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The Internet opportunity  

The accelerated growth of Internet commerce has changed the traditional rules for 
business.  New sites are launched every day and the average number of pages per site 
doubles every year.  Suddenly, customers have instant access to a wide array of 
businesses—including your competitors—24 hours a day, 7 days a week, with just the 
click of a mouse button.   

According to Forrester, 28 million households will shop on the Web in 2000, and they will 
spend an average of $1,366.  Total anticipated retail revenues for 2000 are expected to reach 
$39 billion, with more households buying costly items like consumer electronics, furniture, 
and cars.  And it’s not just purchasing that’s increasing.  The Gartner Group predicts that by 
2003, 25% of all business interactions —purchases, service requests, information inquiries—will 
take place on the Internet.  

Staggering statistics—and not all good news.  Yes, eCustomers can visit eCommerce 
sites whenever they want—but often they go away confused, frustrated and without 
completing their business.  The smart eBusiness—whether a Fortune 100 company 
launching a new customer channel, or an innovative “dot-com” staking its claim—must 
ensure that Internet activity translates into both customer satisfaction and healthy 
revenues.   

In a June 1999 survey, Forrester noted that only 2% of site visitors convert to buyers.  
This means that 98% of all visitors click then leave when they can’t find the information 
they need or get their problem solved.  Even motivated buyers are surprisingly 
dissatisfied, with 66% of all Web shopping carts abandoned before the purchase is 
completed (Forrester).  Why?  The primary reason is poor service.  

How poor is current service on the Internet?  In a report published by the Boston 
Consulting Group (March, 2000), fully 28% of all attempted online purchases fail.   Fully 
four out of five consumers who have purchased online have experienced at least one failed 
purchase attempt over the same period, due to technical difficulties, inability to find the right 
product, and problems encountered after an online sale.  Overall customer satisfaction was 
43% in 1999, down from 62% in 1998. Yet, according to a May 2000 survey published by 
eMarketer, roughly 57% of online customers actively seek sites that provide good customer 
service (see below).   
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Boston Consulting also did a recent benchmarking study, and noted that the cost of 
acquiring an online customer can be as much as $82.  The probability of recouping this 
investment is significantly increased with each customer visit.  Indeed, satisfied 
customers spend 3.5 times more than dissatisfied customers do.  

According to Forrester, only 5% of online customers account for 40% of all online 
transactions.  With this admittedly limited pool of satisfied customers doing all the online 
business, boosting customer satisfaction, loyalty and retention is critical to eCommerce 
growth and success.   This shift from merely attracting—what’s been referred to as the 
“eyeballs” stage—to actually retaining customers will become even more important, as the 
market growth slows.  Forrester Research predicts that, while 2001 will see 8 million new 
shopping households, 2002 will add less than 6 million—and experienced shoppers will 
outnumber novices 6 to 1.  Fewer novices means a greater percentage of your customers will 
be seasoned shoppers, with expectations to match.   

Savvy eBusinesses know that, in the fast-paced online environment, the best way to 
differentiate your presence from that of your competitors isn’t by using the traditional lever 
of product features or price point, but by providing exceptional service. In fact, in March 
2000, Forrester reported that 30% of surveyed companies identified customer service as “the 
single most important [eCommerce] software purchase in 2000.”  By using the power of 
eCommerce—rather than being hobbled by the demands of online interaction—eBusinesses 
can turn increased Web activity into real profits and convert site visitors into long-term 
customers.  According to Patricia Seybold, author of Customers.com: 

“Exquisite customer service can catapult any business into first place in its 
market.  Online customer service offers businesses the opportunity to create 
competitive advantage by making it easier and less expensive to provide customers 
with effective, convenient and personalized service.” 

A new model 

Initially—three to five years ago—the objective for most eBusinesses was to create an 
online presence: build a site and get customers to come to it, with the tacit assumption 
that once there, they would somehow generate revenues.  Most companies posted 
product and marketing information, in the hopes that potential customers would see the 
Web site and become interested enough to contact the company using traditional 
channels.  In essence, this phase was about marketing on the Internet.  Virtually all 
potential eCustomers were Web novices, and the biggest challenge was simply attracting 
their attention.   

In the past two years, the goal shifted to creating successful transactions: after you got 
customers to your Web site, provide ways to let them conduct their business right there. 
While novices are still coming online in record numbers—11 million new households 
will shop online in 2000—this phase of eCommerce development saw the rise of the 
discerning Web customer.  This experienced online shopper responded to sites that 
provided better ways to actually shop online—shopping carts, secure sites, online malls, 
shopping bots—and demanded higher levels of responsiveness in their Web 
interactions.   
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During this phase, most eCustomer Assistance solutions focused on streamlining email 
as the primary means of interaction.   This is a valuable—email is a critical component 
of effective eBusiness—but is not sufficient for the third Internet wave, which 
endeavors to build the type of eCustomer relationships that support repeat visits.  For 
many interactions, email is simply too slow—most customers want more instant and 
immediate gratification, especially for urgent requests—and often too late: few of the 
98% of site visitors who leave unsatisfied will send an email before clicking off.   

 

In a January 2000 brief, Forrester anticipated that by 2003, six out of seven site visitors 
will be repeat buyers.   To succeed in this environment, eBusinesses must establish and 
nurture eCustomer relationships using an integrated online ecosystem, where the site 
itself fosters consistent and satisfying interactions at every touchpoint—Web, email and 
live service—and the eBusiness transforms volumes of business analytics into 
eMarketing opportunities to reach out to eCustomers.   

• Web self-service means providing tools that help the site visitor find what they need 
on the Web site, easily and intuitively, by themselves;  

• Email service means quick, efficient responses to email queries; 

• Live service means providing instant messaging (or chat) assistance from a live agent 
in “real time” directly on the Web site; 

• Analytics means collecting valuable data—customer history, interests, and needs—
from every online interaction and using it to inform and transform your online 
customer relationships;  

• eMarketing means creating targeted, personalized, email campaigns that inform 
eCustomers of values and opportunities available your web site. 

This comprehensive approach focuses not only on improving the eCustomer experience 
at the level of email and chat, but providing consistent and satisfying service directly on 
the site, using intelligent self-service and analytics-driven insights.  
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An equally important part of this new approach is value-based channel management: 
finding cost-effective ways to use the full spectrum of online resources—web content 
plus chat and email customer service representatives. Let the customer state their needs 
and preferences in their own words, assess that data using intelligent automation, then 
get that customer to the right resource, right away.  This frees your service agents to 
focus more time and attention on premium customers, who may benefit from high 
touch service—and generate more revenue as a result.   

Take chat as an example. Chat can be a powerful means of closing a sale and servicing 
important customers, but it can also become an unmanageable economic burden for the 
eBusiness. If you offer chat to every visitor, most will use it because they want 
immediate satisfaction.  But most businesses have a limited number of customer service 
representatives dedicated to live service.  The solution?  Selectively focus chat on the 
most important and promising customer interactions, using intelligent automation to 
pre-screen which eCustomers will be offered live assistance. 

Many businesses think that using the Web site as the front end to your sales and service 
“contact center” means that companies must offer the same level of assistance that 
customers expect from traditional channels: face-to-face and phone.  But, to make the 
Web site your customer’s preferred place of business, you must exceed those same 
expectations.  The challenge is accomplishing this without losing the economic promise 
of the Internet.   

Businesses need to recognize that their Web site is the initial point of contact for the 
eCustomer and the gateway to the blended contact center.  To provide effective service 
that delivers high quality, instant gratification, and is scalable and cost-effective, 
businesses must integrate the Web site with the contact center using intelligent 
automation and robust analytics.  The Web site itself must provide answers to common 
questions automatically and properly evaluate, route, and prioritize other inquiries.  This 
provides low-cost instant gratification and gives businesses control of their interaction 
channels, ensuring that specialized customer service agents are properly focused to 
deliver maximum value. 

Companies that can strike this balance between the needs of the eCustomer and the cost 
restraints of a profitable eBusiness will translate Web activity into eBusiness revenue 
growth and a robust ROI, making the Internet a smart place to do business.   

Exceptional eCustomer relationships 

eCustomers are drawn to the Internet because they want instant gratification, which 
means easy access to the information they need or transaction they want to accomplish.  
Delays and difficulty undermine the reason why they chose the Web over a traditional 
brick-and-mortar business environment. They’re looking for accurate information 
quickly, and the longer they have to wait, or the more effort they have to put forward to 
get the information they need, the more likely they are to seek gratification elsewhere, 
either at a competitor’s site or offline at traditional brick-and-mortar businesses.   
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Increasingly, customers want online self service, which means you need powerful 
eCustomer assistance tools that help the customer design their online experience, 
providing the right information to the right customer at the right moment—using the best and most 
appropriate resource for the interaction (see below). 

 

To provide exceptional service and simultaneously nurture a healthy ROI, your 
eBusiness must: 

• provide fast, accurate, personalized service directly on the Web site, without the 
need to escalate to costly and time-consuming channels that put your eCustomer 
satisfaction at risk; 

• offer a variety of channel options that reflect individual preferences and business 
practices to deliver value-based responsiveness so that the most important 
interactions receive the attention they require when escalation proves necessary; 

• take charge of resources and channels, so that eCustomer needs and eBusiness 
needs are balanced and value-based; 

• use standards-based architecture to seamlessly integrate all online resources (Web, 
email, and live) both from the perspective of the eCustomer, and from the 
perspective of the internal IT support staff;  

• gain insight into the customer’s needs and preferences by continually compiling a 
comprehensive profile of the eCustomer.   

Benefits for the Customer Benefits for the Company

WEB

♦ Immediate gratification
♦ The eCustomer maintains

control

♦ Cost-effective

LIVE ♦ Real time
♦ Provides the human touch

♦ Expensive, but effective for
closing sales

EMAIL ♦ Asynchronous—the customer
doesn’t have to wait for the
process to complete

♦ Provides a permanent record

♦ Also expensive (but less than live
chat)

♦ Because it’s asynchronous,
easier to manage than chat
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To successfully achieve the relationship described above, you must provide effective 
eCustomer Assistance, employing flexible, intelligent online applications designed to 
assist and support the online customer at every touchpoint.  

The essentials of eCustomer Assistance 

eCustomer Assistance occurs when and where a customer needs it. Increasingly, this 
starts on the Web site.  To date, the Web has not been fully exploited as a multi-media, 
cost-effective eCustomer interaction and service center.  By helping eCustomers get 
immediate, personalized assistance directly on the Web site, using intelligent automation 
to answer questions and guide visitors to the information they need, your eBusiness is 
freed to spend more time with customers who really need the high-touch help of email 
and live assistance.  

To successfully utilize eCustomer Assistance as a competitive advantage, forward-
thinking eBusinesses are seeking application solutions (see below).  These solutions must 
be comprehensive, integrated and incremental, while balancing the needs and 
preferences of the eCustomer with those of the business itself.  Each eCustomer 
interaction is an opportunity to increase the level of customer intimacy, and build a 
powerful bond between the eCustomer and the eBusiness.   

Source: Forrester Research 
 

Four necessary components to achieve an efficient and effective customer service model 
include: 

• Integrated eCustomer interface 

• Proven automation technology 

What are the most important software purchases you will make in 2000?

30%

24%

20%

16%

16%

14%

12%

10%

16%Other

Product catalog

Payment systems

Measurement/analytics

Integration tools/middleware

Application server

Personalization

Content management

Customer service

Percentage of 50 interviewees 
(multiple responses accepted)
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• Enterprise level capabilities 

• Integrated application suite 

Integrated eCustomer interface  

Consider Bob Smith, visiting his favorite hardware store to find a particular accessory 
for his new sander.   

Bob likes this store because it’s well laid out, meaning he can usually find what’s he’s 
looking for without bothering a clerk.  As he walks in, the guy at the checkout counter says 
“Hey Bob, is that belt sander working out okay for you?”  Bob confirms his satisfaction 
with the product, and mentions he’s looking for a fine-grained belt for his next job.  The 
clerk directs him to aisle 6, and mentions that he might want to check out the special 
they’re having on tung oil: “Could come in handy with all that woodworking you’re doing.”   

On aisle 6, Bob finds the sanding belt he wanted: it’s on sale but out of stock.  So he heads 
to the Catalog Order window, where the order agent offers to help him.  Once he tells her 
his name, she pulls up his credit card number and home address in her “frequent customer 
database,” then places an order that will be shipped directly to his house, to arrive by the 
weekend.   On his way out of the store, Bob swings by the home heating section, 
remembering that his wife would like him to install a programmable thermostat.  A handy 
display with basic information about the different types of thermostats helps Bob pick a 
product that meets his needs.  He heads to the check-out line, a happy customer, one who 
will continue to shop at this store, and even send his friends there.   

From the perspective of the eCustomer, this is the ideal shopping experience in both the 
real world and the virtual one.  But what type of shopping experience do most 
customers find online?  Let’s follow Bob as he visits a typical online store. 

Rather than driving all over town looking for a particular sanding belt, Bob decides to try 
the Internet.  After logging on to the Web site of his favorite hardware store, Bob has to 
search for sanders, which are not given as a major category in the catalog listings.  He types 
“belt sander” into the search engine, which unfortunately takes him to the page that offers 
“gravel, tan bark and sand fillers.”  Frustrated, he laboriously navigates his way through 
the catalog listings until he stumbles upon belt sanders and ultimately, sanding accessories.  
Though the site sells his model of sander, they don’t offer sanding belts made by that 
manufacturer.  Do the belts that are listed even fit his model, he wonders?  How can he 
find out?  He considers sending an email, but he’d like to receive the belt by the weekend, 
when he plans to work on his new table.  With some companies, it could take that long 
just to get an email reply.  He decides to call the company, which leads to a long wait on the 
phone and finally, the opportunity to reiterate all of his steps to the customer service agent, 
who ultimately helps him order the sanding belt.  Hanging up, Bob vows that next time 
he’ll just drive to the store—or pick up the phone.  His unsatisfying Web experience has 
driven him back to the traditional avenues of the brick-and-mortar environment—and 
away from the Internet. 
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No wonder 98% of potential customers leave sites without completing a purchase!  To 
develop a loyal relationship with eCustomers, a well-structured Web site must present a 
single, consistent face to the customer, even when they are utilizing many varied online 
resources.  All resources and channels—Web, email and live—must have access to the 
same customer and product information, so that the customer has a cohesive, 
personalized experience of the eBusiness.  And though there are several channels to 
address different needs and situations, independent self service, which is the fastest and 
most scalable, is always the first option presented.  What if this type of integrated 
eCustomer Assistance could give Bob an online experience that was not only as good as 
the one in the physical store, but better?   

Bob logs on to his favorite online hardware store looking for a sanding belt.  At the site, he 
uses an automated guide that lets Bob describe in plain English what he’s looking for, then 
takes him to the correct page, which displays several options and conveniently offers a 
targeted ad for a sale-priced lathe.  Bob clicks one of the belts into his shopping cart, along 
with some tung oil, a new thermostat, and the lathe—as a woodworker, he’s been planning 
to get one for a while and this special is too good to pass up. But since they don’t offer Bob’s 
brand of sanding belts, he’d still like to ask some questions about whether the one he chose 
would fit his sander. Bob’s shopping cart includes a button titled “Got a Question About 
Your Order? ” Based on the value of the items in Bob’s shopping cart, Bob is considered a 
premium customer.  Pressing the button opens an instant messaging session in which the 
service agent takes Bob to a page that gives him helpful information about which sanding 
belts will work with his sander.   

Bob sends his order and promptly receives an email confirmation with order number, total 
cost, and shipping date.  If he wants to modify his order, he can do so easily by email.  
Later, Bob will receive a personalized email telling him of a special on a miter saw, with 
an illustration of the saw, and a link to the appropriate page on the company’s web site. 

Bob logs off, another satisfied customer who can’t understand why everyone doesn’t shop on 
the Web. 

Letting people solve their own problems on the Web, using intuitive plain language 
tools, will ultimately lower the traffic to email and live channels, which for many 
customers can mean escalating to a level to which they are reluctant to commit.   When 
escalation does prove necessary, providing a variety of responsive, easy-to-use options 
once again allows the customer to design the experience, making the Internet their 
preferred place to do business.  

Proven automation technology 

Bob’s satisfying experience at the brick-and-mortar hardware store was facilitated by the 
store’s friendly, knowledgeable staff.  But the “any time, anywhere” nature of the Web 
and the cumbersome nature of text-based communication make it economically 
impossible to provide consistently personalized service using human agents.  The key to 
true online self service is intelligent automation, which uses natural language processing 
and fuzzy matching technology to read and understand the eCustomer’s intent, then 
instantly provide a real-time response or product recommendations.   
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Truly intelligent automation can provide personalized, responsive and flexible service in 
all three interaction channels. 

• On the Web site, automated natural language processing supports effective self-
service by allowing eCustomers to make requests in their own words.  Automation 
can then find and push or even compose specific Web pages in response to that 
request, present product comparisons, and dialog with the customer to determine 
needs and preferences.  Truly intelligent Web site automation is like having a helpful 
guide that’s available to every visitor.  Since self service is the least costly option, 
using automation on the Web site is a value-based approach that lets your business 
devote more costly resources, such as live assistance, to premium clients to further 
cement those relationships. 

• Channel escalation from the Web site, based on the value and urgency of the 
request, can be guided by automation.  Using customer requests and data, customers 
can be escalated to the most appropriate and cost-effective channel.   

• Intelligent automated routing utilizes your employee resources more efficiently by 
pushing messages to the most appropriate agents, instead of forcing agents to go 
searching for their next message.  By intelligently understanding the nature of the 
request, automation can determine who should get it.  Automation can also sort and 
classify messages, like an intelligent secretary, organizing items into appropriate 
groups and assigning priority to those with the most immediate concerns.  With 
email volumes predicted to rise from a current average of 500 per day to more than 
2,000 per day and live chat service increasing in popularity, automation provides the 
critical tool that helps your company not only survive the onslaught, but manage its 
way to the benefits of effective eCustomer interactions. 

• Used with email, automation can read, comprehend, and compose answers to up to 
85% of all incoming email.   Many common email requests (such as “Can you tell 
me what my password is?”) can be answered directly by automation.  For more 
complicated queries, automation can read and understand the message, then provide 
a preliminary draft for agent review.  In this way, automation counteracts agent 
burnout and allows employees to focus on the more interesting and valuable 
interactions, where they can provide great service. 

• Used with live interaction, automation sends eCustomer messages to the next—and 
most appropriate—chat or instant message representative.  Automation can also 
read and compose live chat replies for agent review, thus streamlining this most 
labor intensive of channels.  

Ultimately, intelligent automation may even be able to convert that segment of the 
customer base that has traditionally been unprofitable because of costly “hand-holding” 
into profitable customers.   

Enterprise level capabilities  

The customer side is only 50% of the successful eCustomer relationship.  A successful 
eCustomer Assistance solution doesn’t cripple the business that’s providing it, but 
instead uses standards-based architecture to seamlessly integrate with the established 
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enterprise customer support infrastructure, to help provide the company with a 360-
degree view of each customer.  Equally important, the best and most productive service 
applications give eBusinesses value-based channel management by providing control 
over Web, email and live channels, allowing each business to use its own rules and 
policies to determine the most cost-effective service options to present to specific 
classes of customers. 

Because online service is one part of a larger sales and service picture, enterprise level 
organizations need online service applications that are flexible and easy to integrate with 
established CRM applications.  Many current eCustomer service products claim to 
integrate easily, but do so only with a narrow band of available products.  Others have 
partnered with enterprise-level CRM providers to create integrated products, but 
ultimately provide solutions that often prove to be inefficient and difficult to implement.   

eBusinesses need customer assistance products that are part of a broader suite of 
assistance solutions offering pre-integration and the ability to be implemented modularly 
as pieces, or built iteratively, as needed.  Many Fortune 500 companies, for example, may 
prefer to pick and choose from a variety of products, to build their own customized 
sales and support infrastructure, and want assurance that any product used will work 
well with others in their business ecosystem.  Dot-coms and mid-sized companies often 
want to decide on a single support solution, then implement the most important pieces 
first, building in others as needed.   

Large-scale enterprises have many special needs, including globally-distributed sites that 
require localized applications and interfaces, multiple divisions that share a common 
corporate Web site, and applications that need to scale to thousands of agents.  A truly 
flexible eCustomer Assistance application solution scales as the enterprise expands, 
allowing intelligent automation to support increases in customer interactions, providing 
additional options for channel expansion, and wrapping value around every interaction.  
To achieve this level of flexibility and extensibility, eCustomer Service providers must 
move away from their traditional proprietary solutions toward the next generation of 
eCustomer Service products, built on a foundation of reliable, extensible, open 
architecture, such as the industry standard Java™. 

Integrated application suite  

The most effective Web, email and live solution will present itself as a unified interface 
not only to the eCustomer but to the sales and service department.  This solution 
includes a common, online-distributed desktop for all customer agents, regardless of 
whether they serve customers via email, chat, or phone, to provide ease of training and 
staffing flexibility.  A universally accessible desktop supports agent consistency, 
eliminates costly updates and reduces administration while supporting enterprise-level 
growth. 

But an integrated desktop isn’t enough.  Agents must also have integrated information, 
so that during any interaction they have a complete picture of the customer’s history and 
preferences from previous Web, email and live sessions.  Agents also need applications 
that are intuitive and support responsiveness but don’t promote burnout.  Here again, 
automation drives the solution, answering routine inquiries so agents can stay focused 
on the more challenging—and interesting—eCustomer questions.   
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Finally, the eBusiness needs complete and integrated interaction data to support 
business intelligence and analysis.  Customers touch the business through Web, email, 
live, voice, and face-to-face, and all channels contribute information to the customer 
profile.  The successful solution integrates everything it learns from every interaction: 
Web sessions provide information about the effectiveness of content and navigation; 
email, live, and phone interactions give a clearer profile of individual customer needs 
and preferences.  Once interaction data is collected, the data must be analyzed for 
insights and transformed into informative reports that describe the effectiveness of 
deployed assistance solutions and the operational efficiency of the eBusiness.   

Seizing the opportunity 

The future of online eCustomer Assistance solutions will include even higher levels of 
application integration, such as Voice-over Internet Protocols (VOIP).  But these 
enhancements will stand on the shoulders of the integrated product-suite solutions being 
created—and implemented—today.   And the focus will continue to be comprehensive 
customer service balanced with healthy ROI.   

For the Internet to achieve its promise, the Web must become the preferred place of 
business not just for some, but for most users.  Customer satisfaction must become the 
standard, not the exception, for eCommerce, as smart companies recognize the potential 
for exceptional eCustomer Assistance to build enduring customer relationships, one 
interaction at a time.   


