term investment. Therefore, companies that can attract and retain these valuable workers may prefer to keep them in-house.
When asked, “What is your biggest and most painful challenge in terms of languages and customer service?,” nearly half of
survey respondents (47%) identified sourcing and agent retention as their primary pain points. Respondents also cited
volume and scalability (19%), cost efficiency (18%), and quality assurance, and regulatory compliance (16%).
Throughout this report, we will be sharing direct quotes from survey respondents that touch on each of these four key areas.

Sourcing & Agents Retention
“The competition level in Manila
is high for Japanese/Korean
speakers. Other vendors and/or
brands are slowly engaging in a
price war to pay more.”

“It’s difficult to find and
retain agents, manage
quality, and automate (use
bots) due to too many
languages.”
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“Aligning with vendor partners around
language expectations and ensuring
they are assessing appropriately
- especially in the absence of a
standardized language evaluation
across the industry.”
“We struggle with
high turnover. It’s
hard to find people
with both language
and technical skills.”

“Agent churn of highly
sought-after languages.”

“Finding the candidates
with the right personality
and motivation while
not compromising on
language skills.”

“Ensuring agents have
the right level of skills in
the targeted language and
monitoring for compliance
and use of those skills.”

“Hiring, training, and retaining
highly qualified associates
given significant peaks and
valleys in contact volumes.”

Understanding
Multilingual
Business Needs
Serving “The Long Tail”
Our survey results illustrate the “long tail” of
native-language support, with a small number
of high-demand languages covering the bulk
of operations, followed by a steep drop-off.
So-called “Tier 1” languages cover 90% of
online GDP, according to a 2017 study.5
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Source: 5https://insights.csa-research.com/reportaction/46005/Marketing

For which languages
do you currently
provide support?
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Seventy-one percent of respondents
said they plan to add or increase nativelanguage support within the next 1-2 years.
The top languages designated for expansion
were Spanish (29%), Chinese (24%), and
French (18%). Twenty-nine percent reported
no immediate plans to increase nativelanguage support
While target language priorities varied
significantly from sector to sector, one
constant is as consumer expectations grow,
so does the demand for multilingual support.
For some industries, this has become
a powerful differentiator. Organizations
providing strategic multilingual support will
gain important market share for providing
interactions that are easy and solve the
customer’s problem, regardless of language.

Let’s consider the
priority differences
by sector
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For which language
do you anticipate
adding support in
the next 1-2 years?

Travel
The travel-sector companies represented include global hotel chains, vacation rentals, and online booking agents. These
companies reported the largest expected near-term growth in native-language support, with nearly nine in ten (89%) expecting
to add language support services within the next two years. Despite the current focus on Western European languages
(primarily Spanish, German, and French), plans for language expansion indicate a growing travel market in Asia. Two-thirds (67%)
identified Chinese as the top priority for broadening native-language customer experience, followed by Arabic (33%), Japanese
(33%), and German (33%). Just 11% said they had no plans to expand their native-language service offerings.

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report
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Location
and&Sourcing
Insurance
Financial Services
More than three-quarters of respondents (78%) in the finance
sector said they expect to add native-language customer service
within the next two years. This is a striking number considering our
respondents’ focus on the U.S. financial market, indicating that,
while the vast majority of their customers are U.S. residents, there
is an increasing willingness to provide native-language support to
customers who likely speak English as a second language. More
than half (56%) planning to increase Spanish language support,
followed by Chinese (44%), Indonesian/Malayan (11%), French
(11%), and Korean (11%). Twenty-two percent said they had no
immediate plans to expand multilingual support offerings.
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Location and Sourcing
Retail
Of survey respondents in the U.S.-based retail
sector, half (50%) said they plan to expand their
Spanish-language customer support, followed
by French (25%), German (25%). Seventeen
percent say they will be adding support in
Chinese, reflecting the growing market in China
for U.S.-made retail goods. One-quarter said
they have no immediate plans to increase their
native-language service offerings.

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report
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Electronics,
Technology &
Internet
Respondents in the electronics, technology and Internet sector projected a relatively slower rate of growth for native-language
customer support, although this may be because these companies are already offering more robust multilingual support services
compared to other industries. That said, emerging markets in Asia may account for the expected additions in language support.
Just over half (52%) indicated plans to increase native-language support within the next two years, citing Chinese, Arabic,
Indonesian/Malaysian as areas of prioritization.
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Supplier, Business &
Professional Services
Responses from the business-services sector offer a preview of the key pain points in delivering high-quality native language
experience. As we discuss later in this report, survey respondents frequently cited the challenge of sourcing and retaining
talented multilingual agents in regions with, (1) high cultural expectations for native speakers; and (2) high cost of living. For the
companies tasked with providing multilingual support services, these more expensive languages remain the focus. Respondents
said they expect growth in Spanish (33%), French (33%), Portuguese (22%), Japanese (22%), and German (22%). Overall, 88%
of respondents in the business-services sector said they will add language support within the next 1-2 years.

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report
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The Price of Multilingual CX
For our survey respondents, the most expensive language to cover is Japanese, followed by German, French, and Chinese.
Here are the top ten most expensive languages to cover, in descending order:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Japanese
German
French
Chinese
Korean
Dutch
Arabic
Spanish
Russian
Portuguese

“Japanese is always a
pain point; non-native
speakers are considered
unacceptable, but
recruiting is a challenge.”

Reasons for high coverage costs split along a sharp divide between East and West, according to
our survey respondents. Asian languages - chiefly Japanese - generally cost more due to cultural
expectations, as customers demand native speakers to handle their queries. High costs for Western
and Nordic languages, by contrast, tend to be driven by the higher cost of living in the areas where
those talent pools are sourced.

Understandably, companies must focus their native-language resources where they have greatest
impact. As online market share for less-serviced languages continues to expand, these companies
face a difficult choice. The opportunity cost for offering a limited menu of multilingual service
offerings will almost certainly grow over time. On the other hand, those companies seeking
“There is a price premium for
to get ahead of the growing demand for native-language customer experience must cover a
Western languages. Only few
wider array of lower-volume languages in ways that are both scalable and cost-effective in
locations combine resource
the near term.
availability with acceptable
When asked about significant stressors on the customer-service organization, respondents
cited “sourcing native-language experience in low-volume languages” (21%), “expensive to
cover” (23%), or “it is difficult to find and retain effective agents” (21%) as major pain points.
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costs, and there is high
competition in those locations.”

Cost Efficiency
The competitive landscape offshore, drives organizations to compete on wage and agents “job shop” looking for the most
competitive salary, making it extremely difficult to retain quality agents. Call centers are left with a difficult environment in which to
control cost and quality. Here’s what our survey respondents said.
“Balancing availability
with demand at
effective price and
experience points.”

“Our biggest
challenge is high
quality, accent
neutral English, at
the lowest price.”

“Retaining experienced bilingual
employees at competitive rates.”

“High cost of staffing
at adequate languageskill levels.”

“Low availability of native language
speakers in cheap locations such as
the Philippines and India.”

A Shifting Focus in Customer Support
Increases in native-language experience may reflect an overall shift in how customer experience organizations define success.
When asked which general factors had the highest impact on customer satisfaction, nearly all respondents (92%) rated
“solving the customer’s problem” as having the most impact, followed by providing “knowledgeable support agents”
(64%) and “speed of case resolution” (62%). Just 29% of respondents identified short wait times as key to customer
satisfaction, indicating that consumers may be prepared to wait longer for service if the service they receive leads to a positive
first-case resolution. Templated, scripted responses that may fail to acknowledge the complexities of individual customer
interactions were rated lowest by respondents in terms of impact on customer satisfaction.
In other words, average speed of answer is no longer the gold standard by which customer support is measured. Instead, firstcase resolution - delivered by agents well-equipped to understand and address customer queries - has emerged as the key
performance metric.
The one exception to this new rule can be found in the finance sector. While all of the respondents in the finance industry cited
solving the customer’s problem as vital to customer satisfaction, they also agreed that speed of case resolution was paramount
as well. When it comes to resolving a money issue, customers are not prepared to wait.
The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report
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Interestingly, less than half of
respondents (48%) cited “providing
support in native language”
as having a significant impact
on outcomes. Given that agents
must first be able to understand
the customer’s core issue before
they can hope to effectively
address it, this finding indicates a
potential disconnect between what
respondents identify as their top
priority and what they may actually be
doing to achieve that goal.
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On a scale from 1 to 5, where 5 is the
highest, how much of an impact does each
of the following factors have on CSAT in
your customer support operations?

The Challenge of “Meeting Customers Where They Are”
The channels where customer interactions
take place are evolving along with
technological and cultural shifts. Overall,
the vast majority of respondents (88%)
expect self-service volumes to increase
over the next two years, followed by live chat
(76%), social media platforms (70%), and text
messaging (66%). Respondents said voice
and email/ticket channels will see the largest
declines in volume.

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report

For each of the
listed channels, how
do you envision your
customer support
evolving over the
next two years in
terms of volume?
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Interestingly, respondents from the business-services sector offered a slightly different perspective. While these respondents
also anticipated significant increases in volume for live chat and self-service, the majority (83%) said they expect higher volume
of social media queries in the coming years. As Millennials establish more buying power, they are also demanding support in the
medium their generation grew up with.

INSIGHT
One of the key reasons for a shift in channels sits in consumer
adoption and the Millennial consumer. With a reported $200 M in
annual buying power, brands cannot ignore their preferences and
expectations.
According to Customer Think Magazine,“Millennials are the most
diverse generation thus far and look for personalization of all of
their devices and interactions. By making information available
when Millennials want it, where they need it and in the language that
they understand best, businesses are taking the right steps to make
their company “Millennial-ready.”6
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Source: 6http://customerthink.com/customer_care_millennial_ready_with_multilingual_self_service/

Overall, respondents cited fluctuations in
the volume of native-language customer
experience - whether expected or
unexpected - as placing the most stress
on their customer service organizations.
Respondents said “dealing with
unplanned event spikes” (44%) and
“dealing with planned seasonality
spikes” (26%) were the two biggest
stressors.

Rank the stress of
each of the following
puts on your
operations, on a scale
from 1 to 5, where 5
is the most stress.

At the sector level, responses from the
business-services industry reflected the
challenges of sourcing. Respondents rated
“resourcing expensive languages” as the
top stressor, citing unplanned event spikes
and planned seasonal event spikes as
second and third.

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report
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Technology may hold the key to overcoming such volume spikes. Overall, 84% of respondents said they plan to leverage
chatbots to meet the expected need in the areas of live chat and text-based customer interactions.

INSIGHT
The servicing trend of using chatbots for various consumer
interactions opens immense opportunities for brands to service
in native languages but offers a challenge as well. Chatbots have
the capability to service in hundreds of languages. With that said,
companies must determine how they provide this experience
consistently across all channels.
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Volume & Scalability
Companies seeking to stay ahead of the
curve must find creative ways to source
and scale their multilingual service
operations. Here’s what our survey
respondents said are their top challenges
in meeting evolving customer needs.

“Our challenge is effectively
using associates who support
smaller languages (i.e. ensuring
we have enough staff available
to take calls, while maintaining
acceptable occupancy levels).”

“Our business and customer demand
is already seasonal and highly variable.
Adding a large portfolio of languages
on top of that variability makes it very
challenging to consistently meet both
quality and service level objectives
throughout the year.”

“The volume of inquiries for some
languages does not require a full-time
resource which means that staffing is
expensive and a challenge.”

“Our biggest challenges are that
we’re hyper-seasonal and we don’t
have enough year-round volume
to maintain a large, core team.
This results in our CS teams being
comprised mainly of people who
have not worked our account in
past seasons.”

“We are adding many
languages for new markets
but we have low volume
so scaling is difficult and
expensive.”

“Building a hybrid model (i.e., agent
assisted + self-service + automatic
translation) that is scalable.”

“Trying to source European
languages effectively and the
nuances of European regulations.”

Quality Assurance & Regulatory Compliance
In an increasingly global marketplace,
companies inevitably find themselves subject to
multiple regulatory environments. Changes in the
legal requirements of one country may create a
ripple effect felt across all channels, as customer
service organizations struggle to maintain
consistency. Here’s what our survey respondents
said were their greatest challenges in this area.
The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report

“Making rapid response changes
to an external event or internal
update. Bringing multiple
languages and sites up to speed
quickly is a challenge.”

“The biggest challenge is
getting customer feedback
from all languages including
the GDPR restrictions.”
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If Language Weren’t a Factor
There are many factors that inform a company’s vendor location strategy for customer support. Cost-efficiency, flexibility, and
proximity to key markets and talent pools must be weighed against each other in a complex and frequently imperfect calculus.
How important is language in the decision-making process? If language weren’t a factor, how might that impact location strategy?
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If Language Weren’t a Factor
More than a third of our
survey respondents
(36%) maintained that
they wouldn’t change a
thing. Here’s what they
had to say.
“No impact. We source
for quality regardless of
location or language.”
“Not very much. While
language is an important
factor, we also believe that
having customer service
agents who understand the
culture of the region is very
important.”
“Minimal impact. Our
outsourcing strategy is
designed to be globally
diverse to ensure business
continuity and drive
performance through
healthy competition.”

Thirty percent said that
if language were not a
factor, they could focus
on cost efficiencies and
talent sourcing.

Fifteen percent said
that without language
constraints their support
operations would benefit
from greater flexibility.

Twelve percent said
that without language
as a factor, they could
consolidate their
support operations.

“Locations could be wider
spread across the globe,
wherever resources are
easier to hire and retain.”

“Broader options on
location strategy.”

“We would likely
consolidate to a smaller
footprint of call center
locations.”

“Labor availability and cost
would dominate decisions.”
“Would likely weigh
economics heavier while
sticking with diverse
regions for cultural and
redundancy purposes.”
“You could source support
from cheaper destinations
where quality of work is
still high.”
“We’d probably go the
route of the cheapest FTE
hourly rate, especially
if technical capability/
expertise were to be readily
available.”

“More freedom in selecting
locations.”
“Keep facilities and client
relations close to the
customer. Vendor selection
based upon expertise
and quality results. Stay
in market. That said still
want to be able to project a
global presence.”

“More consolidations
in Europe at lower-cost
locations.”
“We would consolidate
physical locations, and
move out of higher-cost
markets.”

A few survey respondents replied that language must be a
factor in any vendor location strategy.
“Language is always a factor. 60-65% of all call centres still
support English so current geo footprint is largely based on that
capability.”
“We need multiple locations and vendors to provide 24/7 support
but now we need to add locations/vendors for language. It would
be good if the location and language strategy coincided.”

The State of Multilingual Customer Experience: 2019 Report

30

Conclusion
Customer expectations for multilingual experience are keeping pace along with expanding global markets. A company’s ability to
deliver high-quality support in its customers’ native language can be a major differentiator in a crowded field.
With opportunity comes competition. As more companies seek to tap into a finite talent pool of highly skilled multilingual agents,
sourcing and retention has become increasingly challenging and costly. With limited resources, global companies continue to
prioritize those resources on the few high-demand languages that touch the majority of their customer base, while the so-called
“long tail” of low-volume languages frequently go underserved.
On the other hand, those low-volume languages may represent a small, but fast-growing online market share that future-thinking
companies will strike early while talent acquisition cost is lower due to less competition for resources. At the same time, customers
now have more options than ever when it comes to interacting with companies. Advances in technology, coupled with or perhaps
fueled by, major demographic shifts, offer yet another competitive advantage opportunity for companies that deploy them most
effectively.
These shifts in the customer-experience landscape have helped reshape the industry’s definition of what it means to deliver highquality customer service. The new gold standard of good service is to quickly and efficiently resolve customer inquiries at first
contact, according to our survey respondents.
Needless to say, the worthy goal of first-contact
resolution requires a solid understanding of the issue
at hand. If the CX industry is serious about solving
customers’ problems, it is necessary to serve them in
their native language whenever possible.

Technological advances in natural language processing and machine learning are paving the way for more intelligent virtual
assistants that can accommodate changes and fluctuations in customer demand. It is clear that technology will continue to drive
improvements in native-language customer experience as well.
31

About Execs In The Know
Execs In The Know is a global leadership community of high-caliber executives that share a passion for excellence in customer
experience. The community is a platform for leaders, across industries, to build brand equity through customer service by
coming together to learn, share, network, and engage.
With a culture of inclusion and diversity, Execs In The Know has created a movement for pushing the limits of progressive topics
through open and collaborative discussions, breaking down barriers to connect with peers and grow personal networks, and
creating an interactive environment to engage with peers on insightful content resulting in actionable best-practice takeaways.
Execs In The Know holds numerous live events each year including Customer Response Summit, Subject Matter Briefings,
Lunch & Learns, and Dinners. They also offer industry content and thought leadership, webinars, reports, and various social
communities.
Learn more at www.execsintheknow.com.

About Unbabel
Unbabel’s Customer Service Solution allows modern enterprises to understand and be understood by their customers in
dozens of languages.
Powered by state-of-the-art AI and refined by a global crowd of thousands, Unbabel helps global brands like Booking.com,
Facebook, Skyscanner, easyJet, Under Armour and Rovio remove language as a concern, increasing customer satisfaction and
building a more efficient customer service operation in the process.
Backed by Scale Venture Partners, Notion, Microsoft Ventures, Salesforce Ventures, Samsung NEXT and Y Combinator, Unbabel
is accelerating the shift to a world without language barriers.
For more information visit www.unbabel.com.
Methodology of Execs In The Know, commissioned by Unbabel: The State of Native Language Customer Experience. Conducted in March & April 2019.
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