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The holidays 
are upon us!
For e-commerce teams, the holiday season 
brings more than just the festive cheer – it 
comes with a tremendous load on all the 
systems. 

This is especially true for customer support 
teams, where the workload goes through the 
roof during holidays.

Scaling your support operations requires 
deliberate planning and action. This includes 
developing a strategy for how to support 
customers when the seasonal volume hits, plus 
ensuring you have the right tools implemented 
ahead of time.

(No, really)



The good news is that it doesn’t have 
to be stressful if you plan ahead
In this guide, we'll walk you through how to scale up customer service for the holidays 
step-by-step, guaranteeing your team can smoothly handle the holiday season and 
keep customers happy.

Here are few key topics:

How to Scale Customer Service Teams For The Holidays

• Developing staffing projections

• Engaging a business process outsourcer (BPO) if you need additional 
staffing support

• Reducing ticket volume through process improvements, including AI 
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Read on to learn everything you need to know to build an effective plan to scale your 
customer support team for a wonderful holiday season. 

Why do we plan support for the 
holidays?
Any time you’re considering how to approach a big project, it’s helpful to start with 
one question: Why? Why is it important to plan your support for the holiday season 
ahead of time? There are plenty of compelling reasons:

The most obvious reason is that the holiday sales are rising each year. Since 2022, 
online holiday sales volume within the US have exceeded $200 billion annually.
Providing customers with a great experience during the holidays means increased 
revenue, exposure to new audiences, and the chance to turn new leads into repeat 
purchasers next year.

1. It’s too big of an opportunity to pass up

While this e-book can help any customer service team scale for the holiday season, 
it’s meant for innovative startups and emerging e-commerce brands, particularly 
digitally-native brands who sell primarily online. Customer experience is a huge 
differentiator in the early days of your company, and this guide will help you get it 
right — even during the busiest time of the year.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/241945/us-retail-e-commerce-holiday-season-revenue/
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Online sales during the holiday season have nearly tripled since 2016 (Source)

Your competitors are heavily investing in the online experience. Ad costs continue 
to spike, driven by wholesalers like Costco and Walmart that haven’t traditionally 
competed online.

2. Customer retention is more important than ever

Below, we’ll share tools and strategies to help you handle the holiday season. Most 
of these strategies – such as improving self-service resources or engaging 
outsourcing partners – require a fair amount of time, resources, and preparation to 
implement.

Plan ahead and your support team will be better positioned when the holidays roll 
around.

3. The best tools and strategies take time to implement

The average customer acquisition cost 
(CAC) for a small e-commerce business is 
now $58.64 per customer. With such high 
CAC, retaining customers is essential for e-
commerce businesses to remain profitable. 
You’ve got to keep customers coming back. 

If your product isn’t unique or the cheapest on the market, competing on customer 
experience is likely your best strategy. Developing a strategic plan for providing 
outstanding support during the holidays ensures that your ad spend pays off.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/241945/us-retail-e-commerce-holiday-season-revenue/
https://www.shopify.com/blog/customer-acquisition-cost


How to Scale Customer Service Teams For The Holidays 6

Develop staffing projections
E-commerce volume always goes up during the holidays, and your customer 
support team lies at the core of your customer service strategy. Adequately 
staffing your team is critical for a positive customer experience. When you’re 
an emerging e-commerce brand with a small team, making sure your 
staffing projections are accurate is key to not getting overwhelmed.

To determine your staffing needs for the holidays, you need to research and 
understand what the holiday season will look like for your company.

Your marketing team likely has a number of promotions planned for the season. 
Big sales often lead to a big increase in orders, which leads to a corresponding 
spike in support tickets. To create a support staffing projection, you need to 
understand what sales and marketing have planned. 

When considering sales projections, try to look beyond the pure revenue. The 
projected number of orders or customers can give a clearer perspective of the 
potential impact on your support team.

1. Understand projected sales growth

To accurately project how many support agents you’ll need for the holiday season, 
try planning backward. Use one of these metrics to correlate your sales volume 
and support volume:

2. Pick your metrics to forecast support needs

• Tickets per unit sold. Divide the number of items sold in a year by the 
ticket volume.

• Tickets per customer. Divide the number of customers you served in a 
year by the ticket volume.

• Tickets per order. Divide the number of orders you shipped in a year by 
the ticket volume.

It's best to look at longer periods (such as a year) for more accurate numbers, 
since support tickets can come in days or weeks after an order is delivered.
 
Ideally, you’d be able to calculate each of these metrics and identify the most 
consistent over time. This would be the metric to use for forecasting holiday 
support volume.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Backward_design
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Let’s consider an example:

• After comparing all the above metrics, you find that “Tickets per Order” is 
the most consistent over time. Your median number of tickets per order is 
0.1 for the last 12 months.

• Your marketing and sales teams expect to drive an additional 10,000 
orders per month this holiday season. 

• You can calculate that you’re likely to see an additional 1000 support 
tickets each month during the holiday season (10,000 x 0.1).

This is a very straightforward example, but it’s a good illustration of using historical 
data to forecast your holiday ticket volume.

An important factor in planning for the holidays today is to figure out how 
technology like AI and automation can help you scale up. 

Whatever AI platform you’re using, you’ll need to look at historical data and make 
some educated guesses on how it will impact your holiday volume. Look at your 
key drivers of ticket volume and estimate how that might change during the 
holiday season.

3. Assess the impact of AI and technology

For instance, e-commerce companies are 
likely to see holiday spikes in “where is my 
order” (WisMO) tickets, questions about 
shipping times, and so on. That’s always a 
big part of an e-commerce support team’s 
volume, but the holidays bring a massive 
spike.

Can your AI tools handle those questions effectively? If not, now’s the time to train 
them. 

As you work through these questions, recognize your actions will impact your 
staffing and scheduling needs. If your chatbot is 50% better at resolving common 
questions by November, how will that impact the ticket volume your human agents 
need to handle?

Don’t forget that your marketing team will probably run a lot of sales and 
promotions over the holidays. It can take your AI time to learn about those 
promotions, so you’ll want to plan ahead and make sure you’re training your AI 
proactively. 

https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/guide-to-choosing-a-generative-ai-platform/
https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/fourmistakestoavoidai/
https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/fourmistakestoavoidai/
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So you know you’ll have an extra 1000 tickets every month over the holidays. The 
next step is to identify when these tickets are likely to come in, so you can plan 
your team’s schedule around those busy periods.

If you have a large phone team or consistent spikes of high call volume (like every 
day from 12-1pm), you will probably need to use workforce management software 
to figure out an optimal schedule. You can also create a Queue model in Excel; 
here’s a video that gives a perfect overview of how queuing models work.

If your support team only uses digital channels or if your contact volume is evenly 
distributed across your operating hours, you probably don't need something so 
complex. 

Instead, just look at volume patterns and build a schedule. Keep a few things in 
mind:

4. Build your schedule

• If you get a lot of weekend volume and don't have weekend coverage, 
you're going to start Monday with a backlog. If you aren’t open 24/7 and 
get a lot of evening contacts, you’ll have a backlog each morning. 

• Make sure you account for lunch breaks, team meetings, time off, and 
emergency leaves. This means that for a positive support experience, 
you’ll often need to be slightly overstaffed to maintain expected support 
coverage.

While the above three steps form the core of your holiday staffing projection, 
several other factors could impact your forecast:

5. Consider other factors that may affect coverage

• Attrition. It’s a good idea to slightly over-staff your support department, 
especially before the holidays. Avoid being caught short-handed.

• Promotions and responsibility changes. Bringing in additional headcount 
for the holidays means that senior team members have to invest time into 
onboarding new employees, reducing their availability for handling 
customer requests.

• Mental health. Customer-facing roles can be stressful, so building in 
some breathing room for mental health days, medical leaves, or time off 
for caregivers can support your team and result in a better customer 
experience.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TR4gOhfTU8M
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Improve support processes to reduce 
ticket count
While ticket volume can rise dramatically during the holidays, hiring more people 
isn’t your only option. Before adding more headcount, think about what process 
improvements can reduce ticket volume and hopefully enhance the customer 
experience at the same time.

In e-commerce, about 80% of tickets are related to common topics such as delivery 
inquiries, order changes, cancellations, returns, and exchanges. — especially for 
newer e-commerce brands that are still building out systems and tooling.

Fortunately, there are many ways to deflect these common queries without involving 
human agents.

Dedicating time to review your most common support requests can be an eye-
opening exercise that will help generate plenty of process improvement ideas.
For e-commerce companies, some common examples include:

1. Analyze your most common support requests

• WisMO inquiries. You can eliminate the need for customers to contact your 
team for delivery updates with automated delivery notifications, and 
chatbots replying with the tracking details based on the order number.

• Returns and exchanges. If you’re getting lots of questions or complaints 
about returns and exchanges, you can:

A. Make return and exchange policies more accessible through a FAQ 
page on your website or by updating order confirmation emails.

B. Revise your policies to give shoppers more time to return orders.

C. Automate returns and exchanges to take them off the support 
team’s shoulders. Loop Returns can be a great option for this, and it’s 
easy to set up.

• Product questions. Identify products that drive high ticket volume to see if 
there’s an opportunity to improve those product descriptions and the FAQs 
on your website. 

69% of customers attempt to find answers on their own through self-service 
channels before reaching out to your support team. This means you can reduce 
your support volume by up to five times if you invest in setting up effective self-
service resources.

2. Enhance your self-service resources

https://www.loopreturns.com/
https://d1eipm3vz40hy0.cloudfront.net/pdf/cxtrends/cx-trends-2020-full-report.pdf
https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/building-a-self-service-solution-your-customers-will-love/
https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/building-a-self-service-solution-your-customers-will-love/
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There are two key areas you should focus on:

A. Update your knowledge base
A well-organized and easy-to-navigate knowledge base empowers customers to 
find answers without contacting your support team. An e-commerce help center 
should cover topics including shipping options, delivery timeframes, payment 
options, return and exchange information, and detailed product information. 

Follow these best practices as you create knowledge base content:

• Give articles clear and concise titles to help customers navigate your 
resources and find what they need easily. Be sure to include the specific 
product name and product version, if applicable.

• Add descriptions to each article to streamline search and navigation 
even further.

• Include an FAQ section in each article addressing common questions 
related to the article’s content.

• Adhere to the “One Article, One Message” rule and avoid long-reads to 
help more customers get the help they need without engaging with your 
human agents.

Apple’s help pages are a great example. With over 100 products and thousands of 
articles, they make searching easy by setting clear titles for each piece of content. If 
your AirPods Pro headphones stop working and you search for "AirPods help," you can 
quickly find the relevant article instead of being stuck with generic "AirPods 
troubleshooting" search results that don’t specify the model.

Source: Apple Help Center

https://support.apple.com/en_GB/manuals/iphone
https://support.apple.com/en_GB/manuals/iphone
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B. Configure your chatbot and/or 
generative AI Assistant

Chatbots are quickly becoming the primary first contact customer service 
channel for many businesses. When you see a big spike in support requests 
during the holidays, an effective chatbot makes a world of difference.

We’ve written a detailed guide to building out a self-service solution that 
customers will love, and most of those points apply here. When you’re building out 
or improving a chatbot flow — whether it’s based on a decision tree or powered by 
generative AI — you’ll want to:

• Start by building a robust knowledge base (as described above)

• Design your workflows with intentionality, being thoughtful about 
which topics are ripe for AI intervention and which require a more 
delicate human touch

• Putting metrics and KPIs in place to understand and improve its 
performance.

Note that there are many great generative AI tools on the market today, such as 
SwiftCX, Siena, which we’ve found can deflect up to 30% of ecommerce support 
tickets. Gorgias AI, which is new, and the more established Zendesk AI are both 
popular among e-commerce support teams and are good choices if you use 
those platforms. 

If you already have an AI assistant in place, the lead up to the holiday season is 
the ideal time to identify how you can get more value from it. Actions needed can 
range from creating more knowledge base articles to training your bot to 
implementing your bot in other pages of your site.

If you don’t have one in place, make sure you leave enough time to explore 
options and identify the tool that’s right for you. 

When customers do need to contact your support team, you can still find ways to 
assist them more effectively. Here are just a few strategies you can implement to 
boost your team’s productivity:

3. Improve your support team’s productivity

https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2022-07-27-gartner-predicts-chatbots-will-become-a-primary-customer-service-channel-within-five-years
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2022-07-27-gartner-predicts-chatbots-will-become-a-primary-customer-service-channel-within-five-years
https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/building-a-self-service-solution-your-customers-will-love
https://www.swiftcx.com/
http://siena.cx/
https://www.gorgias.com/products/automate
https://www.zendesk.com/service/ai/
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When customers do need to contact your support team, you can still find ways to 
assist them more effectively. Here are just a few strategies you can implement to 
boost your team’s productivity:

3. Improve your support team’s productivity

• Set productivity targets. Make sure that your team has clear response 
and resolution targets that align with your staffing projection. Keep those 
targets front and center during the busy holiday season.

• Add more macros. Macros or templates are great for common questions 
that still make it to your support queue despite customer-facing FAQs 
and automations. Ensure you have macros for any upcoming holiday 
promotions questions.

• Schedule refresher training sessions before the holidays. Your team will 
be more efficient when they’re confident in their product and process 
knowledge. Short training sessions to sharpen their skills and ensure 
they’re prepared can go a long way. Make sure you’re including info 
about any new products or promotions happening during the holiday 
season. 

Create a staffing strategy
After taking the time to build your staffing projections and improve your operational 
efficiency, you should have a clear idea of how much additional support you’ll need 
for the holiday season.

Now it’s time to plan where and how to get the help you need.

1. Choose between in-house and outsourcing
The first major decision is whether to hire in-house or partner with a customer 
service outsourcer. Let’s explore the pros and cons of both options: 

https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/scaling-customer-support/
https://peaksupport.io/resource/blogs/training-remote-customer-support-agents-11-best-practices-tips-tricks-to-set-your-customer-service-team-up-for-success/?_gl=1*cdfhlx*_up*MQ..*_ga*ODQxMjU2OTI0LjE3MTc2OTIzMDk.*_ga_XYML6KNJEJ*MTcxNzY5MjMwNi4xLjEuMTcxNzY5MjM4NC4wLjAuMA..
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In-house team

In-house team members work directly for you. You’re responsible for their pay, 
benefits, training, engagement, and more. This highlights the major positive of hiring 
in-house agents: they’re fully a part of your team, just like every other employee at 
your company.

But the resources required to obtain this also represents the biggest challenge of 
hiring in-house staff for the holiday period.

You can hire full-time employees if you expect volume to stay high after the holidays, 
or you can bring in seasonal staff to fill a temporary gap. But engaging seasonal 
staff has its own challenges, like finding qualified individuals interested in short-term 
contracts and investing resources in training and onboarding them for a short 
period.

Outsourcing partners

Customer service outsourcers, on the other hand, specialize in building customer 
service teams of all kinds. Importantly, they take the burden of hiring and managing 
customer support off your plate. 

Here are several reasons to consider outsourced support, especially during a busy 
holiday season:

• Expert help. Outsourced support providers often have access to top-tier, 
experienced support agents, ensuring your customers are in good hands.

• Simplified HR management. You avoid the least fun, most time-
consuming parts of leadership – recruiting, hiring, and managing staff. 
With outsourced support, you specify your needs and they handle the 
rest.

• Flexibility. Outsourced support companies are usually able to scale more 
quickly than you could on your own. If you expect a surge in customer 
inquiries during the holidays, a qualified BPO can scale your team up and 
then down without much stress. 

13

Many emerging e-commerce companies opt for outsourcing because they don’t 
have the in-house resources to efficiently recruit, hire, train, and manage team 
members — or because doing so would take away from other important priorities 
that would grow the business. 

https://blog.peaksupport.io/do-you-need-a-customer-service-bpo
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It’s a good idea to have seasonal staff focus solely on simple Tier 1 questions, which 
are usually straightforward and well-documented. Here are some important 
questions to ask to help ensure clear expectations for everyone involved (including 
yourself!):

• What skills do these agents need?

• Where can you find agents that meet your criteria?

• What’s a realistic timeline to recruit, interview, and hire this many agents?

• What should training and onboarding look like for these agents, and how 
long will it take?

Once you’ve answered these questions, you can draft a timeline to keep you on 
track. A sample timeline might look like this. This timeline assumes you don’t have an 
outsourced provider or an AI solution yet - if you have both, you may not need to 
start until September. :

July
● Assess projected support volume and build out staffing projections

● Explore outsourced support options

August
● Engage preferred outsourcing partner (or create job postings to hire in-house agents)

● Identify process improvement opportunities

September
● Collaborate with your outsourcing partner to clarify your requirements as they hire and train the 

team for you (or interview & hire in-house agents and prepare the onboarding plan)

● Implement process improvements

October
● Watch outsourced agents start handling tickets (or begin the onboarding process for your in-

house agents)

● Continue implementing and monitoring process improvements

November ● Monitor volume trends and the performance of your new agents

December
● Continue collaborating with your outsourcing partner to ensure that all contract targets are being 

met (or continue supporting your in-house agents, monitoring their performance, and making 

adjustments as needed)
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2. Document the next steps
When you’re ready to bring in new team members to help you over the holidays, the 
most critical question is: What do you need them to do?

3. Monitor performance
Planning your support for the holiday season requires making certain assumptions. 
Even with the most accurate data, volume and staffing projections are never 
guaranteed. You’ll need to continuously monitor your staffing model and look for 
things you may have missed in your forecasting.
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Get expert help from industry leaders
The holiday season is a huge opportunity for every e-commerce company - 
especially the ones who are just getting started. You don’t just want a single sale; you 
want to win loyal, recurring customers who keep coming back. 

To achieve that goal, you need a solid plan in place for providing great customer 
support, as support is often the key differentiator that drives long-term loyalty.

We’ve covered the foundational items you need to accomplish this – developing 
staffing projections, creating a staffing strategy, and finding ways to reduce 
unnecessary ticket volume.

Now, it’s time for you to start planning for your next holiday season. If you need help, 
click here to take the first step and work with experts from Peak Support.

About Peak Support
Based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Peak Support is a customer service outsourcing 
company that delivers unmatched quality and customer satisfaction. 

We do this by creating a great culture so we can hire the best agents in the industry 
– we only accept 1 in 50 applicants. We have 2,000 employees in five global 
locations: the Philippines, the U.S., Colombia, Eastern Europe, and India. Our teams 
range from 1 FTE to 600+. We can handle any language, any time zone, and any 
industry. 

Founded in 2015, we are a 4X Inc. 5000 honoree, a Certified Great Place to Work, and 
won Best Outsourcer at the ICMI Contact Center Awards.
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If you see ticket volume deviating from your projection, dive deeper into recent data 
and identify possible discrepancies. Once you’ve pinpointed the issue, make 
adjustments and keep monitoring your support KPIs to make additional adjustments 
as needed.

https://peaksupport.io/
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