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A New Era in Automation

Our networked world has changed commerce forever.  A level of online 
service that was once a luxury now feels like an inalienable right – 24/7, 
instant gratification is now the minimum we expect.

Businesses are racing to keep up with consumer demands and 
technological innovations. The next phase of digitisation often casts its 
shadow upon us as we are still perfecting the last.

Chat Bots promise a swifter, smarter online experience.  Our new virtual 
assistants will be ever-ready, able to listen to our questions and respond 
intelligently.  They will answer our queries, aid our searches and 
anticipate our needs, learning all the time to refine and improve the 
experience on offer.

The promise from developers is that Chat Bots will revolutionise online 
customer experience.

However, many businesses may ask; are Chat Bots an innovation and 
investment too far?  

Do we really need virtual assistants to guide our customers online?  
In terms of information and access, people have never had it so good – 
why do we need to offer even more?  Do consumers even want AI virtual 
assistants?  What additional benefits could they possibly provide?  
Are they just a novelty item I can do without?

All legitimate questions, especially for businesses trying to prioritise and 
justify their investment in online services.

In this report we seek to provide the answers using a nationally 
representative sample of 1,000 consumers* across the UK for their views.

We assess:

• Whether current digital services
are fully meeting
consumer expectations

• How performance varies between
business types

• The circumstances in which
consumers believe Chat Bots
would make a positive difference

• The barriers developers need to
overcome if consumers are to
embrace the new technology

Our ultimate aim is to help 
businesses better understand 
whether investing in Chat Bots is 
the right decision for them and if 
so how to use this technology to 
best serve their customers.  
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* Survey carried out by Usurv in May 2016.
 Nationally representative sample of 1,000 UK adults.



What are Chat Bots and what can 
they do for my Brand?

You’re already familiar with messenger services if, for example - like 900 
million people globally, you use Facebook Messenger or WhatsApp.  
They offer a real-time, one-to-one conversation between you and at least 
one other human being.

Messenger services are compatible with AI bots, programmes capable 
of performing simple, menial tasks like x.ai, a virtual PA for 
scheduling meetings.

AI Chat Bots go one step further, providing simple but intelligent 
automated responses and / or services within a messenger platform.  
This allows you to ask a Chat Bot simple questions and have it deliver a 
helpful response – sharing opening times, delivering search results based 
on recognised phrases (e.g. “show me the red shoes you have in stock”) 
or carrying out simple administrative tasks (e.g. making a reservation at 
a restaurant).

Early attempts at Chat Bots are relatively simple, but since unveiling its 
Messenger API, Facebook has opened the floodgates for independent 
developers to create their own bots, accessible to its huge global user 
base. Already we’re seeing the addition of new functions 
and capabilities.  

At the same time, the AI that supports Facebook Messenger Chat Bots 
is learning more and more about the language patterns and questions 
asked by users across the world.

With such a versatile infrastructure and far-reaching audience, 
the potential is huge.

At mycleverTM Agency  our innovations with smart, 
versatile Chat Bots typically fall into three key service areas:

Commerce Bots

Chat Bots that allow customers to browse, select and 
buy products without ever leaving the messenger window. 

Customer Service Bots

Intelligent, responsive and always-on customer service 
Chat Bots can live on brand Facebook pages to efficiently 
respond to users’ queries and complaints with relevant,
useful information at any time of day.

Content Bots

Chat Bots that allow users to create 
personalised news feeds, bringing them 
timely information and alerts on topics
of their own choosing.  
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Can Chat Bots Improve on 
Current Online Experiences?

No matter how clever the technology, Chat Bots will 
only find favour with customers if they improve our 
current online experience.  

We asked our research panel to assess the state of play 
and found that – despite the many innovations in 
online service – there is significant scope 
for improvement.

Online customers reported the wide range of 
frustrations they experienced in a single month.  
Most common (45%) is a lack of basic information 
contained on everyday commercial websites (retailers, 
utilities, banks, local government services etc). Close 
behind was the inability to ask simple questions (40%).  
A third of the sample (33%) said that, even when the 
option to ask questions existed, the tools they had 
used in the last month were of poor quality and didn’t 
provide a timely response.

These, and the other complaints detailed below, 
indicate the need for online service to improve.  

Businesses offering the best customer experience will 
be at considerable advantage in converting browsers 
into buyers and earning repeat business.

Frustrations Consumers Have Experienced 
with Online Services in the Last Month
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Underwhelming Twitter support

Poorly designed smart phone apps

Impersonal, characterless services

Inadequate search options

Can’t get immediate answers to simple questions

3%

14%

21%

23%

25%

Questions not answered out of hours27%

31%

Services inaccessible on mobile devices

Confusing website navigation

Poor quality or unresponsive contact facilities33%

40%

Sites don’t provide details like address and open hours46%

Finding services takes too long31%



Sectors with the Most to Gain

Frustrations existed in all sectors, but some stood out as most in 
need of improvement.  Our consumers named and shamed utility 
companies (water, gas, electricity, phone and broadband) as the 
most frustrating online services.

These were only slightly bettered by local authority sites (e.g. 
payment portals for council charges, school dinners etc), with 
sites for tradespeople (plumbers, builders, electricians) and 
financial services (banks and insurance) also performing poorly.

If Chat Bots provide suitable solutions in these areas (e.g. 
selecting our best value energy tariff, reminding us when to put 
our bins out for collection or top up our child’s school meals 
account) they could make a real difference to satisfaction 
and reputation.
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myclever Thought

It’s interesting that the industries 
exhibiting the most frustrating customer 
experiences online are the least likely to 
improve them. Public sector bodies in 
particular are notoriously slow to provide 
accessible online services – and when they 
do, they’re often inadequate, confusing 
and riddled with poor UX. It’s one thing 
if bots can make that a thing of the past, 
it’s another whether those ranking highest 
on this list will be prepared to adopt 
and invest early enough. However, while 
modest budgets can be a challenge for 
the demands of digital innovation, the 
investment in the long term will mean 
huge cost savings. The ROI of digital 
automation investment now means it 
accommodates leaner resource for 
the future.

If Chat Bots provide
 suitable solutions in these 

areas they could make a real 
difference to satisfaction 

and reputation.
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What Consumers Want

After learning about Chat Bots, our research panel quickly 
zeroed in on where they saw the most appealing benefits.

Consumers regard Chat Bots as the key-holders to speed, 
unlocking immediacy and convenience in online services.   
This mirrors where current frustrations with online services 
are most acute – where poor application hampers the 
speedy resolution of a task or issue.

These factors highlight where developers need to 
concentrate their efforts, ensuring Chat Bots bring about 
positive change.

The ‘personality’ of the Chat Bot barely registered with 
consumers – AI needs to be smart and effective first - witty 
and personable second. The graphic (right) shows 40% 
would use Chat Bots to help track down the right human 
assistant – possibly logging a request to speak directly.

Just under one in five consumers (18%) admit to actively 
avoiding calling businesses to elude the frustration of 
automated menus.  In those under 24, this rises to a 
shocking 61%.
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myclever Thought

Could these responses indicate that one popular 
application for Chat Bots would be to sound the 
death-knell for automated phone menus? What’s 
an infuriating necessity now can be replaced, but it 
means convincing service providers they owe their 
customers better than a ‘good enough’ facility that 
costs people time… and patience!



Getting 24-hour service

Quick answers to simple questions

Getting an instant response

Convenience for you

Ease of communication

Ability to easily register a complaint

Efficient complaint resolution

A good customer experience

Quick answers to complex questions

Getting detailed/expert answers

Friendliness and approachability

9%
14%

18%

28%

37%

50%
51%

64%

68%

Expected Benefits 
from Chat Bots
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Chat Bots and the Need for Speed

Doesn’t online service already deliver speed?  Not according to 
our panel. 

Considering a scenario when they might need to quickly resolve a query, 
our panel rated Chat Bots second only to face-to-face communication. 
In comparison, when consumers are directed to social media, apps, web 
forms or email – they shrug their shoulders, cross their fingers and hope 
that, at best, they hear back later that day.

Online chat comes closest to Chat Bots’ potential, but it begs the 
question why this service currently creates such high levels of frustration 
(a third saying they had experienced frustration in the last month).  Either 
current online chat is used too infrequently or, when available, it often 
fails to live up to expectations.

Clearly businesses struggle to find the resources to make online chat 
effective.  It’s conceivable that by combining AI and human assistants, 
organisations could find the best blend.  Allowing Chat Bots to deal with 
FAQs and, if necessary, direct customers to the right human assistant or 
web resource for their needs.

myclever Thought

We’re already aware that businesses with a high influx of customer 
service queries (and complaints) know the value of a round-the-
clock messenger response team. Yet the associated resource 
demands are difficult to justify, despite the boost in sentiment and 
customer satisfaction when complaints are resolved away from the 
brand Facebook page. Bots can be the answer to this quandary. 

Imagine one affordable, intelligent point of contact that can 
efficiently respond to a limitless number of queries with relevant 
information, any day, any time.
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Expected Speed of 
Resolving Query 
- by Channel
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Choosing a Channel

Expectations for Chat Bots ran high with our panel, showing their 
legitimately enormous potential as a new means of communication.

We combined the total perceived benefits of all possible communication 
channels into an index.  Face-to-face topped the list (still our preferred 
option).  However, Chat Bots came a very close second – seen as the 
best blend of convenience and immediacy.

When compared directly with Apps – an area where businesses have 
invested heavily – Chat Bots scored more highly in every regard.

Worryingly for businesses relying on Apps for sales or service, 59% of 
consumers admitted to actively avoiding them as a means of engaging 
with brands and businesses.

When compared 
directly with Apps – an 

area where businesses have 
invested heavily – Chat Bots 

scored more highly in 
every regard.
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myclever Thought

We shouldn’t underestimate the potential that comes with 
leveraging messenger as a channel of choice. It relies only on 3G 
so, unlike even the most expensive chat solutions, customers can 
resume conversation wherever and whenever they want. Total 
convenience. From a customer service perspective, it protects 
the online reputation of the brand privately and agents can work 
multiple conversations at the same time. So it’s a win win. Bots can 
also triage with FAQs, get necessary reference numbers and reduce 
demands on resource while offering robust customer satisfaction or 
NPS metrics. 
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What Could Deflate Adoption?

With such high expectations, what might prevent Chat Bots from 
delivering on their promise?

While some people would prefer alternative channels (e.g. opting for a 
real person over AI (43%) or would stick to the normal website (32%)), the 
success of Chat Bots will mainly hinge on the quality or service 
and experience.

Top of mind for consumers is ensuring that the AI is sufficiently 
advanced to understand the questions put to them (55%).  No small feat 
considering the potential combinations of queries, colloquialisms and 
meanings that exist in everyday language.

Also high on the list of concerns is reliability (41%), making sure Chat 
Bots follow through on instructions, rather than leaving you without the 
booking or purchase requested.

Getting these features right are key to ensuring Chat Bots become an 
important part of our online lives. 
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myclever Thought

As an industry, developers must prove that Bots not only serve a 
useful function, but a quality one as well. Bots will become a new 
product offering and, like all products, they need to be tested, 
refined and adequately supported when taken to market.

By inspiring confidence in Chat Bots, developers can ensure their 
continued adoption and success, trusted by brands, services and 
users alike.



Won’t understand questions

Would prefer a human

Booking or purchase error concerns

Prefer normal website

Facebook-only access

Barriers to Chat Bot Usage

Incapable of friendly ‘chat’

Nothing to stop bot usage
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Age Not a Barrier 
for Chat Bots

One myth our panel debunked was that younger Millennials are the ones 
pushing for more innovation.  In fact, when it comes to the quality of 
online service, it is the baby boomers who see the most benefits coming 
from Chat Bots.  Baby boomers scored the benefits from Chat Bots more 
highly than Millennials in eight of the 11 areas investigated.
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A Millennial Opportunity

Our research did affirm that the continued prevalence of social media 
presents huge opportunities to connect with Millennials. Incidences of 
customer experience, friendliness, 24/7 service and registering a 
complaint received high scores from our sample. What’s more, 42% 
of them admit they prefer not to conduct communication face-to-face if 
they can help it. 

Gender Adoption

Women in our sample showed considerably higher willingness to use 
Chat Bots in their shopping habits than men did. This was most evident 
in the inspiration for purchase (20% vs 12%) and the impetus to buy a 
basic item using a bot (37% vs 29%). Meanwhile, men expressed a 
greater propensity to use bots as a quick troubleshooting utility or 
service choice (27% vs. 14%).

myclever Thought

As the threat of ad-blockers becoming evermore 
ubiquitous continues to loom, businesses need to be 
savvier in their targeting; the who, the where, the what. 
Chat Bots present us with an ideal platform for serving 
granularly targeted, personal content to consumers in a 
channel they’re using every day. The dawn of widespread 
bot usage shouldn’t be so much an obstacle as an 
opportunity, one that provides clear focus for marketers 
and better experiences for users being marketed to.
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What Have we Learnt?

While online services continue to innovate, there is still an ongoing battle 
to improve user experience.  

Every advance seems to be quickly accepted as the new minimum 
standard, with fresh frustrations emerging.  And so it is likely to remain.

However, this doesn’t mean organisations should cease their efforts.  
On the contrary, the level of frustration expressed by our panel shows just 
how much of an advantage can be obtained by smoothing out the rough 
edges and keeping ahead of the competition.

Given the choice, customers (of all ages according our findings) will leap 
on the best and most efficient way of completing their mission – whether 
that’s booking a holiday or paying their gas bill.

If anything, online services have made us even hungrier for speed, 
efficiency and convenience – demanding that such tools live up to 
their hype.

This is why Chat Bots are so exciting.  

Not only do they bring the promise of instant response (without 
overstretching limited human resource), but they also have the ability to 
learn and improve.  Once Chat Bots become commonplace, the volume 
of interactions will create a fantastic learning environment for the AI upon 
which they are based.  Unlike websites and apps – Chat Bots can evolve 
and develop, learning all the time.

In turn this will drive their expansion into ever more complex tasks and 
we’ll undoubtedly have to talk to them less for them to meet 
our demands.

In our never-ending drive for perfection, Chat Bots have the flexibility 
and aptitude for learning that could allow them to quickly become an 
indispensable part of our online lives.
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In short…
We’ve covered a breadth of opinions and insights that provide our first real indicator 
of the populace’s receptiveness to automated Chat Bots. Not only that, we’ve also 
highlighted frustrations with current online services, and how Chat Bots can improve 
the service businesses provide to create a better, more convenient and cost effective 
customer experience.

•   Existing online customer services cause huge frustration, especially the
     lack of up-front, basic information (45% of people had experienced the
     problem in the last month) and poor (or no) options to ask simple 
     questions (40%).

•   Utility companies provide the most frustrating online services, followed by
     local authorities and tradespeople.

•   Telephone calls no longer work as a back-up channel when frustrations
     arise.  Almost one in five consumers (18%) actively avoid calling 
     businesses. For under 24s, it’s a shocking 61%.

•   After learning a little about what they do, consumers think Chat Bots would
     significantly improve online services, providing better 24-hour service and
     quick answers to simple questions.

•   People would use Chat Bots to get speedy answers (46% people would
     use Chat Bots this way), and to track down the right human assistant for
     their needs (40%) – might this be the death knell for automated 
     phone menus?

•   Overall Chat Bots were the second most preferred channel of 
     communication, only beaten by face-to-face interaction. Chat Bots scored
     so well because of convenience and immediacy.

•   Age is not a barrier for Chat Bots, baby boomers (55-77) ranked their 
     benefits even higher than Millennials (18-34).

•   Chat Bots were preferred over online chat, telephone, social media, apps,
     web forms or email for answering quick queries.  Is this the digital 
     silver bullet?

•   What could possibly go wrong? Well, the main barrier to Chat Bot 
     domination is whether expectation can match experience. 55% said they
     would be put off if Chat Bots didn’t fully understand their questions.

The implementation now lies with brands and developers. Our 
responsibility?  To produce intelligent, responsive Chat Bots and to 
market this next gen technology for what it is: a new paradigm in the 
delivery of customer service, e-commerce and on-demand content delivery.

We make digital content that relies on intelligent social insight.
 
Creative video and design, brand planning, content marketing or paid media. 
The list of services is never static because we can respond to just 
about anything.
 
The only constant is that everything we do is subject to our yardstick for 
quality. A question that’s made us go back to the drawing board more than 
once. Our motto. Our namesake.
 
 “Is it clever enough?”

Creative and production
Evocative live action video. Cleverly composed animation. Striking design 
and motion graphics. The designers, copywriters and other creative minds of 
our production team combine skills to create rich, beautiful and 
meaningful content.

Brand and planning
We “get” brands. How they see themselves, how they want to be seen, how 
their audience sees them. By using audience insights and analysing emerging 
trends, we develop their tone of voice, visual language and how they speak 
to their customers.

Content marketing
We make content for humans, not robots. When brands provide content 
that’s funny, informative or valuable, people hold them in higher esteem. 
By integrating content strategies that are actually meaningful, we earn an 
audience’s approval to interact with them more.

Tech and dev
Interactivity and innovation. They exist at the heart of almost everything we 
do. And it’s our in-house development team, in conjunction with myclever™ 
Lab, who are the masterminds that make it happen. From data visualisation 
and microsite builds to interactive games and unique, innovative tech, we 
tackle it all.

Paid media
If something is measurable, we can optimise it. We gauge brand awareness 
to shape sequential storytelling into effective outreach and campaigns. We 
constantly refine and improve audience targeting, with multi-variant testing 
across platforms like social, display and PPC.
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