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Introduction
SDI research continually shows that customer experience is one of the most significant indicators of success 
on the IT service desk. When this report was compiled in 2018, we theorised that this could potentially indicate 
that traditional SLAs will become obsolete, as Experience Levels become the new agreement between IT 
service desks and their customers. 

Although Customer Experience is continuing to take centre stage within the industry, and knowledge about 
Experience Level Agreements (XLAs) is becoming more widespread, some of our research suggests this uptake 
is not as fast as we may have expected. SDI wants to look at how far the industry has progressed regarding 
Customer Experience since 2018.

Between February and March 2020, the Customer Experience survey was sent to a wide variety of service desk 
professionals, from both public and private sector service desks and a large range of organisation sizes. In 
order to reflect changes in the industry since 2018, some questions have been added, removed, or altered. 
Where applicable, data sets from 2018 and 2020 will be compared and analysed.
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Respondent
Demographics
Industry Sector

46%

13%

13%

8%

8%

5%

3%

3%

3%

IT

Manufacturing

Healthcare

Other

Government

Higher Education

Finance

Insurance

Education

22%

10%

33%

20%

15%

1-500

501-1000

1001-5000

5001-25000

>25000

Organization Size
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How would you describe your role?

Is your service desk internally sourced or outsourced?

MSP: Is an improved Customer Experience a selling point for 
your service?

16%

42%7%

20%

15% I'm responsible for IT

I'm responsible for the
Service Desk

I'm responsible for
Service Desk tools

I'm responsible for the
Service Desk team

Other

70%

14%

16%

Internally Sourced

Outsourced

We are a managed
service provider

93%

7%

Yes

No
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CX in an Organisation
Who drives Customer Experience in your organisation?

Does your service desk measure Customer Experience/
Satisfaction?

Job Titles of Respondents who specified “Myself”

17%

15%

54%

14%
C-level

My manager

Myself

Specific role defined to
focus on Service
Experience

64%

27%

4% 5%
Service Desk
Manager

IT Leader

IT Director

Other

79%

83%

21%

17%

2018

2020

Yes No

Positively, the proportion of service desk 
professionals measuring the customer 
experience has increased since 2018. 
Previously, we asked respondents 
whether their SLA included Customer 
Satisfaction, to which over 80% of 
respondents specified it did not. However, 
it did show that the majority of this group 
still measured it regardless. While this 
question was not asked in this iteration of 
the report, the increase in service desks 
monitoring CSAT is still interesting to note.
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We can see that the majority still favours experience metrics, which shows that customer experience is still 
important in the service desk industry. However, here has been some small, unexpected movement regarding 
this question since 2018. It would seem that a slightly smaller proportion of respondents find more value in 
Customer Experience measures than more traditional measures.

While this is potentially a step away from where we might expect the industry to be heading, this does not 
necessarily mean that service desks are turning their back on customer-centricity. 

For example, it is important for service desks to understand what their customers find important in terms of 
what shapes their experience. If a service desk’s customers find that speed to answer or first-time fix is a key 
influence on their experience of the service, then the service desk should focus on ensuring they can meet 
their customers’ needs in these aspects. While these metrics may not be considered experience metrics, the 
importance is still placed on the customer’s experience rather than service desk performance alone.

SLAs to XLAs
Do you find more value in Customer Experience measures or 
traditional metrics, i.e. first time fix?

65%

61%

14%

20%

21%

19%

2018

2020

Experience Metrics Traditional Metrics Unsure

Have you noticed a shift of focus towards monitoring 
Customer Experience over/alongside SLAs?

60%

50%

16%

32%

25%

18%

2018

2020

Yes - and my service desk is focusing more on it

Yes - within the industry but not on my service desk

No - I have not noticed a shift
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52%

10%

38%
Yes, I’m familiar with it

Yes, but I do not know
what it means

I'm not familiar with it

From this data, we see that just over half of respondents are familiar with XLAs. Given that XLA as a concept 
has not been around very long in the grand scheme of ITSM, the pace at which the industry is becoming 
familiar with it is promising. A small proportion of respondents specified that while they have heard the term, 
they do not know what it means, which further shows the rate at which XLAs are being spoken about.

Similar to Service Level Agreements (SLAs), XLAs establish a typical level of service a customer should receive. 
However, the difference is that XLAs focus on the customer experience and how the service desk is performing 
in relation to KPIs that are more directly related to what the customer sees, hears, and feels about the service 
(i.e. their experience).

Among influencers and pioneering organisations, there is starting to be common understanding that XLAs and 
SLAs can and need to co-exist. XLAs highlight the problem areas from the perspective of the customer, while 
SLAs can pinpoint process issues in those areas. 

Have you heard the term XLA means in the context of ITSM?

Interestingly, while a larger proportion of respondents are seeing a shift of focus towards monitoring Customer 
Experience over or alongside SLAs, a smaller proportion are seeing this within their service desk. This is 
surprising considering a higher proportion are measuring the Customer Experience. Perhaps one reason that 
could explain the dip is that industry best practices have yet to consider moving from SLAs to XLAs in detail. 

One of the criticisms of using CX or XLAs to monitor the success of a service desk is that experience is 
subjective and is not as black and white as more traditional metrics. SLA targets are important for the service 
desks to understand performance and to identify internal process improvements. XLAs, meanwhile are a way 
to monitor service quality and identify areas for improvement in regards to what the customer sees, hears, 
and feels. Tt may seem too dangerous to monitor the service quality and efficiency solely on a subjective 
metric, but this can help the service desk to understand what matters most the business.
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Do you have a Service Level Agreement (SLA) or Experience 
Level Agreement use in your organisation? 

71%

0%

12%

17%

SLA

XLA (0%)

Both

Neither

Following on from the previous point regarding the coexistence of SLAs and XLAs, we can see that almost a 
fifth of respondents are doing just that. We can also see that SLAs are still held by the majority of respondents. 
Compared to 2018, where 74% of respondents had an SLA and the remaining 26% did not, we can see that a 
slightly higher proportion have either an SLA alone or both an SLA and an XLA (83%).

Compared to the results from the same question asked in our Benchmarking v9 report, which was released 
in 2019, a slightly higher proportion of this survey’s respondents measure both SLAs and XLAs, while a similar 
level do not measure either. This consistency shows that XLAs are growing in popularity or uptake, though there 
is still some hesitation to abandon their more traditional counterpart. Given that a significant proportion of 
the industry is not yet familiar with XLAs, this slow uptake is not surprising. How this develops by 2022 will be 
interesting to note.

Certain organisations might be very focused on traditional metrics to measure performance, so if the service 
desk wants to implement XLAs, it may have to be alongside with any existing targets or SLAs to report against 
for the business. From there, you can grow and improve your service around your customers while still giving 
the business the data they want. Continuing to monitor both traditional and CX focused metrics, especially 
during a transition period to make sure other aspects of the service do not dip in quality while you are focusing 
on the customer experience.
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What type of surveys do you use to survey customers?

Monitoring CX
What platform are you using for measuring Customer 
Satisfaction?

There are several methods service desks can use to measure customer satisfaction, but the majority, 
according to this data, use the functionality provided by their ITSM tool. This method has seen a small increase 
in popularity since 2018. The proportion of service desk using third party solutions and survey tools has 
remained roughly the same, as have outsourced services.

Over two-thirds of the industry identified that they send out surveys after every ticket is closed. While this 
allows the service desk the best chance to gain feedback from their customers in large quantities, the quality 
of these surveys may be lacking.

On-going surveys, which is the most commonly used type of survey, are the best type to allow you to monitor 
and trend CX as a continual process. To gain a broader perspective of customers’ general experience of the 
service desk, periodic surveys can be used and monitored over time. One-off surveys can be useful only in 
project context when more detailed information is needed ie developing ie. chat bots or self-service portals.

3%

3%

33%

62%

5%

5%

31%

69%

Other

Outsourced service provider runs the survey
as part of their service

Third party solution/Survey Tool

Functionality provided by the ITSM tool

2020 2018

69%

29%

24%

14%

3%

65%

33%

39%

21%

4%

On-going; i.e. a survey is sent out after
every ticket is closed

On-going; i.e. survey is sent after
randomly selected tickets are closed

Periodic; i.e. are scheduled to be sent at
specific intervals

One-off; i.e. not scheduled or is sent for
a specific reason

Other

2020 2018
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Positively, higher proportions of service desk professionals are seeing a better response rate on CX surveys. In 
comparison to 2018, 10% more service desks are seeing response rates over 10%, and 7% more achieve over 20% 
response rates. There has, however, been a small reduction in the proportion of respondents seeing a response 
rate of over 40%.

Sending surveys at the wrong time or making surveys too complex has impact on completion rates. You may 
find success in making surveys an actionable part of the process, like tying them into acceptance of resolution, 
rather than sending a separate email several days after closing the ticket. Ensuring that your surveys are as 
fast, simple, and convenient for your customers as possible can help to improve response rates. 

33%

23%

36%

38%

21%

30%

10%

9%

2018

2020

<10% 10-20% 21-40% >40%

Do you trust data gained from Customer Experience surveys?

31%

33%

66%

63%

3%

4%

2018

2020

Yes - totally Yes - somewhat No - but it's not harmful

There has been little movement in terms of how much service desk professionals trust the data gained from 
customer satisfaction surveys. However, while we can see a slight increase in the proportion of respondents 
who totally trust the data form feedback surveys, there has also been an increase in those who do not trust it. 

It is important that you trust survey responses, as it signifies that the data is valuable and can be used in 
improvement initiatives and trending over a period of time.

When measuring CX, a service desk should transparently share all feedback to everyone in service desk, 
partners and business. This makes it possible for stakeholders to learn from feedback and can service 
desk analysts to see how they have helped customers. Real time data sharing reduces the time spent on 
creating manual reports, though it is important to note that you may need to provide context or analysis 
to explain trends to certain stakeholders.

What is the average response rate to Customer Experience 
surveys?
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In 2018, it was noted that respondents’ answers centred mainly around engaging more with customers to build 
a relationship or improve their understanding of the survey and reviewing the actual survey process itself. 
These two themes were still prevalent in this survey’s responses, however, another common response centred 
around increasing response rate. This is interesting, as we have already seen that feedback survey response 
rates are higher on average, though obviously the higher the response rate the better chance you have of 
gaining valuable feedback, resolving issues which are causing negative customer experiences, and creating a 
better perception of the service desk. 

Some notable responses include:

“Provide the customer with more accurate information on the functionality of the Service Desk and employ the 

correct Rtools and mechanisms to better the customer experience.”

“Let the users know we have reviewed their opinions and that we are actually making something about them. “

“Ask better questions and review data more regularly”

“Try as much as I can educate users how to fill surveys correctly. Users can sometimes be very satisfied but by 

mistake fill dissatisfied.”

“Nothing. People have unusual responses to surveys – not necessarily representing their actual experience.”

Looking at the last two responses specifically, it represents two very different attitudes towards customer 
experience. The former shows a service desk professional that understands there is an issue with how 
customers are giving their feedback and wants to educate customers to improve the quality of responses. The 
latter shows a service desk professional that understands there is an issue with how customers are giving their 
feedback but simply disregards the comments altogether and therefore will not be able to unlock the value 
that customer feedback can have.

If you feel like you are not able to gain insight from your customer feedback, it is important to try working with 
your customers to help them understand what you need from them as well as what they need from you. If 
surveys are not the best way for your service desk to gain insight, perhaps consider alternatives like customer 
advocates or user groups to allow you to communicate directly with customers.

What could you do to improve your level of trust?
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Using the Data
How often is feedback reviewed and analysed?

We can see that there has been an increase in the proportion of respondents who review and analyse their 
feedback less frequently. It is important to regularly review and analyse feedback gained from customer 
experience surveys; this feedback can give you invaluable insight into the customer experience, as well as if 
and where they are having issues with the service. 

Failing to regularly review this data could mean that constructive and useful feedback or suggestions are 
being missed, and this could signify that customers feel that their voices are not being heard, which may 
inhibit them from completing customer experience surveys in the future. Among other factors, longer review 
cycles may make it more difficult to pinpoint the cause of a dip or peak in customer satisfaction scores. 

Having said this, it is necessary to balance review cycles with what is achievable for your service desk. SDI 
research shows that over 60% of service desks spend most of their time firefighting, and therefore analysing 
large amounts of data may seem an impossible task. However, there are several tools and pieces of software 
which can automate the collection and analysis of CXdata in real-time, therefore taking on the time-
consuming, repetitive tasks and allowing the service desk time to monitor CX live and spot potential issues 
early before they impact the service too badly. Reviewing process is still seen as additional work when actually 
it can help to focus your time on the most important development actions which delivers the most value to 
customers, the consumers of your services.

Being able to see changes in CX live, and how certain things, such as a change or service interruption, has 
an impact on CX, can be a valuable asset for the service desk. By communicating effectively with customers 
and managing their expectations, customers are more likely to appreciate the service desk despite issues 
with IT services. Ensuring these customer experiences are well-managed will likely reflect the experience data 
collected, this can then be relayed to the business to demonstrate the value and appreciation of the service 
desk.

20%

23%

57%

17%

12%

29%

38%

43%

11%

10%

Daily/realtime

Weekly

Monthly

Quarterly

Less frequently

2020 2018
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As stated in the beginning of this report, 83% of respondents measure customer experience. Comparing the 
graph above looks like many do not use it to create customer-driven service desk, since only 44% make CX 
data-driven decisions. 

For this question, we asked respondents to specify to what extent they agree with the statements above. 
As we can see, the majority of respondents would strongly agree that they share the data within IT, and a 
smaller majority share it with the business. Reporting the data back to IT or the business, be it a summary or 
the complete data set, can demonstrate the value of the service desk to the business and potentially act as 
a basis for a business case when attempting to gain buy-in for new projects. Provided, of course, that IT and 
the business understand what the reports signify. As such, it is important to ensure reports provide as much 
context as the receiving stakeholder may require.

Around 45% of respondents agreed that they shared their experience targets, which can go some way to 
setting customer expectations. Perhaps as the uptake of XLAs increases, the proportion of service desk 
professionals who share experience targets will increase.

Thought 52% of respondent specified they follow service experience continuously, only 44% agree that it is 
part of their culture. This suggests that while many service desks may monitor the customer experience on an 
ongoing basis, they may not use this data to its full potential. This theory may be supported by the fact that 
only 44% agreed that they make data-driven decisions using experience data. Even if all measures and reports 
indicate that the service desk is performing well, if customers are not happy with the service then this can 
cause issues for the service desk. Utilising customer insight can allow IT support to identify ways to improve the 
service to enhance customers’ experience. 

How far do you agree with the following statements?

16%

23%

26%

27%

30%

32%

53%

13%

21%

18%

19%

22%

20%

13%

15%

23%

26%

21%

25%

25%

16%

13%

14%

16%

14%

12%

7%

12%

44%

19%

14%

19%

11%

16%

7%

We share the data with partners/vendors

We make data driven decisions based on experience data

Service Experience is part of our culture

We share experience targets

We follow service experience continuously

We share the data with business

We share the data within IT

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree



14 Customer Experience in ITSM

What areas of IT Service Management are you looking to 
develop?

When asked what areas of service management they were looking to develop, the vast majority of service desk professionals 
specified that their attention is focused on automation. This is understandable, and as we have seen across several SDI 
reports, improving the efficiency and quality of IT services using automation has fast become a significant focus for 
organisations.
Interestingly, the next main focus for respondents revolves around service desk staff’s motivation and development. 
Investing time in staff is integral to ensure effective IT support and a team which can evolve alongside technology. Typically, 
SDI Insight data shows that service desks are likely to focus more on the customer experience than employee experience, so 
it surprising to see this trend turned on its head here, and something which will be interesting to monitor.
The next two factors are centred around the customer experience: the more commonly chosen one of the two centres 
around monitoring CX by moving towards using XLAs, and the second being employing a customer-centric approach to 
service management. It may seem disheartening to see the factors relating to customer experience only resonating with 
around 50% of respondents, however, it is important to note that most, if not all, of the above factors relate to improving the 
customer experience in some way. 
Ultimately, any focus the service desk may have should consider the impact on the customer as well as IT services. It is 
important to involve key business stakeholders when looking to develop a strategy or project, including key customers, to 
understand how IT can support the business and continually improve the customer experience. 

79%

55%

52%

47%

43%

43%

34%

31%

22%

9%

Automation of Processes, Tasks and Ticket Handling

Service Desk Motivation, Improvement, Churn or Training

Move from traditional SLAs to Experience Level Agreements

Customer centric approach to Service Management

Channel improvements (Email, Portal, Chat etc)

Improving the productivity of our end-users

Digital Transformation journey

From IT Cost to Business Value

ITSM Platform Change

Developing co-operation with outsourced provider
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There have been a few surprises throughout this report. While the industry has matured within the context of customer 
experience in some respects, it has seemingly regressed in others. While a larger proportion of the service desk industry 
is seemingly measuring customer experience, they find it a more difficult and laboursome to use the data and show the 
value. Furthermore, fewer are focusing on shifting towards monitoring the customer experience over or alongside traditional 
measures, though there is an overall greater recognition of an industry-wide shift.

We can see that just over half of the industry know what an XLA is, and a further 10% have heard of them, only a small portion 
have implemented them alongside SLAs, and none have chosen to use XLAs exclusively. However, as awareness of XLAs 
increases, we could expect this proportion to increase as well.

It appears that service desks are sending feedback surveys more frequently, and though there has been an increase in 
average response rate, service desks are reviewing this data less often, which may have an impact on customer experience 
and perception of IT support. Mostly, service desk professionals seem to trust the data they receive from feedback surveys 
and this is similar to what we saw in the 2018 report. 

From this research we learned that 83% are measuring customer experience and 61% believe that it is the most important 
metrics. If we compare that to 44% of organisations who make data driven decisions based on experience data there seems 
still be a significant difference on how able and willing we are to do really development decisions based on experience. To 
turn this positive we still have lot of development potential to really start to focus more on the actions that have value to 
customers. 

Interestingly, while the majority of respondents believe that their customer experience is above average, this proportion has 
fallen since 2018. Hopefully, these service desks have plans in place to improve their customer experience to a point where 
they believe it is above average. It would certainly help support teams who feel their service experience is subpar to listen 
to customer feedback and use this to make data-driven decisions. Though many service desks share their experience data 
with the rest of IT and/or the business, the majority do not use it drive improvement, which is a massive oversight. Utilising 
customer insights to improve your service can be incredibly beneficial, not only for service quality, but also for perception of 
the service desk and value to the business.

Over the next few years, it appears that service automation will be a key focus for service desks. Alongside this, IT employee 
experience and development will be crucial, and over half of respondents seem to understand this. Among other service 
improvement factors, customer centricity and enhancing the experience of the service should be paramount, and it will be 
interesting to see the industry’s thoughts and attitudes towards customer experience in a few years’ time.

Conclusion
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About SDI
The SDI company mission is to inspire service desks to be 
brilliant. To achieve this mission SDI has developed a set of 
goals by which it aims to inspire service desks to:

Embrace: 
To raise the quality of service delivery by valuing best practice

Engage: 
To create an inspiring and engaging customer experience

Invest: 
To empower their teams to be inspired, take action and be 
better

Shine: 
To demonstrate and deliver exceptional business value

SDI sets the globally recognised best practice service desk 
standards that provide clear and measurable benchmarks for 
service desk operations and professionals. The standards are 
designed to encourage service desks to embrace and value 
best practice in order to raise the quality of service delivery.
For more information about SDI please visit  
servicedeskinstitute.com

About 
HappySignals
HappySignals helps organisations improve employees’ 
experience and productivity by making experience data visible 
and understandable.  Our leading Experience Management 
Platform for IT and Service Management (XMP) helps you in all 
aspects of delivering exceptional services to your end-users. 
Our Customers have made on average 26% improvement 
in end-user productivity. We discover the experiences of 
900,000+ employees in 130 countries.

For more information about HappySignals,  please visit 
happysignals.com

http://www.servicedeskinstitute.com
http://happysignals.com



