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Introduction
Consumers are starting to demand different forms of customer 
service as they spend more of their lives either online or on the 
move. The continuing growth of web use and the smart phone 
revolution both mean consumers expect the same standard of 
customer service irrespective of channel. Today, customers want 
their questions answered faster, have a growing appetite for 
usable self-service and insist on a much better overall experience 
whether via the telephone, web or mobile.

But are brands keeping up with these new demands? Are 
companies delivering an impressive enough online experience 
and keeping customers loyal? And what options are available to  
organisations that want to keep their customers happy?

An independent survey of 1,500 European 
consumers commissioned by Artificial Solutions 
shows that many brands are falling short of these 
new expectations. 

To understand consumer behaviour and attitudes towards 
customer service, Artificial Solutions commissioned independent 
business intelligence firm Axiall to survey 1,500 members of  
the public across the UK, Spain, Sweden and the Netherlands.

Designed to tap into the psyche of today’s discerning 
customer, the survey set out to discover what people thought 
about the different channels of customer support available, 
including contact centres, email and website interaction.  
In addition, the study also explored consumer opinion  
towards newer methods of online customer service such  
as virtual assistants.

The overall objective was to reveal what was turning 
consumers on and off and what the future might hold for the 
brand/consumer interaction within the customer service realm. 
Questions were focused around consumers’ experiences, both 
good and bad, and how these affected their perception of a 
brand and most importantly their buying habits.



Key findings summary
Overall, the survey found that consumers were unhappy with 
the level of customer service they were receiving, with the 
web faring only slightly better than telephone or email.

The main complaints about telephone service were centred 
around waiting times and getting through to someone, 
whereas with email, a lack of response or accuracy and further 
signposting for help is more likely to derail the experience 
– you might get an answer but it may not be what you want,  
nor give you any additional information or assistance.

Results showed that nearly all consumers turn 
to the web for their initial research into products 
and services, rather than calling a company first. 
When on the web, consumers want an immediate 
response. Critically, many might buy from a 
competitor if they could not get their queries 
answered online, or abandon their purchase 
altogether if they could not find an answer quickly.

While on the web, the key areas of concern for consumers are 
brands’ lack of ability to send a response, the quality of online 
help, the usefulness of FAQs, and being able to raise a query.
 
These are all critical customer-facing shortfalls, whereas 
consumers rated the technical delivery aspects of the website, 
such as navigation and layout more highly. This clearly 
indicates that companies have to concentrate more on the 
customer experience and in designing their web interfaces 
to meet customer needs.

All of the complaints above combine to create the general 
feeling of frustration highlighted by the survey, often made 
worse when customers are forced to change channel in order 
to solve their query. If customers cannot find an answer  
quickly online, being redirected to an unhelpful call centre 
does not ease the situation. This can be easily exacerbated,  
if, for example, the call centre is not open when the consumer 
is online, or is a premium rate number.

This dissatisfaction with mainstream customer support 
channels was in contrast to the healthy optimism shown for 
new methods. For example, the vast majority of respondents 
said they would be more likely to engage with an online 
virtual assistant if it reduced their waiting time and gave  
them a successful outcome. Nearly three quarters welcomed 
virtual assistants becoming part of every website and a similar 
number said they would spend longer on a website that had  
a virtual assistant compared to one that did not. 

Almost a third had used a virtual assistant already 
and the majority of these declared them to be 
helpful, while two out of three people thought 
a virtual assistant would be better than other 
existing types of online help.

So it is clear that the increasingly sophisticated consumer  
is open to new ways of accessing web-based, self-service 
content. 

Brands need to introduce new methods of customer service 
that allow consumers to help themselves but in a rapid and 
efficient manner at any time of day. With the web being most 
peoples’ initial source of information, companies that fail at 
this first hurdle will lose business.

By using intelligent virtual assistants, the survey highlights 
how  organisations can not only improve the online customer 
experience, they can also support sales by dealing with 
queries immediately and keeping customers more engaged.
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Brands need to introduce new 
methods of customer service
that allow consumers to help 
themselves but in a rapid and
efficient manner at any time  
of day. With the web being  
most peoples’ initial source  
of information, companies  
that fail at this first hurdle  
will lose business.
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96% now visit a website to resolve a query, instead of calling
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1. The overall customer contact experience
Alarmingly, the study shows that 9 in 10 consumers are having a poor experience with customer support via  
the web, phone or email.

2. Attitudes to buying online 
The vast majority of people (90%) are using the web 
to research product and services before buying while a 
similar number (91%) said that the most important thing 
for them when using a website is to get the information, 
answer or response they need immediately.

3. The web experience and  
customer response
Results also show that 96% of people are now visiting a 
website first, when trying to resolve a query, instead of 
calling a company.

Survey results in more detail 

9 out of 10 people have a poor customer experience
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The population of virtual 
assistants is growing fast… 
We anticipate that virtual 
agents will gradually grow to 
be the first point of contact. 
Large corporations are now 
taking the lead, but small 
and medium enterprises are 
expected to follow.

Erwin Van Lun, CEO, Chatbots.org
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Brands also need to get their online customer service 
experience right first time, with 86% of those questioned 
saying that a negative website experience stops them 
from returning to a site, 

while 89% would buy from a competitor instead, if they 
cannot resolve their query online. 88% would abandon 
their online purchase if they cannot find a quick answer 
to their question.

And when it goes wrong, a poorly delivered web 
experience drives visitors back to the telephone,  
with 75% of consumers calling the company if they  
fail to find what they’re looking for.

86% claim that a negative 
website experience would 
stop them from returning
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75% of consumers call the 
company if they fail to find 
what they’re looking for
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Savvy online consumers expect nothing less than complete 
satisfaction, and the new generation of online virtual assistants is 
ready to deliver the richness and quality of experience demanded.

Andy Peart, CMO, Artificial Solutions
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When asked about receiving a response from a company website, 67% of consumers said their experience was 
unsatisfactory and this was respondents’ biggest concern with their web experience.

Other areas highlighted by the survey where brands are failing include the current quality of online help, the 
usefulness of FAQs and being able to raise a query online. In contrast to these critical customer service issues, 
consumers rated other areas of their web experience, such as navigation and layout, more highly.

Survey results in more detail 
continued…

67% of consumers said their experience was unsatisfactory

Compared to other forms of 
online help, two out of three 
consumers think a virtual 
assistant also would serve 
them better

4. Improvements in online customer service
The potential benefits for companies that can improve 
their online customer service are significant and a  
of options were highlighted in the study.

A third of people said they had already used a  
virtual assistant and 67% said they had been helpful.  
Compared to other forms of online help, two out of three 
consumers think a virtual assistant also would serve 
them better.

Virtual agent implementations 
will be an industry standard 
in 3 to 5 years, a critical 
component in customer 
services, and even the main 
point of contact in 2014.

Independent Analyst Firm, CCM Benchmark
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72% of consumers welcomed 
virtual assistants becoming 
a part of every website
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81% of people would engage 
with a virtual assistant if it 
reduced online waiting time 
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Overall, 72% of consumers welcomed virtual assistants 
becoming a part of every website, to answer questions 
and guide them around the site. 

81% of people would engage with a virtual assistant  
if it reduced their waiting time online.

Three quarters of those questioned also said they would spend longer on a website that had a virtual assistant 
compared to one that did not.

77% said they would spend longer on a website that had a virtual 
assistant compared to one that did not
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The virtual assistant market is experiencing immense growth.  
It is likely that, eventually, every successful company will employ 
intelligent and capable artificial employees to deliver an instant, 
accessible online communication channel for their customers.

Lawrence Flynn, CEO, Artificial Solutions



© 2011 Artificial Solutions


