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GlobalData research of over 4,000 enterprises shows businesses have 
accelerated investments in IT-led transformation projects1. According to 
a recent McKinsey Global Survey of executives, their companies have 
accelerated the digitization of their customer and supply-chain interactions 
and their internal operations by three to four years2. And the share of 
digital or digitally enabled products in their portfolios has accelerated by 
a shocking seven years3. Businesses that don’t embrace this change will 
lose their competitiveness in a world with rising digital transactions; more 
customers engaging brands through many different channels, and people 
pivoting towards self-service. The digitization of customer engagement 
platforms can enable businesses to capture and orchestrate customer 
interactions through various channels, better understand their needs 
and preferences through analytics; and automate response through AI 
and chatbot to improve customer service. The possibilities of improving 
customer experience and loyalty are endless. Digital transformation is 
not merely an IT project – it strives for a better, more efficient operating 
model around people, process, and technology driven by data. At the 
core of transformation is human-centric design, to help businesses better 
communicate to its customers across a broader mix of channels.

1 GlobalData research also shows that ASEAN businesses are spending 41 per cent of their total ICT budget on disruptive technologies, such as AI/ML and RPA 
to change their business. 

2 McKinsey. How COVID-19 has pushed companies over the technology tipping point—and transformed business forever. 5 October 2020. Available on: https://www.mckinsey.com/
business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/how-covid-19-has-pushed-companies-over-the-technology-tipping-point-and-transformed-business-forever. 
The online survey was in the field from July 7 to July 31, 2020, and garnered responses from 899 C-level executives and senior managers representing the full range of regions, 
industries, company sizes, and functional specialties.

3 Ibid.
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Integrated communications platforms, based on APIs, are an 
essential part of the digitization of customer engagement. 
These platforms provide a more holistic view of the customer 
journey, serving a myriad of technology options, such as voice, 
SMS, and A2P, at each touchpoint, to elevate the end-to-end 
experience. With the acceleration of digital transformation, 
the adoption of communications platforms and API solutions 
has also increased dramatically. Some industry analysts 
predict up to 90 percent of businesses will have deployed 
these platforms by 20234, with retail as one of the most 
important sectors for this technology5.

This report includes a survey of 31 business and IT leaders, 
representing senior technology buyers and decision 
markets from enterprises across the Asia-Pacific region. 
Many of the respondents represent sectors such as retail, 
banking, insurance, telecommunications, OTT providers, 
and transportation & logistics. The results provide insights 
into their business objectives, their plans and deployment of 
communications platforms and APIs, and various use cases 
that are important to their businesses. 

4 CIO Magazine. Are You One of the 90% Who Will Use CPaaS to Drive Customer 
Experience? 28 May 2021. Available on: https://www.cio.com/article/3620409/are-
you-one-of-the-90-who-will-use-cpaas-to-drive-customer-experience.html

5 Retail Insights Network by GlobalData Technology. 8 November 2021. CPaaS is the 
key to omni-channel success for retail businesses. Available for viewing on: 
https://www.retail-insight-network.com/comment/cpaas-omni-channel/
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This report also highlights three distinct communications 
channels – voice, SMS, and chat apps.

■ Voice remains an important channel especially for
providing personalized communications, specialized
support or advice (e.g., technical support or advisory),
resolution for more complex issues, empathy, and a
human touch.

■ SMS is the most mature communications API that is
ubiquitous and with the greatest number of use cases.
It is useful for reaching a broad audience in outbound
communications, such as promotions. It can also support
two-way communications, provide notifications, and offer
one-to-one personalization.

■ Chat apps are gaining popularity for the richness of
the features which can drive better relationships with
customers. By unifying these communications channels
together with others (e.g., video, voice, email) in one
platform, it provides the foundation for omni-channel
customer experience.
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There are many communications platform solutions in the 
market and this report provides some guidance on the 
important criteria to consider. It draws on the perspectives 
of enterprises that have already deployed these platforms 
or are planning to deploy one soon. Some key criteria should 
include security and data protection, reliability and service 
assurance, technical and local support, as well as the feature 
set and roadmap. Most enterprises are choosing to work with 
specialized communications platform providers that provide 
easy to use solutions without the need for intensive coding,  
as well as strong application development and technical 
support to help businesses achieve their objectives.

Being a cloud-based solution, pricing is typically usage-based, 
which makes an API-enabled communications platform  
a relatively low-risk investment that can provide immediate 
return and concrete benefits. Enterprises can start small  
and scale up when they see the business benefits and  
gain confidence.
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Customer Engagement 
in the Digital World

Global Platforms with Local Support. Joined Up Comms & IT



8Redefining Customer Engagement with Communications Platforms and APIs

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced companies to rethink 
their business models and there is a realization, even among 
brick-and-mortar businesses, that they have to embrace 
digital technologies to engage customers more effectively. 
Companies that have invested in digitization of their business 
(e.g., cloud and mobile-enabled platforms) have fared better 
during the pandemic than those that were slow to move  
to digital and relied more heavily on legacy technology.  
An overnight shift to remote working, coupled with customers 
engaging through more online channels impacted many 
businesses that were unprepared6. Through digital platforms, 
businesses have been able to maintain sales of products 
and services while traditional brick-and-mortar (e.g., retail 
outlets) are shut due to lockdowns. Digital channels also 
proved advantageous in managing multimodal supply chains, 
coordinating delivery, and supporting customers through  
their preferred digital channels whilst delivering  
a personalized, fast, and intuitive experience. 

Based on GlobalData’s survey, 87 percent of businesses 
indicated that customer engagements and preferences 
have changed significantly over the past year (Figure 1). 
Studies show, for example, that COVID-19 has led to a rapid 
rise in online shopping including e-commerce, social media, 
and mobile apps. There were also declines in consumer 
loyalty and brand loyalty. For example, the pandemic caused 
global supply-chain disruptions and shoppers who could not 
find their preferred product(s) would switch to competitors.  
The pandemic also saw a rise in low-touch digital platforms 
for areas from food and grocery, apparel, household to 
fitness7. A June 2021 study from EY finds that successful online 
players use their platforms to build their customer base and 
leverage data to offer a stronger and more personalized  
user experience8.

6 GlobalData ICT Buyers Survey, 2020, n = 4,181
7 McKinsey. A global view of how consumer behavior is changing amid COVID. 7 July 2020. Available on: covid-19-global-consumer-sentiment-20200707.pdf (mckinsey.com)
8 EY. How Asia-Pacific must respond to the new, post-COVID-19 consumer. 27 June 2021. Available on: https://www.ey.com/en_gl/consumer-products-retail/how-asia-pacific-must-

respond-to-the-new-post-covid-19-consumer
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In this study, GlobalData polled 31 enterprises (with 1,000 or more employees), across the Asia-Pacific region, and in four main 
industry verticals (retail, banking/insurance, telecommunications/OTT providers, and transportation & logistics). Respondents are 
decision makers for communications platforms and API solutions, and are therefore familiar with the technology and the benefits 
it can bring.

9 Ibid.

Figure 1

13%
No change 

at all

48%
Significant 
changes

39%
Very significant 

changes

How much has customer engagement 
and preferences changed for your 

organization in the past year?

At the beginning of the outbreak, many businesses 
experienced traditional call centers being flooded with calls 
ranging from checking flight status, reservation cancellation, 
refunds, health-related information, etc. Adding omni-channel, 
automation, and AI capabilities into the communications mix 
has significantly improved customer service – an important 
factor for purchasing decisions, brand loyalty and advocacy. 
The shift to low-contact digital engagement has been 
accelerated by the pandemic and it will only increase  
in importance post-COVID9. Consumers will continue to 
conduct more business online and plan to use mobile  
and social channels as a dominant medium. 

Besides keeping customers connected, there are other 
opportunities for businesses to consider as they tap into 
various emerging technologies to further enhance their 
engagement with customers. For B2C businesses, they can 
enhance the customer online shopping experience through 
AR/VR, use AI/ML for inventory prediction and management, 
as well as better know their customers, and deliver a 
personalized experience based on data-driven insights.
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Communications Platforms 
and APIs are a Crucial Part 
of the Digital Experience
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Customers, especially in current times, are experience-centric. 
API-enabled communication platforms are playing a major role 
in elevating user experience to drive new revenue and business 
outcomes. However, many of the channels, such as SMS, 
mobile, or social can appear to be in isolation. As businesses 
attempt to integrate communication streams, they also need 
to have the ability to automate and orchestrate customer 
interactions across different channels to deliver a seamless 
experience. This is where the cloud-based communications 
platforms (also known as communications platform-as-a-
service, CPaaS) come in, helping programmers and developers 
build applications that improve customer engagements 
across channels. CPaaS enables the integration of real-time 
communications such as voice, SMS, and chat apps into 
business applications through APIs. These capabilities are 
often deployed across existing platforms in an automated 
way. Based on GlobalData’s survey of professionals who are 
involved in the decision-making of CPaaS, 77 percent of them 
indicated communications platforms and APIs as very high 
or high priority in their overall business transformation and 
customer engagement initiatives (Figure 2). Figure 2

42%
High priority

19%
Moderate

35%
Very high priority

3%
Low priority

How important is communications 
platforms and APIs in your overall 
customer engagement initiatives?
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Figure 3

Key drivers for considering and implementing communications 
APIs/platform for customer engagement
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These respondents further highlighted the key drivers of 
implementing API-based communication platforms (Figure 3).

■ Seventy-four percent of businesses see the use of
communication platforms to improve customer
engagement across channels as either very important
or important. With the dramatic shift from offline to online,
businesses have found it difficult to engage consistently in
these environments.

■ Seventy-one percent of businesses see the use of
communication platforms to integrate customer
engagements with other business applications as either
very important or important. To move from a ‘system of
records,’ to a ‘system of engagements,’ businesses are
looking at ways to remove traditional data silos; stay
connected with customers with real-time information;
and use data more effectively to engage at the right
moments to drive more personalization.

■ Sixty-nine percent of respondents see the use of
communication platforms to automate customer
engagements as either very important or important.
As online buying journeys are non-linear, automation tools,
such as chatbots, help businesses to keep track of each
customer and engagement uniquely. These tools are being
used more widely to personalize communications and
recommendations; promote zero touch customer service;
and generate quality leads (e.g., identify customers,
information they are after, the route to sales).
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More broadly, the charts above highlight businesses are 
no longer just thinking about the front-end automation but 
improving workflows to the mid and back-office. Removing 
manual processes and connecting a customer journey across 
different touchpoints will ultimately deliver faster responses 
and greater customer satisfaction. These workflows will 
involve the business applications as well as the warehousing, 
logistics, and the entire supply chain. 

Communications platforms and APIs play an important role 
in transforming and automating these back-end workflows. 
Integrating them into operations has the ultimate goal of 
improving customer engagement through multiple channels. 
There are now many use cases for using SMS, chat apps,  
and voice channels for engaging customers:

■ SMS: Use cases include individual notifications
(e.g., multi-factor authentication, ad hoc messages);
group notifications (including outbound bulk messaging);
and two-way communication (e.g., top up credits,
customer surveys).

■ Chat Apps: Ability to orchestrate communications across
multiple chat app platforms, such as WeChat, WhatsApp,
Messenger, Viber, LINE, KakaoTalk, and Zalo. This includes
areas such as content adaptation, templates, adjustments
of single or bulk messaging across channels, and automated
fallbacks to a chat app channel of choice or SMS.

■ Voice: This includes text to speech and speech recognition
(TTS/SR), supporting in-app voice calls, and call masking
which programmatically replaces the user's caller ID with
a virtual number of choice to protect the privacy of users.
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Combining these capabilities under one platform will enable businesses to achieve the omni-channel customer experience, meeting 
customer preferences in how they wish to interact with brands. This is crucial for many B2C businesses that are already engaging 
customers through different channels. The survey results also underscore the importance of traditional channels such as voice, SMS, 
and email; despite a growing usage of websites, mobile apps, chat apps, and video (Figure 4).

Figure 4

40%
E-mail

14%
IM & website 
integration

25%
SMS

8%
Voice

2%
Others

1%
Video

6%
Mobile apps

4%
Chat apps

Share of customer engagement 
in terms of volume

Adoption of CPaaS is well underway and some enterprises 
see this as an important technology to enhance customer 
engagement. Based on GlobalData’s study, about 39 percent 
of those familiar with the technology have already deployed 
it, while 16 percent of them plan to deploy in 2021, and  
36 percent are in a trial/proof-of-concept (POC)/request  
for proposal (RFP) stage. The COVID-19 pandemic has  
been a driver as enterprises rushed through the deployment 
of digital solutions to support business continuity, and 
accelerated digital transformation especially in regard to 
improving customer and employee experience. CPaaS  
has been enabling e-commerce (e.g., goods return), 
transportation and delivery (e.g., delivery notification), and 
online banking (e.g., conversational AI) use cases to better 
support increased demand from customers during lockdown. 
There are also COVID-19 related use cases implemented  
in a very short period including telehealth, hotlines, contact 
tracing, and vaccination administration. Companies are 
seeing tangible business benefits of such solutions and 
doubling down their investment.
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Voice Remains a Preferred 
Channel for Certain Types 
of Engagements
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The world has already seen a shift from voice-centric customer 
service – that is heavily reliant on the contact center – to 
a multi-channel, online, and data-driven model. However, 
voice is still important, and dominant in some forms of 
communications and is not going away anytime soon as a 
channel. There are generational differences in terms of the 
preferred communications channel to engage with brands. 
In some industry sectors such as telecommunications and 
financial services, the voice channel remains critical. This is 
partly because businesses are still going through the digital 
transformation and more customer interactions are happening 
over the phone while the digital options are gradually being 
introduced. Moreover, people still pick up the phone to speak  
to a live agent for specialized advice (e.g., securing a mortgage) 
or resolving more complex issues and to get them resolved 
quickly. Some consumers may also prefer to voice their 
complaints to a real person instead of sending in a written 
complaint that might not yield an immediate response. 

Global Platforms with Local Support. Joined Up Comms & IT
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This being the case, it is critical for businesses to ensure the 
effectiveness of the voice channel. Some of the key challenges 
enterprises face in their voice communications with customers 
include the inability to measure communications channel 
efficiency; the lack of integration with business applications 
(e.g., CRM and business intelligence tools); and limited 
analytics features to analyze conversations. There are various 
possibilities in using voice APIs to overcome these challenges 
but the usage has been relatively low, with about one out of 
four businesses indicating that they have already deployed 
voice API solutions. However, when prompted with a range 
of voice API features, businesses start to see the importance 
of these combined capabilities. Based on the responses, the 
top three features that have been rated as important are 
interactive voice response (IVR), app-to-app calls, and caller 
ID customization (Figure 5).
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Figure 5

Importance of voice API features
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Interactive Voice Response (IVR): Seventy-one percent 
of respondents identified IVR as either very important or 
important. Today, API-enabled IVR features allow businesses 
to easily program their call flows without a costly contact 
center solution with complex call protocols. Businesses use 
IVR features for inbound calls (i.e., routing customers to the 
right agent or action based on responses); and outbound 
calls for sending voice messages to customers. To assess user 
experience through the voice channel, the IVR can also trigger 
an SMS to the user after the call. This can range from order 
confirmation (e.g., one-way SMS) or to initiate an engagement 
such as sending a link to get customer feedback immediately 
after a call. This helps to identify any issues and measure Net 
Promoter Score (NPS).

App-to-App Calling: Seventy-one percent of respondents 
identified app-to-app calling as either very important or 
important. This is important for protecting the privacy and 
anonymity of both parties through built-in phone number 
masking features. Embedding app-to-app voice calling 
feature to an application (e.g., a ride hailing app) can enable 
a low-cost and convenient way for voice calls (e.g., between 
the driver and passenger) without switching to a third-party 
voice app and/or going through the telecom voice network 
(e.g., increasing the likelihood of attrition as a result). This can 
also capture usage data for businesses to better understand 
customer behavior and gather insights for enhancing their 
services overtime.
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Caller ID Customization and Call Masking: Seventy-four 
percent of respondents identified caller ID customization 
and masking as either very important or important. 
Businesses make outbound calls for different reasons such as 
telemarketing, following up with a customer, getting customer 
feedback, etc. The caller ID is what customers see on their 
phones, and businesses want to maintain their image by 
showing the corporate number or business name, instead 
of employees’ personal numbers, especially with the increase 
in remote working. Customers are also more likely to answer 
the call if they can recognize the caller, particularly with the 
proliferation of unwanted/spam calls. In addition, there are 
also specific use cases for masking the caller phone number, 
particularly for protecting customer privacy. For example, it is 
commonly used in ride hailing businesses, where the drivers 
and passengers communicate through mobile but they see 
intermediate numbers instead of their real numbers.

Integration with Business Applications: The integration  
of communications with business applications is an 
imperative for enterprise customers, as a way to simplify 
workflows. Applications such as Oracle, Workato, Salesforce, 

Zendesk and Freshdesk are some of the most important ones 
highlighted by enterprises for integrating with voice APIs. 
These are business applications that are widely used  
for CRM (e.g., such as Oracle and Salesforce), customer 
insights and experience management (e.g., Adobe including 
Adobe Campaign for marketing), and workflow automation  
(e.g., Workato). In general, the integration of CPaaS  
(i.e., across different communications channels, not just voice 
APIs) with business applications can streamline workflows and 
yield better outcomes for customer engagement. For example, 
sales and marketing professionals often use separate 
CRM, marketing software, scheduling systems, and calling 
platforms. By integrating communications with CRM, all calls, 
e-mails, and messaging history can be recorded in the CRM,
giving the most up-to-date information to all members of the
sales and marketing team while minimizing manual processes.
Having a consolidated view helps to reduce channel friction in
the journey towards an omni-channel experience. Customers
are expecting to move from one communication channel to
another seamlessly without information or context being lost
along the way.
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Key Considerations 
for Choosing the Right 
Communications Platform
There are types of voice API solutions in the market offering 
different functionality, performance, ease-of-use, and support 
services. However, the most important consideration for 
businesses is data security and protection, while the data 
storage location is also a very important one (Figure 6).  
Cyber threats have been on the rise and any customer  
data leakage can be detrimental to a company’s image.  
Moreover, data protection regulations such as the  
European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and 
the Singapore Personal Data Protection Act (PDPA) require 
businesses to be more vigilant in handling customer data. 

Another key area enterprises need to consider is the ease 
of integrating CPaaS solutions, ideally without extensive 
coding and IT manpower for implementation. Business agility 
is key and IT needs to manage any changes as quickly and 
effortlessly as possible. It is therefore crucial for companies  
to work with a supplier that offers an easy-to-use solution  
as well as strong technical support.
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Figure 6

Important Considerations for choosing an API Solution
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Consider Voice APIs for High Touch 
and Personalized Engagements
Each communications channel has its unique characteristics 
and purposes. Voice provides the human connection, and it 
is more effective for complex issues; SMS is most widely used 
and important for alerts and notifications; and chat apps are 
increasingly used for its richness in features. As voice remains 
an important channel for engaging customers, it is necessary 
to ensure that it is integrated with other digital channels. This 
gives businesses complete visibility into different touch points 
across the entire customer engagement journey. This helps 
to enhance customer service; and allows businesses to better 
understand their customers and provide personalized services. 
Businesses also need to better understand the effectiveness 
of different communications channels including voice and 
measure satisfaction. 

Communications platforms and API solutions are available 
to help businesses integrate voice into their customer 
engagement platforms. The integration of voice to other 
digital channels and business applications such as CRM and 
workflow tools can greatly enhance efficiency and deliver 
better outcomes for customers. With many CPaaS solutions 
in the market, enterprises should evaluate vendors based on 
the level of data security and protection, and compliance 
with key regulations. They should also look for low-code/
no-code solutions, with pre-built functionality that requires 
minimal resources and less specialized skill sets to develop 
and continuously release new capabilities.
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SMS is an Attractive Option 
and Most Widely Used to 
Target the Mass Market
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SMS APIs have been the most widely used features among 
different communications APIs. All mobile phones support 
the SMS feature and it does not require users to install an 
app and create an account. This feature can reach users 
that are using basic feature phones (e.g., in rural communities 
in emerging markets); roaming customers who do not have 
Internet access or data connectivity; people who do not 
have a chat app account (e.g., baby boomers and older 
generations); and messaging in wearables. SMS is the most 
pervasive messaging channel, and it has been a dependable 
method for businesses to send important alerts and 
notifications to customers. Simple as it is, the SMS can  
deliver many tangible business outcomes and it is an 
important tool for customer engagement and internal 
operations. Increasingly, SMS is used for multi-factor 
authentication (MFA) for added security in digital 
transactions. This can also be used for verifying employee 
identity to grant access to business applications, or customer 
identification for online transactions. SMS can also be an 
effective tool for marketers and customer service personnel.
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Figure 7

Business Imperatives Across Industry Sectors
Businesses in different industry sectors have expressed different business imperatives. While many enterprises have already 
undergone digital transformation, the pandemic has resulted in greater urgency to see through their digital initiatives. There 
are different sets of challenges due to movement restrictions and employees working from home that can impact customer 
engagement, from sales to support.

Business outcomes and their importance
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Industry Business Imperatives

Retail

Retailers are most concerned with business continuity as the pandemic has resulted in temporary closure of retail 
stores and they have shifted their business online. The use of SMS to ensure seamless online transactions is crucial, 
such as confirmation, alert on delivery, and authentication. Retailers also see SMS as a key tool for their marketing 
and promotional activities. This can also be targeted based on customer profile and buying behavior; particularly by 
integrating CRM with SMS APIs.

Banking & insurance

Companies in the BFSI sector are most concerned with security in leveraging digital solutions. With employees working 
from home while supporting customers, it is crucial to increase the security for remote workers accessing business 
applications. This is typically through two-factor authentication (2FA). This is also widely used for consumer protection 
when they perform online transactions or accessing their accounts through the Internet or mobile apps.

Telecommunications  
& OTT

Similar to the retail business, the telecoms and OTT companies have expressed a greater concern with regard to 
business continuity, especially with the ongoing pandemic. Besides supporting remote working, telecom companies 
also have to deal with the increased volume into their call centers, while some of their offshore call center support 
was disrupted by lockdowns. This makes it crucial for telecoms companies to step up the digitization of their customer 
services, and SMS APIs together with the broader CPaaS capabilities can help streamline many manual processes in 
managing customer inquiries. Telecoms and OTT companies also see the opportunities to leverage customer data and 
insights to drive personalized services. The use of SMS can for example, help to send targeted promotional materials, or 
promote specific content over an OTT platform.

Transportation 
& logistics

Business continuity is also a key business imperative for transportation and logistics firms as they navigate through 
travel restrictions/bans as well as supply chain disruption. There is a need to communicate with consumers and 
suppliers to manage expectations. For example, airlines need to manage the constantly changing flight restrictions 
imposed by governments and keep customers notified – this is to alleviate the surging calls into their contact centers. 
Companies in this sector also play a crucial role in supporting goods deliveries to consumers with a rise in online 
shopping volume during lockdowns. SMS has been widely used to inform customers of their delivery status. There is also 
a greater emphasis among transportation and logistics firms around enhancing internal communications. Employees in 
this sector tend to be distributed and mobile. There is a need to track employee location against their delivery schedule; 
and potentially the well-being of employees. SMS can be used to gather data including feedback from employees to 
ensure that they are well and safe.
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Adoption is on the Rise and 
More Use Cases Emerging
Slightly more than half of the respondents in the survey are 
using SMS APIs. However, there are differences in the level of 
adoption, with highest usage in the banking/insurance sector 
followed by telecoms/OTT and retail sectors (Figure 8).

There is now a rich set of features for SMS APIs to meet a 
broad range of use cases. When prompted with a list of 
features, respondents generally agreed that these would be 
important to their businesses (Figure 9). After sending out 
messages, real-time analytics can be useful for understanding 
delivery, errors, and latency. This can be crucial for ensuring 
that one-time passwords (OTPs) arrive quickly and tracking 
the number of link clicks resulting from marketing messages.

While SMS is a useful marketing tool, there are also 
regulations such as the US Telephone Consumer Protection 
Act of 1991 (TCPA), the EU Directive on Privacy and Electronic 
Communications, and Spam Act 2003 in Australia that outline 
the requirements for SMS marketing messages. Businesses 
may be required to provide consent to receive messages; or 
provide opt-in/opt-out options. 
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Usage of SMS APIs by industry
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SMS is Important for High Deliverability 
and Volume-Based Communications
SMS as a technology has been around for decades, but 
remains a valuable tool despite the growing popularity of 
various chat apps. It has been used for many business use 
cases including customer notification, self-service (e.g., top-up 
account, order tracking, etc.), automating internal workflows, 
and improving application security. However, there are 
companies that have yet to deploy this capability, even though 
they may be looking at digitizing their businesses. They should 
consider the various business benefits highlighted in this section 
of the report and consider embedding SMS for automating 
workflows and achieving better customer experience. 

The ability to send single/bulk is the basic feature,  
but there are more features that businesses need to  
consider in selecting the right solution. Besides real-time 
analytics and regulations compliance, businesses should  
also consider the integration with third-party applications  
(e.g., CRM and workflow tools), translation of messages for 
global audiences, intelligent routing for higher delivery rates, 
etc. The necessary features will depend on individual business 
requirements and may differ across industry sectors.
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Chat Apps are  
Presenting New Possibilities 
to Engage Customers
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The younger generations, including “millennials” and “gen z”, 
the latter of which is now beginning to enter the workforce, 
rely on chat apps, as their preferred communications channel 
within their social circle. WhatsApp for example, has more 
than 2 billion active users in over 100 countries. Based on 
GlobalData’s forecast, there are currently over 4 billion OTT 
messaging subscriptions globally and will reach 5.6 billion 
by 2026. One of the key challenges is to find an API solution 
that can support a variety of chat apps including WhatsApp, 
Facebook Messenger, Viber, WeChat (Chinese-speaking 
users), Line (Japan, Taiwan, and Thailand), KakaoTalk  
(South Korea), and Zalo (Vietnam). These chat apps are also 
more feature-rich than SMS and offer businesses the ability 
to provide a more personalized engagement. The usage of 
chat apps APIs is growing but it is still not as widely used 
compared to SMS and voice APIs. The telecommunications 
and OTT companies are leading the way since chat apps  
are essentially OTT communications applications, and they 
are well aligned with the telecommunications and OTT 
businesses (Figure 10). 
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There are different ways chat apps can play a part in 
enhancing communications. Unlike SMS, which is more  
about providing information, chat apps can be more effective 
for two-way communications and enhancing relationships. 
For example, providing rich media and clickable buttons 
can enable faster responses; and integrating chat apps 
with virtual agents for self-service options can dramatically 
improve agent productivity. 

There are also important considerations around customer 
engagement by supporting customers through their preferred 
channels – making the engagement more personal. This can 
be more effective for targeted marketing and promotional 
efforts; and improve the chance of cross-sell/up-sell to 
customers. In addition, unlike SMS, there is no additional 
charge to the carriers since chat apps messages are  
delivered over data connections. Enterprises surveyed  
also see chat apps as an important platform for internal  
employee communications and this is more important during 
the pandemic where businesses need to ensure employee  
well-being and productivity (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11

Enterprises that have used chat apps API solutions are mainly focusing on sending single/bulk messages over a variety of chat 
apps platforms. Particularly for businesses that are targeting customers globally or across the Asia-Pacific region, the chat apps 
API solution needs to support different chat platforms. This is due to the fact that various chat platforms are popular in different 
countries, for example, KakaoTalk in South Korea, Line in Japan, and Zalo in Vietnam. Moreover, by supporting multiple chat apps, 
undelivered messages can be re-routed to another chat app or fallback to SMS to ensure delivery and improve delivery rates. 

Business outcomes for Chat Apps APIs
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When prompted with a list of chat apps API features, survey 
respondents also agree with the benefits and importance  
of the various features. All the features in the following chart 
have been rated important to extremely important by over 
74% of respondents (Figure 12). Some of these features can 
also improve user experience. For example, tapping into 
location information can help to estimate the arrival of a 
customer for picking up their purchased items, so that staff 
can get ready the items. This can also be useful for sending 
customers information on arrival, where they should go for 
picking up their items.

Chat apps provide two-way conversations, which can be 
integrated with a chatbot or an automation API to answer 
simple customer inquiries. Translation can be incorporated 
to support local languages in different countries. Chat apps 
APIs can also enable conversation for marketing purposes, 
providing images of products, buttons for customers to select 
their product preferences, maps for store locations, and 
additional links to websites for more information. This should 
be integrated with business applications such as CRM to 
enable more omni-channel customer experience and  
targeted marketing to improve sales conversion rate.
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Consider Chat Apps for Richness, 
Depth, and Personalization
Chat apps allow richer interactions compared to SMS  
and they open up new dimensions for customer service  
and personalized offerings. Chat apps API solutions are 
gaining traction and businesses should think about the 
potential of using these channels to offer live customer 
support and improve the efficiency of the contact center. 
While voice calls are still important, chat apps can also be 
effective since agents can multi-task and customers do not 
have to be put on hold or wait in queue anxiously for their 
calls to be answered. 

Besides customer service, businesses should also consider 
the use of chat apps for marketing initiatives and the sales 
process. Instant messaging with delivery receipts and typing 
indication, and the ability to send multimedia content can be 
more useful in engaging with buyers than the SMS feature. 
For businesses that are already engaging customers heavily 
through mobile apps, the integration of chat functionality 

can further enhance user experience; and build loyalty and 
provide customer insights when integrated with CRM and 
other customer platforms. 

One challenge for chat apps is that there are just too  
many of them and consumers have different preferences.  
Businesses need to work with CPaaS vendors that can 
support a wide variety of chat apps, and the ability to set 
orchestration rules to find the right channel. This is especially 
important for businesses with target audiences all around the 
world. Businesses should also evaluate vendors based on their 
ability to integrate their API solutions with chatbots or even 
with an automation API to provide easier management of 
automated replies and business applications (e.g., Salesforce 
and Zendesk). Having all the ability to view all conversations 
through a single interface with analytics capabilities is  
also advantageous.
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Integrating Channels, 
Improving Context,  
Depth, and Richness  
in B2C Communications
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Research shows customers want to choose how and when they interact with an organization, expanding the number of channels 
employed. They will often turn to their peers (e.g., other shoppers) to make purchasing decisions, ask for advice, troubleshoot, or 
resolve problems. The number of channels (as well as the volume of overall engagements per channel) has proliferated during the 
pandemic. Businesses are turning to next-gen platforms, often injected with AI/ML and some with Automation API to manage 
automated responses just like a Chatbot feature would, to better understand context, depth, richness, and to keep the engagement 
‘in session’.

Platforms Must Provide Omni-Channel 
Customer Experience
Communication and API platforms (Communication Platform 
as a Service - CPaaS) do not always come to mind when 
businesses consider their digital transformation program 
and strategy. But the technology is already used widely to 
redefine business operations and customer engagements. 
It often works subtly in the background, invisible from the 
end customers, but delivering significant and tangible 
business outcomes. As companies navigate through the 
disruptions caused by the pandemic, digital communications 
solutions become front and center for business continuity 

– enabling communications and collaboration with
employees, customers, and business partners. While various
communications channels already exist, CPaaS solutions
bring them together, and enable the integration with
workflows and business applications. This can dramatically
streamline processes, remove latency, and enable businesses.
This helps businesses to scale the speed and personalization
of responses to create a one-to-one relationship
with customers.
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This report has explored the benefits associated with 
individual communications APIs namely, voice, SMS, and chat 
apps. Voice remains a crucial channel which allows agents  
to build better connections with customers; and it can be 
more effective in addressing complex customer issues.  
SMS is an effective tool to reach all mobile users; and to  
send short but important messages. Chat apps are popular 
among the younger generation and are increasingly used for 
two-way conversations, improving customer service and  
sales processes. 

The ability to tap into various communications channels for 
different purposes will allow businesses to achieve the best 
outcome. With most people having a mobile phone and using 
different apps and collaboration tools, the ability to provide  
omni-channel experience is no longer a good to have, but 
a necessity. Data visualization tools, centralized platforms, 
and dashboards geared for different personas (e.g., customer 
experience, outbound marketing) are becoming more 
important to automate back-end processes. Businesses that 
can harness the digital technologies will thrive while those 
that are slower to transform will lose competitiveness. 
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Involve Key Stakeholders from the Outset
While the IT and network departments are key decision-
makers in communications platforms and APIs deployment, 
other stakeholders need to be involved since these platforms 
deliver high productivity and multi-functional capabilities 
around customer engagements. This includes areas such as 
customer service, sales channel effectiveness, data-driven 
marketing, and/or automating workflows (Figure 13). Customer 
service and digital transformation office stakeholders are 
also commonly involved which underscores the current 
focus on driving change in customer engagement through 
communications platforms and APIs. Maintaining customer 
support and satisfaction is top of mind for most businesses 
as they see customer advocacy (e.g., through measuring net 
promoter score) as a way to achieve sustainable business 
growth. While studies show that 80 percent of future revenue 
comes from existing customers, the pandemic is shifting brand 
loyalty and customer spending habits. 

Customer engagement is not just a matter for customer 
service functions (e.g., customer success and retention), it also 
involves backend operations and supply chain coordination, 
often involving third parties, to deliver the best outcomes. 
The use of communications platforms and APIs can be 
crucial in streamlining operational workflows; and customer 
insights should also feed into product development to 
achieve product differentiation. Moreover, communications 
platforms and APIs can also extend to sales and marketing 
as more transactions are happening over the Internet. As 
commerce, trade, and customer engagement continues to 
shift from offline to online, engaging stakeholders across the 
organization, from the outset, will become crucial for project 
success and multiple use cases.

Global Platforms with Local Support. Joined Up Comms & IT



43Redefining Customer Engagement with Communications Platforms and APIs

Figure 13
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Choosing the Right Platform
Not all communications platforms and API solutions are 
created equal. There are many solutions in the market offering 
different features, performance and service support. In the 
survey, all respondents indicated security as an important/
very important/extremely important consideration (Figure 14). 
Enterprises need to consider the data protection features, 
security credentials, and regulatory compliance (e.g., ISO27001, 
GDPR, and SOC2); and where the platform is hosted. 

Reliability and service level assurance (SLA) ideally with 
24/7 support are also critical since this can directly impact 
customer experience. Besides the overall uptime of the 
platform, enterprises should also consider performance issues 
such as SMS delivery and latency. The ability to achieve high 
reliability and SLAs depends on the partnership with network 
carriers and mobile operators; as well as the resiliency of the 
platforms (e.g., hosting locations and redundancy).

When it comes to implementation, enterprises need to work 
with suppliers they can trust and they should consider the 
level of support they can get from a communications platform 
and API provider. A provider with local presence can provide 
better support (e.g., local billing, local language, etc.) and will 
have a better understanding of local regulatory requirements. 
This is particularly crucial in the Asia-Pacific region where 
there is a lack of uniformity in terms of regulatory and 
business practices.

Communications platforms and API solutions are evolving 
and new capabilities are constantly added. Vendors have 
been adding more APIs to their portfolio including email 
and video; as well as features leveraging AI/ML and data 
management. A broad partner ecosystem means providers 
are able to readily integrate with third-party business 
applications. It is therefore important to work with vendors 
that have a strong roadmap and partnership strategy.
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Working with the Partner of Choice
About half of enterprises surveyed prefer to work directly 
with specialized CPaaS providers (Figure 15). Enhancing the 
platform and developing new capabilities and use cases are 
the core business for these providers, while communications 
platforms and APIs tend to be a small part of the portfolio 
for telcos, system integrators, cloud providers, and traditional 
communications vendors. CPaaS specialists emphasize 

ease-of-use and ensure their APIs can be deployed without 
the need for intensive coding, including turnkey solutions for 
specific use cases (Figure 16). They also tend to have strong 
application development and technical support to help 
businesses achieve their objectives. Being a cloud-based 
solution, pricing is typically usage-based, which makes it  
a relatively low-risk investment.
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Getting Started
There remains some hesitation in adopting communications platforms and APIs and some of the common concerns are highlighted 
in the following chart (Figure 17). Concerns over user privacy and hosting locations of the platform are legitimate and enterprises 
need to work with vendors that can meet their criteria. The lack of skill sets and IT resources has also been a challenge for 
enterprises as they undertake various digital initiatives. In this regard, enterprises should look for low-code/no-code solutions that 
require minimal resources, and skill sets, such as coders, programmers, and software developers, to launch and continuously release 
new capabilities to improve user experience and workflows by building a continuous innovation, continuous delivery (CI/CD) pipeline. 

Communications platforms and API providers are constantly working with enterprises to develop case studies and examples of how 
their solutions can deliver business benefits for enterprises across different industry sectors. As a cloud-based and consumption-
based solution, communications platforms and APIs are a relatively low risk investment. Enterprises can start small and scale up 
when they see the business benefits and gain confidence. It should be noted that the adoption of CPaaS has gathered pace during 
the pandemic. There is no shortage of examples of organizations, from retail to healthcare providers, leveraging the technology to 
ensure business continuity and facilitate coordination with customers and partners.
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