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There are some fundamental questions facing the consumer 

care discipline that are not broadly understood from the 

consumer perspective. Most brand market research is not 

shareable beyond one company and is designed to support 

media, product, merchandising, and other functions rather than 

consumer relations decisions.

So in August 2017 Wilke and C3i Solutions jointly conducted 

a consumer research project specifically through the lens of 

consumer care. Surveying 300+ U.S. consumers, we set out to 

build a better understanding of two questions fundamental for 

consumer care professionals, specifically:

• How do consumers research fast moving consumer goods?

• How would consumers prefer to contact brands when they 

have questions or complaints?

RESEARCH AND COMMUNICATION

Here is what we learned.



#1 Your Consumer 
Affairs Department 
has Competition
When describing how consumers generally seek answers to 
questions they have about consumer products, we clearly 
see evidence of the trend towards their digital life.

When we look at the responses by age group some 
interesting differences appear, most notably:

• Consumers under 25 are the most likely group to use a 
brand website

• Word of mouth plays best at the ends of the age spectrum! 
Consumers under 25 and over 65 are most likely to 
ask someone they know if they have questions about 
consumer goods (22% prefer this as an approach) while 
those aged 26-64 are considerably less likely (12%).

• Consumers under aged 25 are by far the least likely to 
be interested in contacting a brand — only 3% of 
respondents aged 18-24 expressed a preference to 
contact a brand. Those aged 35-44 are most likely to 
contact brands directly (12%) 

#3 Phone and Email/Web 
Form are the Channels 
of Choice
There were some real surprises in consumers’ expressed 
preferences for how they would like to contact brands. 

Research Method Consumer 
 Preference

Use a search engine (i.e. Google, Bing) 41%

Ask someone at a store 32%

Visit the brand website 19%

Ask a friend / neighbor / family member 18%

Contact the brand / manufacturer 8%

Check on an ecommerce site (i.e. Amazon) 7%

Contact Channel Consumer 
 Preference

Toll free number (i.e. 800#) 39%

Email or website ‘Contact Us’ 37%

Chat / IM on website 14%

Write a letter 11%

SMS / Text 10%

Facebook or Twitter 8%

NOTE: The sum of the expressed preferences is greater than 100%  
— respondents were asked to select all applicable options.

In particular, we found it interesting that the four most 
popular responses alternated between the online means of 
communication (i.e. Google + websites) and more traditional 
methods such as telephone and face-to-face referrals. Given 
the consumer affairs role, we could not help but to see the 
relatively low preference for engaging a brand directly as 
somewhat sobering.

#2 Consumer Research 
Preferences Vary Mainly 
by Age
How consumers find information is not identical across 
groups — we found some clear differences in how our 
respondents prefer to research.

For the most part, gender is not a very strong predictor of 
how consumers are likely to do research. In general, the 
expressed preferences across options were very similar for 
men and women. There was, however, one clear exception — 
men were three times more likely than women to express a 
preference for finding answers on a brand website! 

NOTE: The sum of the expressed preferences is greater than 100% 
— respondents were asked to select all applicable options.
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The phone clearly continues to be the contact channel of 
choice for consumers. This is reflected in most brands’ contact 
volumes. Clients often note that phone service is the channel 
that generally delivers the highest level of customer satisfaction.

It is somewhat surprising that email/contact us form is the 
second most preferred service channel by consumers. We 
often hear that satisfaction is somewhat lower for support 
over email — one large CPG manufacturer has email 
satisfaction consistently come in 20% lower than telephone. 
However, the convenience and availability of this option as a 
channel likely makes it appealing for consumers.

The relatively equal preference to the next four contact 
channels is probably the biggest surprise in this study. While 
brands still receive letters, and have broadly moved into 
social care in recent years, adding channels has traditionally 
been very deliberate. However in the past six to nine months 
we see an acceleration in clients adding chat, social media 
and SMS support, suggesting that many brands are staying 
close to their consumer communication preferences.

#4 Your Target Consumer 
May Want Very Different 
Channels
As with consumer preferences on researching consumer 
products, there was very little difference in the responses of 
men and women when it comes to contact channels.

However, we did observe material differences in the 
preferences of different age cohorts. Phone and email 
are quite similar across age groups but we found material 
differences for other channels.

• Only 7% of consumers aged 25 and over include social 
media in their contact preferences, compared to 16% of 
consumers 18-24 

• SMS/Texting is preferred by 18% of consumers 44 and 
under, but only by 7% of those 45 and older

• Letters are (perhaps unsurprisingly) a channel choice for 
those 65 years of age or older (16%) but only by 7% of 
consumers 64 and under

So What? Implications for 
Consumer Care
We think that these questions are very important for 
consumer affairs leaders as they consider the path ahead. 
Frankly, the fact that only 8% of consumers expressed a 
preference to contact a brand is incredibly meaningful. 
When you consider that this drops to only 3% with those 
under 25, it suggests an opportunity to ensure consumer 
affairs remains relevant to brands by staying available and 
relevant to consumers.

There are a number of potential implied actions coming out 
of what we learned:

• When you represent the voice of the consumer you can 
confidently say that in general, for every consumer who 
contacts your brand, there are likely 9 or more who have not

• If only 8% of consumers are inclined to contact your brand 
— do your current channel choices mean that you are only 
‘open’ to a subset of that 8%? Is it time to consider adding 
channels to maintain relevance?

• Depending on your target market – you may need to make 
interventions into different areas consumers tend to research 
(i.e. regularly offer consumer point of view feedback to your 
brand web content) or add contact channels to ensure you 
are reaching the right brand audience 

• In fact, if your brand targets a broad base of consumers 
we recommend a deliberate, diverse channel strategy to 
ensure you are available to meet consumers when and 
how they want to engage

• Brands should not assume that older consumers are not 
searching online

• Social media might be the least preferred channel for 
communication but its power to influence and broadcast is 
high, so brands should not underestimate it

• The opportunity for consumer care to play a role in digital 
is clear — 67% of consumers use online resources to 
research brands! (brand website 19%, search engine 41%, 
ecommerce 7%)

ABOUT C3I SOLUTIONS AND WILKE GLOBAL

Wilke Global and C3i Solutions have a long shared history in the consumer care business, C3i Solutions was in the inaugural 
class of Wilke Global’s Platinum Partners. We have successfully partnered to support many leading brands over the years.

We hope that these findings prove useful as you chart the future of consumer care for your brands. This perspective 
suggests that depending on your business situation, consumer affairs should perhaps consider taking a broader, more 

proactive role in how brands engage consumers.

Please feel free to reach out to us if we can be of help.
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ABOUT WILKE GLOBAL

As the leading customer service software provider 
for consumer brands, Wilke Global supports the 

entire workflow of today’s consumer affairs 
professionals. For 35 years Wilke Global has helped 

brands manage their operations, delight consumers, 
and deliver timely insights.

We are proud to support over 500 brands engage and 
learn from their consumers.

ABOUT C3i SOLUTIONS

C3i Solutions is a business process outsourcer 
specializing in global, high-touch consumer, patient 
and end user engagement. Their network of global 
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regulated industries have made them the partner-of-
choice for some of the world’s most trusted brands. 
With a strategic focus on innovation, they excel at 
protecting their clients’ brands, while maximizing 

productivity and cost efficiency. For more information, 
visit www.c3isolutions.com.
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Wilke Global has been a pioneer in Consumer Affairs solutions and technologies for over 30 
years. Throughout this time, we have consistently adapted as new technologies emerge and 
as the industry changes. We remain committed to helping our clients effectively and efficiently 
manage customer feedback. Our products address every aspect of Customer Relationship 
Management, including validated systems for regulated industries and global systems for 
worldwide operations.


