
Toward self-service:  
Empowering connected 
consumers to help themselves
Primary market research examines the appeal of applications  
that empower consumers and reduce the strain on the help desk
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However, adoption rates for these self-service apps have been 

low to date, rarely exceeding 30%. Connected consumers still 

tend to pick up a phone and call the help desk when they need 

help or have questions.

So why aren’t more connected consumers embracing self-service 

apps? And what can and should CSPs do about it?

This paper offers insights into these questions based on direct 

input from consumers. It shares key results from market research 

commissioned by Alcatel-Lucent in the first quarter of 2015 

across Brazil, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States. 

These results show how frequently consumers encounter issues 

and how much they rely on traditional help desk services to 

resolve these issues. They also highlight consumers’ willingness 

to try resolving issues themselves.

The results confirm that consumers are interested in self-service 

applications — provided that the apps include useful features 

and functions. With these results in mind, the paper introduces a 

number of strategies that CSPs can use to drive adoption of their 

self-service apps.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Communications service providers (CSPs) everywhere are investing 

to ensure that consumers can make calls, send texts, stream videos 

and shop virtually anywhere, anytime, using any device.

The most successful CSPs are standing out by creating a simple, 

compelling experience. A key element of this success is their ability 

to serve consumers efficiently when they reach out for assistance. 

But this efficiency is difficult to achieve. While consumers demand 

simplicity, CSPs face increasing complexity behind the scenes.  

A typical mobile service, for example, involves dozens of hardware 

components, software applications and technologies, deployed 

across the back office, network and consumer domains. Each of 

these pieces must work together seamlessly and reliably to deliver 

the quality mobile experience that consumers expect. With so  

many moving parts there are many opportunities for customer 

issues, all of which drive up complexity and costs. The consequences 

are lower average revenue per user (ARPU), reduced operating 

margins and higher customer churn.

Recognizing the importance of providing flexible care/support 

options, some CSPs have launched self-service applications 

designed to help consumers troubleshoot and resolve issues 

themselves. These applications have proven to be very effective,  

in some cases reducing the number of calls to the help desk by  

as much as 75% and reducing the number of truck rolls — that is, 

sending technicians to consumers’ homes to troubleshoot and 

resolve issues — by more than 25%.
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How often do connected 
consumers have service issues?

Consumers are reaping the benefits of the investments that CSPs have made in 
network infrastructure and customer experience initiatives in recent years. In three 
of the four countries surveyed, consumers experienced relatively few issues with 
their communications services (Figure 1). 

Across the four countries, 6–53% of consumers indicated that they had encountered 
issues with their mobile, high-speed Internet or TV service in the last six months.

• Japanese consumers reported the fewest number of issues. A range of 
6–11% encountered issues with different services in the last six months. 
Another 14–15% of Japanese users reporting having issues beyond this 
six-month window. 

• Consumers in the United States and United Kingdom had very similar 
experiences. In the US, 14–28% of respondents encountered issues in  
the last six months. The range was 15–24% for their British counterparts. 
When the timeframe was expanded to include the last year or longer, 
another 10-12% of American users reported having issues, as did another 
9–16% of British users.

• Brazilian consumers painted an entirely different picture. More than half of 
respondents in Brazil indicated that they had encountered problems with 
their mobile (51%) or Internet (53%) service in the last six months. Many TV 
subscribers experienced problems, too: a full 41% of respondents reported 
having issues in the last half year. The problem only looks worse when the 
time frame is extended. Another 18-20% of Brazilian users reported issues 
in the last year or longer.

How do these results impact CSPs? Consider that the four countries combined have 
nearly 500 million mobile subscribers, more than 164 million Internet subscribers 
and nearly 200 million TV subscribers1,2. If 10% of these users have service issues 
in any given six-month period, CSPs in these countries could be facing 14 million 
dissatisfied consumers each month. 

If each of these users decides to call the help desk for assistance, potential 
dissatisfaction becomes a costly operational burden. Reducing call volumes by  
20% would mean two million fewer calls to the help desk per month for CSPs in 
these four countries. A reduction on this scale would bring significant cost savings. 
It would also improve CSPs’ ability to satisfy and retain consumers.

1 According to the International Telecommunication Union, Japan has more than 144 million mobile subscribers and nearly 36 million Internet users; The US has 
nearly 235 million mobile subscribers and nearly 88 million Internet users; the UK has more than 45 million mobile subscribers and nearly 22 million Internet 
users; Brazil has more than 73 million mobile subscribers and more than 18 million Internet users. 

2 According to the Nomura Research Institute, Japan had 47 million TV subscribers at the end of 2014. According to ANATEL (National Telecommunications Agency 
— Agência Nacional de Telecomunicações), Brazil had 18 million TV subscribers at the end of 2013. According to Press Reference, the UK had 30 million TV 
subscribers at the end of 2010. According to SNL Kagan/Bloomberg, the US had 100 million subscribers at the end of 2013.

 

FIGURE 1

Consumers indicate whether and when they had issues  
with communications services
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A growing inclination 
toward self service

Respondents who reported problems with their communications services were 
asked what they do first when they have a service issue. As shown in Figure 2, 
calling the help desk was the most common answer. Next on the list were searching 
for a solution on the Internet and fixing the problem using personal knowledge.

In general, the number of consumers who either search for solutions on the Internet 
or fix issues using their personal knowledge equals or exceeds the number of 
consumers who call the help desk. These results illustrate that there is a strong 
appetite for a do-it-yourself (DIY) approach to troubleshooting among users of 
communications services.

• In Japan, 45–61% of consumers expressed a preference for DIY options 
across the three service types. Japanese consumers exhibited the strongest 
willingness to solve problems themselves.

• The results for the United States and United Kingdom were similar, 
with 35–42% and 38–49% of users willing to sort out their own issues, 
respectively.

• Brazilian users, who most strongly favor contacting the help desk, also 
indicated an interest in self-service options. Across the three services,  
21–36% of respondents prefer DIY options.

A look beyond the top three responses in Figure 2 reveals an even stronger  
interest in the DIY approach. Across the four countries and three services,  
6–26% of consumers listed searching the CSP’s web site, visiting the CSP’s retail 
store, or asking someone they know for help as their first-choice option.

A shift is clearly taking place. The help desk remains the primary channel for 
resolving service issues in most of the countries surveyed. But consumers want 
options beyond the help desk. In the absence of options provided or sanctioned 
by their CSP, many consumers are taking matters into their own hands. CSPs that 
accelerate efforts to offer convenient, effective self-service tools will be in the best 
position to capitalize on shifting usage patterns and deliver the simple connected 
experience users want.

 

FIGURE 2

What consumers do first when they have service issues
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Call the help desk  
or ignore the issue?

While the help desk remains the most popular choice for consumers with service 
issues, there are many who would rather ignore problems or allow them to persist 
than call the help desk. The research indicates that 45% of mobile consumers in 
Brazil would be “very likely” or “somewhat likely” to ignore a service problem. 
In the three other countries, 26–27% of mobile phone users indicated the same 
aversion to the help desk.

 

FIGURE 3

Likelihood that consumers will ignore a problem or allow it  
to persist to avoid calling the help desk
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What consumers want 
from CSP apps

How can CSPs provide consumers with viable support that meets their apparent 
interest in DIY options? The survey explored CSP apps as one possible approach.

For CSPs with aspirations to provide apps — or for those already providing apps but 
struggling with low adoption rates — the first challenge is to identify the features 
that users want. Researchers addressed this challenge by asking consumers to name 
the functions they most wanted to see in service provider apps. Figure 4 shows  
the top three responses for each service in each of the four surveyed countries.

The results provide some useful insights for CSPs seeking to launch or improve 
apps. For example:

• Billing is a mature feature of existing CSP apps. Users want CSPs to provide 
it. Respondents in Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States named 
billing as a top-three feature for all service types. Brazilian users ranked 
billing fourth overall in each case. 

• Troubleshooting and technical support are also highly desired app 
capabilities. Respondents in Brazil, the United Kingdom and the United 
States named these capabilities to their top-three lists for all service types. 
Japanese mobile and high-speed Internet users ranked troubleshooting 
fourth on their respective lists. A connection to phone-based technical 
support was a top-three feature in six cases across all service types.  
It was fourth on the list in four cases.

• Users also prize usage tracking and subscription management capabilities. 
Subscription management appeared on four top-three lists across the 
three service types. Japanese users place particular value on subscription 
management, ranking it as their most desired feature for mobile, Internet 
and TV services.

 

FIGURE 4

Consumers indicate what functions they want in CSP apps
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Most desirable  
mobile features

Of course, CSPs seeking to develop self-service tools must ensure that these tools 
address the needs of their users. The Alcatel-Lucent survey asked consumers to 
identify the three mobile features or capabilities they most wanted from their CSPs 
— whether delivered through an app or another channel. Figure 5 shows the most 
common responses across the four surveyed countries.

The capabilities that consumers want most from CSPs are security alerts, voice and 
data plan modifications, weather and traffic notifications, and help with modifying 
device settings to boost performance. CSPs can draw several insights from these 
results:

• Protection from viruses and malware is important to mobile users. Security 
features — including alerts, detection and removal capabilities — made 
the top-three lists of 39–44% of users across all surveyed countries. 
This reflects growing awareness and concern about safeguarding mobile 
communications and data from hackers and cybercriminals. Although 
mobile device infection rates are low compared to those for PCs, interest  
in mobile security represents a significant revenue opportunity for CSPs.

• Users want more control over their data plans. Data plan modification 
capabilities are top-three features for 35–43% of consumers. While not 
as popular as data plan modifications, voice plan feature modification 
capabilities rank third overall for users in the UK (27%) and Japan (36%). 
The results supporting both features have been added together for the 
“modifying plan features” entry in Figure 5.

• Users see their CSPs as a source for information that helps them plan  
their day-to-day activities. Perhaps surprisingly, weather alert features 
made the top-three lists of 17–34% of respondents across all countries. 
Traffic and accident alerts appeared in 15–32% of respondents’ lists.  
The results have been combined for the “Weather/traffic notifications” 
entry in Figure 5.

Users value device and service performance but feel that they need help to get it. 
About a quarter (23–30%) of all respondents said they would like their CSP to offer 
a feature that would help them change their device settings to enhance service 
performance.

 

FIGURE 5

Within an app or not, there are other mobile features consumers 
want from their CSPs
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Building successful self-service 
apps: strategies for CSPs

The Alcatel-Lucent research offers numerous insights that can help CSPs succeed 
with self-service applications. As a starting point, here are some points for CSPs  
to consider when developing an application strategy:

1. Embrace the growing desire to self serve.
Many mobile users would prefer to address technical issues using a CSP app instead 
of calling the help desk. Roughly half of respondents (a range of 44–59%) across  
the surveyed countries indicated that they would download and try a CSP app first; 
if they were given priority access to the help desk as a back-up measure. 

In fact, a large number of consumers are already pursuing do-it-yourself (DIY) 
options when experiencing a service issue, rather than calling the help desk. In 
Japan, 45–61% of consumers indicated that they either search for solutions on  
the Internet or fix issues using their personal knowledge. In the United States and 
the United Kingdom, 35–42% and 38–49% of users are willing to sort out their own 
issues, respectively. In Brazil, where contacting the help desk is most common,  
21–36% of respondents choose DIY options. Across the four countries and three 
services, 6–26% of consumers listed searching the CSP’s web site, visiting the  
CSP’s retail store, or asking someone they know for help as their first-choice option.  
These results illustrate that there is a strong appetite for a DIY approach  
to troubleshooting among users of communications services. 

2. Offer late adopters an incentive to try self service.
Given that the help desk remains the first choice for many users, it is well worth 
promoting self-service apps in interactive voice response (IVR) systems. Encouraging 
consumers to consider using apps or websites — instead of waiting to speak with a 
customer service representative (CSR) — will entice some users to try these options.

CSRs can help raise awareness of the app and encourage users to download it. They 
can also offer to explain how to use the app, empowering users to resolve their own 
issues. Consumers who are familiar with the app are more likely to use it to resolve 
future service issues. The research indicates that 14% of Brazilian and Japanese 
mobile users expect to hear about the availability of an app when calling for help.

 

Respondents were also asked how they would feel if, when they called with an 
issue, they were asked to download an app before they could get help. Surprisingly, 
51–56% of mobile users indicated that they would have a positive or neutral 
response, while 43-47% said that they would be annoyed or frustrated. This shows 
the importance of presenting a self-service app to consumers before they face an 
issue. Another way to increase usage is to take this strategy a step further and offer 
users a fast track to a CSR if the app doesn’t resolve their issue.

3. Understand how often existing apps are used.
Frequency of usage is universally low among users that are aware of CSP apps. In the 
US and UK, 16–17% of mobile users report using their CSP’s app at least once a week. 
Weekly usage is higher in Japan (20%) and Brazil (35%). In Brazil and the UK, users 
under 35 years of age are more likely to use existing apps: 44% of Brazilian users and 
21% of UK users under 35 use their CSP’s app at least once a week.

Generally speaking, most respondents reported using CSP apps once a month or 
a handful of times a year. In Japan, the UK and the US, one in five mobile users 
reported downloading the app but never using it. The number was 13% in Brazil. 
These results highlight the need to build more compelling functionality into existing 
applications.

4. Use analytics to track how, when and where apps are being used.
In-application tracking can be used to collect contextual information and build a 
more complete picture of subscriber requirements. Use of in-app tracking requires 
permission from consumers. More details on this strategy can be found in the 
TechZine blog, Four ways to innovate: mobile loyalty-based plans.3 

3  Crowe, Richard. “4 ways to innovate: mobile loyalty-based plans”. TechZine, December 1, 2014.

http://www2.alcatel-lucent.com/techzine/4-ways-innovate-mobile-loyalty-based-plans/
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5. Understand what users want and give it to them.
Whether delivered through an app or another channel, self-service tools must 
include features and functions that users deem useful. The survey results suggest 
that users are most interested in the following functions:

• Billing 

• Troubleshooting 

• Usage tracking 

• Security features, including malware alert, detection and removal 
capabilities

• Data and voice plan modification capabilities

• Device settings that enhance service performance

6. Don’t build multiple single-purpose applications.
Users may not need typical CSP app functionality — such as troubleshooting, 
usage tracking, voice plan modification or security alert capabilities — on a daily 
basis. However, the research shows that consumers see their CSP as a source for 
information that helps them plan their day-to-day activities. It also shows that 
consumers won’t adopt CSP apps unless they come to rely on these apps. 

One way to create this reliance is to offer information that consumers need every 
day, such as weather, traffic and accident alerts. Other, more traditional, features 
can then be highlighted in various ways using the app’s interface. 

An app that provides intuitive links to customer care, usage tracking and security 
alerts (Figure 6) can make consumers aware of the options available to them. As app 
usage increases, consumers will be more inclined to use the app first when service 
issues arise.

In addition, although many consumers have multiple services from the same 
operator, different lines of business often have separate applications. A more 
effective strategy is to support all services with the same app and extend a 
consistent look and feel across all devices. 

FIGURE 6. 

A multi-purpose app can help drive widespread adoption

 

7. Promote the app.
The survey results show that many mobile users are not aware of CSP-provided apps. 
In Japan and the UK, 44–45% of mobile users didn’t know or weren’t sure if their  
CSP offered an app connected with their services. In the US, 38% of users indicated  
a lack of awareness of CSP mobile apps. The number was 32% in Brazil. Awareness  
of CSP apps is significantly lower among high-speed Internet and TV users.

Respondents said they would want to hear about CSP apps through a variety  
of channels, including e-mail or web promotions, notifications on their bills,  
or traditional advertising.
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8. Choose the right distribution platforms.
Most respondents expect to download CSP apps from an app store such as Google 
Play™, iTunes®, Apple iOS App Store, or Amazon Appstore. However, 43% of US 
mobile users would prefer to get a CSP app directly from the CSP’s web site.

9. Push the app to users automatically.
A significant number of mobile users in each country indicated that they expect  
CSP apps to be downloaded to their device automatically. The numbers ranged  
from 12% for Japan to 22% for Brazil, with US and UK users in the middle, at 17%.

10. Learn from other industries.
The evolution of the consumer banking experience offers some useful lessons for 
CSPs. Automated teller machines handle most branch-based consumer transactions, 
allowing users to complete various transactions any time of the day or night. 
Banking websites and apps allow users to manage accounts and pay bills from  
any location.

The banking industry has had great success in this realm, with the adoption rates 
for online interactions reaching 66.2% for the credit card industry and 73.1% for  
the overall financial services/banking industry.4 

While this evolution surely reflects the banking industry’s focus on maximizing 
profitability, it just as surely reflects users’ growing desire for convenience. 
Consumers — young, connected consumers in particular — prefer to avoid the time 
and effort involved in going to physical branches and dealing with bank employees. 
They want to do their banking when and where it works best for them.

The desire for convenience in the completion of financial services transactions  
can also be applied when considering the support of communications services.  
It is time for CSPs to embrace this growing desire to self serve by offering 
consumers effective and powerful applications.

C O N C L U S I O N

For CSPs, self-service applications are the next step in the 

evolution of customer care. Applications give consumers greater 

independence — something they want — and reduce strain on 

help desks. For consumers, self-service apps offer an alternative 

to calling the help desk, one that lets them take charge of their 

experience and resolve issues on their own schedule and terms. 

Self-service apps are still new to consumers. In time, consumers 

may come to feel that resolving an issue through an app is part 

of a normal interaction with CSPs.

While there is undoubtedly room for improvement regarding 

app awareness, CSPs should be encouraged by the progress they 

have made to date. To move forward, CSPs need to build on this 

momentum and ensure that consumers have more opportunities 

— and compelling reasons — to install and use CSP-provided apps. 

4  Source: BenchmarkPortal™ contact center metrics database, 2014

www.benchmarkportal.com
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A D D I T I O N A L  F I N D I N G S  A N D  I N S I G H T S

More details are available on the findings highlighted in this paper. In addition,  
most survey results can be cross-tabulated to account for age, gender and income, 
as well as the number of connected devices per household. Comparisons between 
in-country competitors can be made available upon request.

Other available findings offer insights into:

• The degree to which users view their CSP as “cutting edge”

• How users rate the quality of voice calls on their mobile device

• Consumer awareness of “HD voice” (or Voice over LTE/VoLTE), “Wi-Fi 
calling” (or Voice over Wi-Fi/VoWi-Fi) and video communications services, 
and how the adoption of these technologies will impact consumer behavior

• Consumer perceptions relative to the security and reliability of public  
Wi-Fi hot spots

• Opportunities for service providers and enterprises in the area of  
web-enabled communications

• Comparisons between CSP services and over-the-top (OTT) app-based 
calling programs such as WhatsApp and Skype 

• The appeal of new service concepts such as wearables, seamless call 
switching, enhanced caller ID, and “trigger events” related to the Internet  
of Things and machine-to-machine technologies

To learn more about the market research not covered in this paper, please visit the 
Alcatel-Lucent Contact Page and request a more detailed briefing via one of our 
sales professionals.

For more information on the Motive portfolio of Customer Experience Management 
(CEM) solutions, please visit www.alcatel-lucent.com/motive.

M E T H O D O L O G Y

Alcatel-Lucent retained Penn Schoen Berland to conduct primary 

market research spanning 5,500 consumers in four countries: 

Brazil, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States. The 

survey was delivered through online interviews with smartphone 

owners aged 18+ who are decision makers or strong influencers 

when purchasing communications services. It covered a wide 

range of topics, including consumer–enterprise interactions, 

communications service opportunities (VoLTE, voice over Wi-Fi, 

video communications, messaging), wearables, and near-future 

service concepts. The survey also explored consumers’ level  

of satisfaction with their current communications services 

(mobile, high-speed internet, and TV), their perceptions of  

service performance, and their views on applications for 

different services.

www.alcatel-lucent.com  Alcatel, Lucent, Alcatel-Lucent and the Alcatel-Lucent logo are 
trademarks of Alcatel-Lucent. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.  
The information presented is subject to change without notice. Alcatel-Lucent assumes no 
responsibility for inaccuracies contained herein. Copyright © 2015 Alcatel-Lucent.  
All rights reserved.  PR1503009451EN (June)

http://webform.alcatel-lucent.com/res/alu/survey/alu2CustomForm.jsp?cw=alu2CorpSalesInquiry&lu_lang_code=en
http://www.alcatel-lucent.com/motive
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