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6 Key Insights from Our Findings:
In the world of consumer brands, we hear about shifting consumer preferences, the proliferation 
of new contact channels, and the emergence of mobile as our “first screen.” But many aspects of 
interacting with customers have fundamentally remained the same: in certain situations, people 
still want to communicate with other people.

To find more about how consumers really feel, Astute Global and C3i Solutions partnered up to 
survey over a thousand consumers over a two-year period. We sought to better understand two 
questions:

 » How do consumers research brands when they have questions?
 » How do consumers prefer to contact brands when they have a question or complaint?

This report dives into our findings from these surveys.

When researching products, consumers prefer to start 
with online self-service options.

Although consumers prefer to research on their own, 
they often still want to talk to someone to find answers 
and recommendations.

1

2

While still important, consumers are moving away from 
core contact center channels (phone, email, and web 
forms) as digital channels move to the fore.

3

The majority of consumers prefer to use contact 
channels that carry an expectation of instantaneous or 
quick responses.

4

Although a smaller proportion of consumers prefer 
using social media to contact brands, the public (and 
sometimes intense) nature of these interactions makes 
social care crucial.

5

When consumers have product safety concerns or 
recall issues, they want to communicate directly with 
brands in an immediate, personal way, like live chat  
or phone.

6

http://astutesolutions.com


+1 877.769.3750   |   astutesolutions.com
All product names and logos are trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners.

– 3 –

We asked consumers how they research brands and products.  
Here’s how they responded:

Annual percentages add up to more than 100% because respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Change

0%

+6.3%

+15.8%

-5.5%

+5.5%

-50%

Research Method

Key Takeaways:

Your digital presence needs to be helpful: 

Regardless of where consumers are searching for information, be it a desktop or 
mobile site, an app, or a messenger, you need to deliver accurate answers and helpful 
resolutions.

Consistency matters: 

Whether consumers are interacting with digital interfaces or with your staff, consistent 
experiences and information need to be offered. Plus, the brand voice or personality 
should be consistent – not only with your product or service, but also across channels. 
This can only be accomplished with a unified approach to knowledge.

People still want to talk to people: 

Depending on their needs and preferences, your consumers want to talk to associates or 
agents. Your staff needs to be set up for success with efficient tools and quick access  
to information.

Cross-channel transitions need to be smooth: 

Consumers in the survey indicated they use multiple channels, and we know that they 
expect escalating from digital to an agent (or transitioning between any two channels) to 
be seamless and contextual.

Using a search engine was the most popular research method, followed by asking a store associate 
or checking the brand website.

Consumer preferences for researching brands and products did not meaningfully change from 2017 
to 2018, except for a noteworthy drop in consumers’ willingness to directly contact the brand when 
researching products – compared to the previous year, half as many respondents in the 2018 survey 
indicated they would do this.

Seventy-one percent of the consumers surveyed prefer to research products using digital means 
like search engines or websites, but 55% still prefer to talk to someone. Consumers prefer the 
speed and convenience of searching online, but in some cases still want to communicate with other 
humans. This strengthens the case for offering conversational interactions in online contexts, using 
chatbots or virtual agents to deliver the personalization and casual conversational flow of agents or 
store associates along with the convenience of online interactions.

Consumer Research Behaviors

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

Ask a store associate

Visit the brand website

Ask a friend or family 
member

Check an ecommerce site 
(i.e. Amazon)

Contact the brand/
manufacturer

2017

41%
41%

32%
34%

19%
22%

18%
17%

7%
8%

8%
4%

2018
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We asked consumers how they would prefer to contact a brand when they have a question or a complaint. Here’s how they responded:

Annual percentages add up to more than 100% because respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Change

-5.1%

-13.5%

0%

+27.2%

0%

0%

Contact Method

Key Takeaways:

Digital transformation should be  
a priority: 

Traditional channels are still popular, but 
younger consumers prefer more instant, 
convenient responses. Companies 
need to continue to prioritize the digital 
customer experience to be accessible 
anytime, anywhere, on any device.

Social care remains high-stakes: 

Although our survey did not find 
an uptick in consumers turning to 
Facebook or Twitter for help, this small 
but vocal group has the power to make 
bad experiences go viral, causing 
damage to your brand. It’s important to 
have systems, processes, and people in 
place to handle social media complaints 
quickly and effectively.

Self-service options can provide 
instant resolutions: 

Our findings support that speed and 
convenience matter to consumers. 
Offering more digital self-service 
options can allow customers to find 
the instant answers they want, on the 
channels they like, while reducing your 
per-contact costs.

Calling the company’s 800 number was the top contact method, closely followed by 
email or filling out a contact form. Live chat and writing letters tied for third place.

From 2017 to 2018, we saw a decrease in consumers’ preference for phone, email, and 
web forms, which are the core channels used by most contact centers. This decrease 
was most pronounced in the 18-54 age group, who averaged a 12% drop in interest in 
calling companies for help. Phone calls are often perceived as a direct but inconvenient 
way to resolve questions and issues. As traditional channels lose ground, customer 
care teams must be prepared to handle digital channels. Teams should be analyzing 
which channels are most popular with their customer audiences to better plan for which 
channels they should adopt next.

Sixty-nine percent of the 2018 survey respondents prefer to contact brands in channels 
where instant, or at least very quick, answers are expected: phone, live chat, texting, 
and social. This suggests that consumers value responsiveness, and is consistent with 
Forrester research that found two-thirds of people feel that the most important thing a 
customer care team can do is value their time.

The popularity of social channels remained flat year-over-year, indicating that, as 
adoption of social platforms has slowed, we may be near the “steady state” of 
consumers using social media to contact brands. However, this should not prompt you 
to de-prioritize social care. Although a smaller proportion of consumers will contact 
you this way, these interactions are highly visible and often more intense than contacts 
through more private channels. Since 50% of consumers who use social media for 
customer service have used it to vent frustration with a bad experience on another 
channel, these interactions have the potential to garner a great deal of negative attention.

Consumer Channel Preferences

Call their 800 number

Email or fill out a web 
‘Contact Us’ form

Chat on their website

Write a letter

Text message/SMS

Facebook or Twitter

2017

39%
37%

37%
32%

14%
14%

11%
14%

10%
10%

8%
8%

2018
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To better understand the relationship between why a consumer is reaching out 
and how they prefer to contact brands, we asked consumers how they would 
contact a brand about three different types of issues: a question, a complaint, or 
a safety concern/recall. Here’s how they responded.

Percentages add up to more than 100% because respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Contact Method

Key Takeaways:

Channel strategy is not one-size-fits-all: 

Because of the differences in consumer reasons for connecting with you, great attention 
must be paid to mapping customer journeys and ensuring each channel can flex to meet 
different needs.

Early detection is key to preparing for recalls and other crises: 

Product safety and product/service quality issues can quickly spin out of control, both 
in terms of contact volume and negative press. Putting early warning systems in place, 
such as social listening alerts and CRM threshold notifications, can help you identify 
issues and mobilize resources quickly.

Teams must be better prepared for call volume fluctuations: 

Consumers are more likely to look for an immediate response during a recall or safety 
concern, and customer care teams need to be equipped to handle the spike in volume. 
Using chatbots that can be quickly updated with recall-related information can offload 
the bulk of questions and escalate if needed.

When consumers have a question or complaint, they are most likely to call, email/complete a web form, or initiate a live chat. When they have safety concerns or recall issues, they are still likely to call or 
email but also more likely to send a text message, compared to other contact reasons.

Compared to the previous survey question about overall contact preferences, we observed that consumers are one-third less likely to use email or a contact form in the event of a safety issue or recall. 
This suggests that when consumers perceive there is more at stake, they place a greater value on immediate, two-way communication.

How Contact Reason Affects  
Consumer Preferences

Call their 800 number

Email or fill out a web 
‘Contact Us’ form

Chat on their website

Text message/SMS

Facebook or Twitter

Write a letter

Complaint Safety Concern/Recall

31%
37%

37%

30%
20%

29%

9%
8%

12%

6%
10%

9%

4%
5%

6%

8%
9%

6%

Question
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The findings of these surveys give insight into consumers’ behavior and 
preferences, and can guide your customer care strategies going forward.

Here are elements to consider as you plan for the future of customer care 
at your organization:

Conversational, digital self-service: 

Consumers want quick, convenient answers and resolutions, but often want to have a 
conversation. Give them the best of both worlds with an AI-driven self-service chatbot, 
which can be deployed across channels and devices.

Efficient agent desktop: 

Set your agents up for success with an intuitive desktop that integrates all contact channels 
into a single interface, including phone, email, live chat, social and more. Agents will be able 
to quickly and effectively solve customer cases regardless of contact channel and capture 
the customer’s complete journey.

Integrated approach to knowledge: 

Allow agents, store associates, and customers to find accurate and consistent answers 
by leveraging knowledge you can integrate into employee interfaces as well as customer 
self-service.

Smart escalation: 

Transition consumers smoothly between channels, allowing them to escalate via chat, 
voice, or video to an agent who already has all the context of their previous interactions and 
is empowered to take immediate action to solve customer issues.

Effective social care: 

Break the social silo by empowering customer care and social media teams with the same 
management platform. A unified social management tool enables faster, more effective 
social care – while tracking interactions in your CRM – and drives more effective social 
marketing efforts.

Where Do You Go from Here?
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To learn more about how Astute 
and C3i Solutions can help you 
achieve your customer care 
goals, get in touch with us today.

Survey Background

Online consumer surveys were conducted by C3i Solutions and Wilke Global 
(since acquired by Astute) in 2017 and 2018. Each survey was broadly 
representative of US consumers and consisted of at least 300 respondents, 
surveying more than 2100 consumers in all.
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