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That’s what this guide is all about: how to structure your 
customer service organization around specific teams, 
tiers, and roles.

A successful business is a combination of people, 
processes, and technology—and the people part always 
comes first. Building a customer-first approach means 
putting the customer at the center of your operations, 
especially your customer service efforts.

The key to creating a customer-first organization is 
through well-defined roles and performance expectations. 
This gives everyone on the team an understanding of 
what they should be achieving, their career path options, 
and goals to work toward.

In this guide, you’ll find a sample framework of the core 
elements of a customer service organization. Use it to 
build out your organization and improve your agent and 
customer experiences.

Transform your customer 
service into a well-oiled machine 
by learning how a business can 
structure its customer service 
team to enhance efficiency and 
elevate customer satisfaction.

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO STRUCTURING YOUR CUSTOMER SUPPORT ORGANIZATION
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For the purposes of this guide, let’s say 
Synapse Foundry sells customer service AI 
software to businesses. Its global customer 
service team has more than 250 people 
spread across eight locations worldwide. The 
organization is structured around functional 
teams and tier levels of customer support 
that reflect increasing levels of complexity 
and the skills and experience needed to 
handle that complexity.

The global customer service team includes 
people who interact directly with customers 
and solve tickets, a team devoted to in-depth 

technical support, customer service data 
analysts, trainers, management staff, and 
program and project managers.

Customer service teams are organized into 
tiers to manage complexity. Tier 1 handles the 
easiest support issues, whereas Tier 3 takes 
the most difficult.

The roles, teams, 
and tiers1
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There are also three additional functions—
Tier 0 (self-service), support operations, 
and customer service management—that 
come into play as well. For the sake of 
simplicity, Tier 1-3 are the main structural 
tiers for the global customer service team.

Directors lead each of these functions, with 
managers reporting to them from office 
locations across the globe. In other words, 
director-level leadership is global, not 
regional. All three tiers are global and co-
located with each other. This makes sense 
for the company because these teams are 
closely integrated.

There are some inevitable regional and 
product-specific differences in how  
leaders will manage their teams and 
how they will develop and follow specific 
processes. Directors align processes with  
the organization’s overall goals and 
performance expectations.

All of the teams in the global customer 
service organization report to the vice 
president of global customer service.

Organization and management structures 
are always shifting and adapting to the 
growth and changes in the business. So,  
it’s important to organize your customer 
service team to meet your company’s needs 
and circumstances.

How the 
organization 
is structured
The global customer service  
team is organized into three  
main functions:

• Tier 1: Customer service 
(product support)

• Tier 2: Customer service 
(technical support) 

• Tier 3: Customer service 

(advanced technical support  

and engineering escalations)
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Tiers and retention
The adoption of a tiered structure isn’t solely 
driven by the need to keep up with rapid 
growth, increasing complexity, and ticket
queue volume. Employee retention is just     
as important.

Without tiers, customer service agents’ only 
option to advance their careers would be to 
move into management, support operations, 
or another role in the company.

Providing levels of seniority within the 
service team gives people who are happy in a 
customer-facing support role the opportunity 
to demonstrate peer leadership and gain 
status while staying in a job they love.
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Growth tipping points
There’s no single formula for growing a 
customer service organization, but there are 
some indicators that suggest you’ve reached 
a growth tipping point. Here are some 
questions that usually arise when a customer 
service team arrives at a new milestone.

When is it time to add a support 
operations team?

Add a support operations team when the 
person working on your support process and 
workflow tasks is too busy to help customers. 
See the Support operations chapter in this 
guide for more information.

When is it time to  
add a tier?

This is when your support 
team splits their time 
between the easy half of their 

queue (tickets they can resolve quickly) and 
the difficult half of their queue (tickets that 
require more time and effort or specialized 
tools or skills).

When is it time to specialize?

As complexity increases, it’s impossible 
for everyone on the team to have in-depth 
knowledge about all the parts. And while 
some people are experts in some areas, you 
can’t scale effectively with only one go-to 
person. Managing complexity is discussed in 
greater detail for Tier 2 squads below.

When is it time to triage tickets?

Increased complexity means you need to be 
smarter about assigning incoming tickets. 
To do this, add a triage step to direct support 
issues to individuals equipped with the 
knowledge required to resolve them.
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Tier 0: Making the most of  
self-service

After reflecting on the importance of 
providing self-service to manage rapid 
growth and satisfy customers, Synapse 
Foundry’s customer service team  
launched Tier 0.

This is the self-service tier, the customer 
support options that don’t require direct 
involvement from a customer service 
agent. Self-service can include a help 
center, knowledge base, community 
forum, customer portal, and bots that help 
customers find resources for commonly 
searched or asked queries.

While Tier 0 isn’t staffed, it’s a way to curate 
and manage self-service as a support 
channel. It helps customer service teams 
deflect support requests customers can 
easily answer with self-help resources.

There are two goals for Tier 0. The first is 
to practice knowledge-centered service 
(KCS), which means reps regularly refresh 
knowledge so it’s up to date.

The second is to devise ways for customers 
to discover and use the self-service content. 
An example of how this might work is by 
proactively creating a ticket containing a link 
to a knowledge base article for a customer 
having or about to 
have an issue.

Key takeaways
• Although your support team may be  

small today, consider where it will be 
several years from now. Define roles and 
an organizational structure that will help  
you scale.

• Create an organizational and  
management structure that makes sense 
for your company. Setting up functional 
teams and determining who they report 
to is part of the ongoing management of 
organizational growth.

• Consider the complexity involved in the 
support you provide, the skills required to 
manage that complexity, and how you can 
organize to handle it effectively.

7
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Customer service agents directly interact 
with customers to quickly solve their 
problems and ensure high customer 
satisfaction (CSAT). Some companies refer to 
agents as “advocates” to reflect a customer-
first approach to providing support. 

As previously noted, Synapse Foundry 
organizes customer service agents into  
three tiers that reflect levels of complexity. 
Tier 1 is for general product support, Tier 
2 is for technical support, and Tier 3 is for 
advanced technical support and  
engineering escalations.

In general, support issues assigned to Tier 
1 are easier and take less time to solve than 
those assigned to Tier 2 and Tier 3.

Customer
service2
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Tier 1: Providing 
general product 
support

Customer service agents in Tier 1 provide 
general product support across one or more 
products. This includes things like helping 
customers set up their accounts, resolving 
billing issues, helping them understand how 
the product works, and providing any other 
information they need to use the product.

Tier 1 is the first point of contact for incoming 
support issues across channels like email, 
phone, and live chat, and is where all 
incoming tickets are triaged and then routed 
to the appropriate team or tier. 
Experienced Tier 1 agents take turns triaging 
tickets and determining how they should 
be assigned based on complexity and the 

time needed to resolve the issue. At Synapse 
Foundry, support issues assigned to Tier 1 
take roughly 15 minutes to resolve. If a 
support issue is more complex and requires 
more time to resolve, it’s assigned to Tier 2.

Associate customer service agent
Generally, this is a customer service team’s 
entry-level role. Look for individuals with 
potential and who have a year or two of 
experience helping customers in some 
capacity. They should possess essential 
customer service skills.

Associates are in training and need guidance 
to perform at the standard level set for 
customer agents. Associates are usually in 
this role for at least three months before 
becoming full-fledged agents.

Customer agent
Agents are well-trained and can handle most 
general support issues—they don’t cherry-
pick tickets. Their performance is measured 
by the number of tickets they solve daily and 
their CSAT rating.

9

Tier 1 includes these customer 
service roles:

•  Associate customer  

service agent

•  Customer agent

•  Senior customer agent

Note:  
Team lead individual contributor 
roles are discussed in the customer 
service management section.
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Senior customer agent
A promotion to senior customer agent often 
depends on performance as an agent and the 
company’s needs. Agents must demonstrate 
that they can proactively identify problem 
areas and mentor and train other customer 
service agents to solve more difficult tickets.

A senior customer agent’s performance 
should be above the standard, including 
ticket resolutions and CSAT ratings. They 
often specialize in one or more product areas 
and are considered experts.

Essential skills for 
customer service agents

Learn more about essential 
customer service skills to look for when 
recruiting, hiring, and onboarding customer  
service representatives.

Empathetic
People in customer service roles should 
genuinely want to help other people. That 
desire begins with empathy. They should 
possess a willingness to understand another 
person’s experience.

Internet savvy
The internet and mobile computing provide 
us with more ways than ever to communicate 
with each other. Agents should be able to 
provide customer service on many different 
channels, including social media, live chat, 
and email.

Strong communicator
Customer service is about communicating 
with other people. Agents need to 
communicate well both verbally and in 
writing. Communication is about listening 
and then clearly articulating ideas and 
information.

Problem-solver 
When a customer asks for help, it’s the 
agent’s job to quickly assess the problem, 
sort it all out, and then present the customer 
with the simplest answer possible.

Adaptable mindset
Products, technology, and policies will 
change over time, and your agents will need 
to change with them. Look for people who 
have demonstrated a drive for learning 
and growing.

1010
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Tier 2: Conquering 
complexity with 
specialization

Tier 2, referred to as technical support, 
handles more complex support issues that 
require greater knowledge of the product 
or a deeper technical understanding of it. 
At Synapse Foundry, this team often helps 
customers with issues that involve aspects of 
the product that are beyond the capabilities 
of self-service or Tier 1 teams. Tier 2 agents 
can resolve issues related to uploading data, 
making add-ons or companion products 
interact properly, and anything else that 
requires a deeper dive into the underlying 
technology.

The tickets assigned to this team typically 
take 30 minutes or less to resolve. If the team 

can’t resolve the support issue in that amount 
of time, it’s escalated to the Tier 3 team.

Technical support engineer
Technical support engineers typically join this 
team after having been a customer agent, 
but they can also be an outside hire. Usually, 
agents move into the support engineer 
role after at least one year. They must have 
in-depth technical knowledge about one 
or more product areas. For people with 
technical ability, this is the next step in their 
technical career track.

Like agents, support engineers target a 
certain number of resolved tickets per day 

(this will be a lower number than in Tier 1  
because Tier 2 issues are more complex) and 
an average CSAT rating goal.

Senior technical support engineer
A senior technical support engineer is  
an expert in multiple product areas. They 
spearhead productivity improvements  
and define best practices within their  
product areas.

They’re recognized as a point of contact 
for their product areas across the entire 
customer service organization, and they 
collaborate closely with the product  
and development teams to represent 
customers’ needs.

Senior technical support engineers target a 
certain number of solved tickets per day and 
need to achieve a higher average CSAT rating 
than support engineers.

11

Tier 2 roles include:

•  Technical support engineer

•  Senior technical support engineer
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Managing complexity with  
Tier 2 squads

Let’s assume Synapse Foundry has a large 
and quickly growing collection of products, 
so it organizes Tier 2 support engineers into 
different squads.

The first squad is for general Tier 2 support 
issues, and all new tier team members are 
assigned to this group. This allows support 
engineers to become experts in their roles 
before diving into more complex areas.

The other specialist squads are responsible 
for a portfolio of different product aspects. 
For example, one squad might handle all the 
escalated tickets for billing while another 
squad handles escalated reporting tickets.
Thanks to this hyperfocus, agents become 
experts in those areas, which helps the 
organization handle complexity and resolve 
issues more quickly.

Tier 2 support engineers are expected to 
cycle through every specialist squad. This 
allows agents to master all product areas and 
prepares them to move into Tier 3.

1212
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Tier 3: Tackling the 
toughest issues
Tier 3 is the highest level of technical support 
at Synapse Foundry. This team handles the 
toughest issues escalated from Tier 2 (usually 
5 to 10 percent of the total ticket volume).

These tickets have no time limit for resolution 
and take as long as necessary to resolve. The 
issues are often difficult to replicate and may 
depend on products or infrastructure beyond 
the company’s offerings.

This team also vets all issues that need to 
be escalated to the software development 
team, tests the fixes put in place by the 
development team, and then resolves the 
issue for the customer.

Technical support architect
Because they participated in Tier 2 squads, 
technical support architects are experts in 
multiple parts of the product. They are also 
liaisons to the product and development 
teams, offering insight into needed  
product improvements.

Within the customer service structural 
organization, Tier 3 is the final stop for a 
direct technical customer support role. 
Moving beyond the architect role while 
remaining on a technical track means 

transitioning to a job with the non-customer 
support operations engineering team or the 
software development team.

A senior technical support engineer at 
Synapse Foundry usually needs 1.5 years of 
experience to move into an architect role. The 
main differences between a support engineer  
and an architect are the level of experience, 
subject matter and technical expertise, 
and their influence in the organization. 
Strong architect candidates are trainers 
and mentors and are expected to provide 
guidance and support best practices for  
their areas of product expertise. 

Technical architects target a daily number  
of ticket solves and an average CSAT  
rating goal.

13

Tier 3 includes the following roles:

•  Technical support architect

•  Senior technical support architect
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Senior technical support architect
A promotion to senior technical support 
architect at Synapse Foundry requires a 
minimum of two years of experience as a 
technical support architect.

At this level, senior technical architects 
are excellent at communicating complex 
customer issues to software development 
teams and can suggest product 
improvements and influence the product 
roadmap. They also interact directly with VIP 
customers to provide a high-touch technical 
support experience when needed.

Senior technical support architects have  
a daily ticket solve target and a higher 
average CSAT rating goal than technical 
support architects.

Key takeaways
• Whether or not you’re ready to split 

your organization into tiers, remember 
that growth means tackling increasing 
complexity. Defining roles and teams  
to handle that complexity will help  
you future-proof the service you provide  
to your customers.

• Outlining functions, roles, and teams 
provides individuals with well-defined 
career paths. A clear path can lead to 
greater employee satisfaction.

• No one understands the real 
customer experience better than 
the customer service organization. 
Customer service teams are a bridge 
to the design and development teams, 
helping to improve your products, the 
customer experience, and, ultimately, 
your customer relationships.

14
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Customer service management teams are 
responsible for ensuring that the organization 
delivers quality customer support. This 
requires using resources wisely, staying on 
top of key customer service performance 
metrics, being an effective people manager, 
and constantly adapting to change.

The best way to accomplish this is to create 
a great overall support experience, focusing 
as much on the agent experience as the 
customer experience. In short, happy agents 
equals happy customers.

In this section, we’ll look at what’s expected 
of each customer service management role 
at Synapse Foundry. We’ll also share some 
guiding management philosophy and tools 
you can use to better understand the agent 
experience.

Customer service 
management3
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Although management structure may 
change to align with strategic goals and to 
effectively manage a global workforce, there 
are typically different directors for general 
customer service teams (Tier 1) and technical 
support teams (Tier 2 and 3 ).

Team lead
Becoming a team lead is the first step in the 
management track. Although team leads don’t 
officially manage the people on their teams, 
their supervision helps the team achieve 
performance goals while simultaneously 
developing management skills.

Team leads spend roughly 80 percent 
of their time supervising a team of 6–10 
customer service agents, working to achieve 
performance goals set by the customer 
service manager and management team.
Team leads work closely with their manager 
to help coach and build the team.

Customer service manager
All management roles require people with 
strong project management skills. Customer 
service managers must build relationships, 
manage performance, and deliver on their 
commitments.

A manager hired from within Synapse 
Foundry has at least one year as a team lead 
before advancing to a manager role. They 
typically manage two to three team leads 
and/or one to 10 customer service agents as 
direct reports. The typical team size is 16 to 
25 people.

16

Driving results 
and managing 
the support 
experience

All customer service teams 
at Synapse Foundry have a 
management structure that 
includes the following roles:

• Team lead

• Customer service manager

• Senior customer service 

manager

• Director
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Like individual agents, teams have 
performance goals such as tickets solved  
and average CSAT ratings. At this level, 
managers are also concerned with many 
other essential customer service metrics 
such as first reply time, first contact 
resolution, handle time, and so on. Read more 
about these in the “Customer service metrics 
that matter” guide.

Senior customer service manager
After a minimum of 1.5 years as a customer 
service manager at Synapse Foundry, 
individuals can transition to a senior manager 
role. These individuals manage two or 
three customer service managers as direct 
reports—training and coaching direct reports 
as needed—and a total team size of up to 48 
to 150 people.

Senior managers strategically focus on goal 
setting and performance and usually spend 
less than 50 percent of their time on hands-
on management. They are skilled in conflict 
resolution, communication planning, direction 
setting, hiring, and change management.

Director
Directors at Synapse Foundry ensure teams 
achieve performance goals by structuring, 
optimizing, and growing global organizations. 
Directors have very large teams, managing 
up to 1,000 people with many managers and 
direct reports. They are strong influencers 
across the organization and often work with 
the sales team and VIP customers.

Becoming a director requires a lot of 
experience in successfully managing 
customer service teams to attain business 
results. Directors report to the vice president 
of customer service.
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Measuring both sides 
of the relationship
The best customer experience is achieved 
when you also focus on the agent experience. 
When combined, the two create the  
support experience.

A CSAT survey measures how a customer 
feels about a support interaction, but it’s 
not the whole story. That’s why measuring 
employee satisfaction using an agent 
satisfaction (ASAT) survey is also important.

Quarterly ASAT surveys give everyone on the 
global customer service team a chance to 
share their experience about what’s working, 
what isn’t, and how they feel about their jobs 
and careers.

This feedback gives the management team 
the insights they need to improve service, 
increase agent satisfaction, reduce support 
costs, and lower employee turnover.

Read more about ASAT in “What is  
agent experience?”
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6 core 
competencies 
for managers

Managing the ticket queue, 
improving processes, achieving 
performance goals, and keeping 
customer satisfaction high are 
important, but so is managing 
people. Managers need to have 
or develop the essential soft skills 
to be effective.

Effective management  
means focusing on these six 
core competencies:

1. Communication

Managers communicate well by 
building relationships based on  
trust and respect.

2. Direction setting

Building healthy relationships 
helps managers set direction by 
explaining where the team is  
going and why.

3. Motivating and recognizing

Acknowledging employees’  
hard work and exceptional 
performance improves morale 
and encourages them to continue 
delivering good service.

4. Change management

Leaders manage change effectively 
using critical thinking to redesign 
better processes, get employee 
buy-in, create training programs, 
and align everyone’s behavior to 
those new processes.

5. Conflict management  
and feedback

Managers handle team conflict 
through fair but direct feedback.

6. Hiring, onboarding,  
and diversity

Build a diverse and inclusive 
team by hiring and effectively 
onboarding talented individuals.
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Key takeaways
• Organizations and management 

structures are always changing. Managers 
need to be able to adapt and help their 
team do so, too. Focus on developing core 
competencies and the soft skills needed to 
help your teams grow with the business.

• Agent satisfaction is just as important as 
customer satisfaction (remember, happy 
agents mean happy customers). Regularly 
survey everyone in the organization. Use 
the feedback to make the necessary 
improvements to build a better 
organization. You won’t just have happier 
employees, you’ll also increase CSAT, lower 
costs, and decrease turnover.

• Plan for growth by coaching and 
mentoring your team members with 
management potential. Team leads may 
not always move into management, but 
the skills and experience they gain will 
strengthen the team in whatever 
role or function they 
eventually move into.

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO STRUCTURING YOUR CUSTOMER SUPPORT ORGANIZATION



21

As your customer service organization grows, 
you’ll need to develop new processes for 
ticket queue management. You’ll also need 
a way to track many collected data points, 
which you can use to assess individual and 
team performance and the team’s overall 
effectiveness in helping customers.

For small support teams, those 
responsibilities tend to fall on the help desk 
administrator (usually a manager). This 
individual needs to create views, define 
workflows, and generally make it easier for 
the team to manage the ticket queue.

Inevitably, this work becomes a full-time job, 
which means stepping back from directly 
helping customers to handle internal support 
operations. When you reach this point, 
it’s time to consider creating a support 
operations team. 

Support
operations4
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Supporting support 
At Synapse Foundry, the support operations 
team (also referred to as support ops) helps 
the teams that directly interact with and 
assist customers (Tiers 1, 2, and 3). Support 
ops does this by defining and streamlining 
processes and workflows, building tools 
to help make delivering support easier, 
providing education and training to agents, 
and analyzing and interpreting the available 
support data. They also help assess the 
organization’s performance and just how well 
it serves their customers.

Support ops team roles generally require 
more senior-level experience and expertise, 
with many joining the ranks from Tier 2  
and 3. Although, it’s a good idea to mix in 
outside hires to add new skills and  
experience to the team.

22

The roles within the support ops 
team include:

•  Systems specialist

•  Senior systems specialist

•  Systems analyst

•  Senior systems analyst

•  Tools developer 

(software engineer)

•  Senior tools developer 

(senior software engineer)

•  Project manager

•  Program manager

Like the tier teams, the support 
ops team has the following 
management roles:

•  Manager

•  Senior manager

•  Director

People in support ops don’t directly  
interact with customers—remember, they 
support the team members who do. This is 
important to note because support ops is 
a career option for people with a systems 
mindset, those who enjoy developing tools to 
make delivering support easier, and people 
who like working with data. Working on the 
support ops team may also be attractive to 
agents who want to take on a new challenge 
within the organization.
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System specialists
Internal hires for the support ops team at 
Synapse Foundry have a minimum of two 
to three years of experience as a customer 
service agent.

Areas of focus can vary within a system 
specialist role. For example, one specialist 
may monitor and report on key customer 
service performance metrics while another 
may build the internal knowledge base and 
advocate training materials.

Promotion to a senior position at Synapse 
Foundry requires a minimum of 1.5 years 
of experience as a systems specialist 
and, of course, a track record of excellent 
performance. Senior specialists are expected 
to have even greater operational knowledge 
and a larger influence on the team.

System analysts
Systems analysts are essentially more 
experienced specialists. They usually move 
to this role with at least one to two years of 
experience as a senior systems specialist.

With more experience, 
expertise, and influence in the 
organization, analysts  
take on some of the more 

important or strategic projects and initiatives 
in the support ops team.

Promotion to a senior analyst at Synapse 
Foundry requires at least two years of 
experience as a systems analyst.

Tool developers
Tool developers are software developers who 
build custom tools to help the team deliver 
better customer service. Tools could be a 
time tracking app that helps manage and 
resolve issues and customer communication 
during system outages, a QA app, and data 
migration tools.

The amount of help required from a 
developer depends on what tools you 
currently use, how much customization you 
need, and the complexity involved in building 
those customizations.

Typically, this role requires a minimum of 
four years of experience in web application 
development. Synapse Foundry requires 
senior developers to have five or more 
years of experience in specific areas of web 
application development.
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Project and program managers
The support ops team has project and 
program managers to effectively guide the 
many operational projects and programs to 
completion. For example, these individuals 
can help roll out Tier 0 and help the 
organization shift to a knowledge-centered 
support model.

These support ops roles are the same as 
other project and program manager roles 
for other company functions (like product 
development and engineering). They guide 
teams to get things done as planned.

Project managers typically have two to three 
years of experience, and program managers 
have three to five years of experience.

Support operations 
management
The manager, senior 
manager, and director 
roles in support ops 

largely mirror the equivalent customer 
service roles in Tiers 1, 2, and 3. Instead of 
managing agents, however, support ops 
managers and directors manage specialists, 
analysts, and project and program managers.

The support ops manager and senior support 
ops manager typically have teams of 2–10 
people as direct reports. At Synapse Foundry, 
a support ops manager and senior support 
ops manager typically have teams of up to 
250 people.

Key takeaways
• A support team needs support as well, 

a foundation to define processes and 
workflows, track and report important 
metrics, and build custom tools to make 
delivering excellent customer service 
possible. Consider building out a support 
operations team.

• An operations team also provides other 
career path options for experienced 
agents and non-customer-facing roles for 
individuals who need a break from direct 
customer interaction.

• By continuously analyzing and reporting on 
customer service performance and quality 
metrics, a support operations team makes 
seeing the forest for the trees much easier.
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Remain focused on managing complexity efficiently, 
building team strength, and keeping your customers and 
staff happy and satisfied. If you do, you’ll be equipped 
and ready to handle your next big growth challenge and 
successfully scale your organization.

While this guide can help you structure your customer 
service organization, there are additional resources you 
can use to improve agents’ overall effectiveness.

Learn how Zendesk can help you maximize your customer 
service team’s productivity. 

There’s no right way to piece 
together all the parts of your 
support organization. Staying on 
track, adapting to rapid growth, 
and managing change are 
constantly moving targets, and 
what’s working well now may 
not work six months from now. 

Get a demo

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO STRUCTURING YOUR CUSTOMER SUPPORT ORGANIZATION


