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Recently there has been a push by organisations to shift more customers to self-
service channels like in-store kiosks, telephone systems and the web. It makes 
sense - self-service can save companies a lot of money when customers use 
more cost effective channels to accomplish routine interactions such as checking 
account balances. The trick is ensuring that self-service is simple, speedy and 
satisfying. Otherwise there is the very real chance that you will end up with 
disgruntled customers and more calls to the contact centre. 

This breakfast session will show you ways to ensure that customers have a 
consistently good experience across all your channels. Trent Mankelow from 
Optimal Usability will talk about the keys to designing easy-to-use, customer 
focused self-service applications, using rich examples from NZ, Australia and the 
US. Paul Munkley will also be joining us to lend his real world experience of 
developing the local self-service strategy for Vodafone New Zealand. 

The session will help anyone who is responsible for the self-service design or 
management at their organization, or anyone wanting a better understanding of 
self-service usability practices. 



2



In a lot of usability presentations that I give I talk about examples of technology 
that has become pervasive. Things that we don’t even think of as technology: the 
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that has become pervasive. Things that we don’t even think of as technology: the 
ballpoint pen, a hinge, a lightbulb. That’s the goal of usability, to make technology 
so easy to use that it fades into the background. We achieve our goals so easily 
that we forget that we are even using technology.

It’s kind of the same with self-service. Self-service is all around us, and in some 
ways has also become so pervasive that we forget what is was like to not serve 
ourselves. 

The first passenger elevator in the world, created by Elisha Otis, was installed in 
a this New York department store in 1857. It wasn't until 1950, nearly a century 
later, that the same company came up with the technology for self-service 
elevators. In 1955, 500,000 people in the United States were working as elevator 
operators, presumably not all of them dressed like this. These jobs that were 
almost all gone less than 10 years later.

Self-service has begun to pop up in so many places that the technology has 
quickly gone from novel to unremarkable. You can get your train tickets via self 
service, There are departure fee kiosks at Auckland International Airport. On 
Monday I ordered my meal from Burger Fuel in Ponsonby via a kiosk.



Self-service is quite a simple concept. Use technology to get customers to help 
themselves. In essence, it’s about reaching a level of automation where the 
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themselves. In essence, it’s about reaching a level of automation where the 
routine is handled by computers, and the exceptions are handled by human 
beings.

The promises of self service are two fold.

Firstly, getting customers to help themselves saves organisations a lot of money. 
For example, the single most expensive transaction for a bank is the face-to-face 
transaction that occurs when a customer speaks to a teller. It might cost $35 for a 
customer to interact with a teller, or $0.75 to do the same transaction online—a 
potential savings of 98 percent on just one transaction. That’s the power of self-
service.

Secondly, self-service gives the customer the choice of how they want to interact 
with the organisation. Self service can provide not just convenience but a sense 
of power and control. Consumers are always looking for opportunities to reduce 
wait times. 

Self service works when there are benefits to the c ustomer and the 
business.



Certain sectors have been quicker to embrace self-service than others. The travel 
industry, for example, hit by rising fuel and security costs, has relied heavily on self-
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industry, for example, hit by rising fuel and security costs, has relied heavily on self-
service to offset both lost revenues and rising overhead costs.

The Express Check kiosks from Air New Zealand are a great example of a self-service 
technology that actually improves the task it automates. For travellers without luggage, 
the self check-in kiosks have cut the average check-in time down to an average of just 
30 seconds. They don't just make the experience quicker, they make it better. 

The kiosk shows you a seat map of the plane you're boarding--you see where your seat 
is, you see what seats are still open, and you're free to pick one you like better. And only 
you know that after your first choice--aisle, far forward, but not bulkhead--and your 
second choice--window, far forward, but not bulkhead--your third choice is any row 
where there's an empty middle seat. Except not farther back than row 20, because you 
don't want to wait 15 minutes to get off the plane. And then there's your fourth, fifth, and 
sixth choice. No ticket agent has the patience to walk through this with any passenger, 
let alone every passenger. The kiosk handles it in seconds. When this kind of automation 
is done right, people don't perceive it as technology, they perceive it as an enabler in 
their life.

Good self-service reduces costs, but a great one also delivers rewarding and effective 
user-experience. It’s good for the business and the customer.

Kiosks are starting to spring up everywhere. BNZ have departure fee kiosks, the photo 
kiosk was recently named the Person of the Year at the PhotoImaging Manufacturers & 
Distributors Association. 

ATMs are another type of kiosk. They were introduced in 1967, and really were the dawn 
of the self-service age. They are also a great example of self-service that is broadening. 
ATMs used to be only at branches. Then they got moved out into the streets. Then they 
went behind the counter in the form of EFT-POS or at the petrol pump. They are 
becoming progressively more convenient for customers.



Actually starting with ATMs, and continuing with interactive voice response (IVR) 
and now text banking, financial services institutions have adopted the self-service 
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and now text banking, financial services institutions have adopted the self-service 
model more than any other vertical or industry.

We are seeing more and more example of using text as a self service channel. As 
well as text banking, we can get airline alerts, and of course, check our Vodafone 
account balance.



This is the IVR system from a well-respected stock brokerage company in the States.  The companies 
mascot was a mallard duck, so they decided to add a bit of humour and create an option to hear a duck 
quack. 
mascot was a mallard duck, so they decided to add a bit of humour and create an option to hear a duck 
quack. 

Pre Quack traffic was 35,000 calls a week. Post Quack, the company have received over 2 million calls a 
week from people solely interested in the service behind button 7. There has been, in parallel, a 75% growth 
in new accounts with the company whilst the duck has been doing its stuff. The company has estimated they 
would have needed 300 TV commercials to generate that level of growth through normal marketing and 
advertising channels. (The freephone number costs were between $8,000-$10,000 a day.)

I’ve deliberately used this story because it is the exact opposite of what we expect IVRs to be like.  We’ve all 
experienced some form of phone rage. 

I was a conference recently and a fellow attendee told about an IVR system that she worked on for 
appliance service scheduling (e.g. my dishwasher is broken down and I need organise a time to get 
someone to repair it). It required users to press “0” 99 times in order to get through to an operator. This 
person actually spent time analysing calls recorded on the system. She heard many people screaming down 
the phone. This particular company did a 180 degree turn and threw the caller out to a CSR on the first error 
they encountered.

Let’s talk about some of the features of this script:
The most likely option is first.
Options are in numerical order.
Uses a goal-action sequence  - “to do x, press y”
Prompts are kept short e.g. “For customer service”, instead of “If you would like customer service”
Although some things aren’t great – no need for “Thank you”, a large number of options.
What do you think of the tone? You need to be friendly and conversational, but not too colloquial, 
especially with finance applications. Does anyone remember the Westpac ATMs? They sued to say 
“I’m crook” when they were out-of-service. One South African visitor thought that the machine was 
calling him a thief when he tried to use it. Finance is a serious subject matter.

The next step on from touchtone phone systems is to use speech recognition. Voice is the basic 
communication tool for human beings. Given the choice of channels to communicate, we tend to gravitate 
toward voice; it is easier and more natural to talk than it is to type. According to Forrester Research in 2003  
85 percent of all customer communication is still done via telephone, which includes both IVR and CSR 
interaction. Until recently computers were not smart enough to understand what a human being was saying. 
Yet, with the advent of speech recognition, we are seeing an increase in attempts to automate customer 
service via voice. This is useful with cordless and cell phones, as the buttons for the IVR are located on the 
handset itself, making it harder to use. 
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Forester Research did some work in the States looking at the growth of different 
channels. What they found was that they companies definitely expect self-service channels. What they found was that they companies definitely expect self-service 
interactions to increase.



It costs money to implement self-service technology, and if you are not careful, it can backfire. How can we 
ensure that self service is successful?ensure that self service is successful?

Which transactions should be automated? Not every transaction is suited to self-service.

Which channel? How do you know which channel is the best for which transaction? Not every channel is 
suited to every transaction. You wouldn’t want to change your address using the phone key pad. 

You also need to understand the cost to serve. At Westpac, 93% of all calls into the IVR are balance 
enquiries. It’s great that those calls are no longer being handled by contact centre staff, but these 
transactions can be done cheaper e.g. via text. 

How are you going to move people? One way to do it, is to not give people a choice. Telecom’s new 
Freedom plans, the ones where you can nominate an 027 and call it as much as you like from your home 
phone for $10, are only available via self service. You can either sign up via the IVR or online, but a CSR 
cannot provision you. Apparently there has been very little backlash, quite possibly because it’s a simple 
transaction.

You can educate people on the best channel for their transaction. This is a no brainer really. Companies 
must make their customers aware of self-service tools before they can expect adoption. 

You can penalise people. You can create incentives for people. You can make it a better, higher quality 
experience (once you’ve received your balance via text, why would you want to wait in an IVR queue?). 

How are you going to measure? The adage "you can't manage what you can't measure" is especially 
applicable to self-service applications. With increased visibility and insight comes the opportunity to not only 
identify content holes or bottlenecks in content and processes, but to also better understand, target and 
service various user segments. It is about being able to track information about the automated transactions 
and using that data to improve future transactions. 

Have a system to capture user complaints. 

If you are building an IVR system please, please, please track how people move through the system.
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Be consistent. Organisations need to think of themselves as purveyors of 
customer experiences, and they need to master cross-channel distribution. The customer experiences, and they need to master cross-channel distribution. The 
experience has to be superlative, whether it takes place inside a retail store, at an 
ATM, on the phone, or on the Web. The users past experiences with their 
organisation shape their expectations.

Focus on transactions that already exist. Automate to simplify, not to be cute. The 
key is to automate a task that already needs to be done, not to invent a task and 
then provide a computer to do it. 

Bite off less than you can chew. Don’t try and create the ultimate experience first 
up. The Express Check kiosks don’t allow customers to change flights. Give 
customers a chance to learn the system, and to develop confidence in a new 
technology, before adding layers of complexity. 

Self service takes service. Another common mistake is to imagine that once your 
self-service application is up and running, your work is done.
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Of course, there are limits to how far self-service can be taken. Companies that 
go too far down the self-service route or do a bad job are likely to find all those go too far down the self-service route or do a bad job are likely to find all those 
promised savings dissolving, and may even end up putting customers off for 
good. 

There is even a website called gethuman.com that lists cheat sheets for major 
IVR systems in the States.
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Not everyone will use self-service
No matter what, some people are going to want to wait in line, or talk to a CSR..they want face-to-No matter what, some people are going to want to wait in line, or talk to a CSR..they want face-to-
face. While self-service technologies offer convenience, they don’t offer personal service. Having 
said that, self-service technologies can do a better job at being more personal. On an IVR, spend 
the extra money to record prompts that sounds natural, for example. 

Self-service can be a real enabler for older people. PSIS have 75-year-olds who use their text 
banking service because they're hard of hearing and prefer that to using the 0800 number. 
Westpac have 8 people over 100 registered for Internet Banking.

Carefully consider how to incentivise self-service
At moment, people who prefer not to use self-service systems (such as the elderly) are being 
forced to pay higher prices. This is already happening: Air New Zealand offer discounts to 
customers who book online. Buy your tickets the old-fashioned way and you must pay more. 
Firms are, in effect, introducing penalty charges to persuade customers to use self-service 
systems. Some customers might resent this. Self-service works best when customers decide to 
use a well designed system of their own volition; it infuriates most when they are forced to use a 
bad system. Above all, self-service is no substitute for good service.

Balance with conventional service
So there should be a balance between self-service and conventional forms of service. In fact, 
banks across the Tasman are actually starting to increase the number of frontline positions in 
banks (e.g. St George, ANZ). Companies ought to offer customers a choice, and should 
encourage the use of self-service, for those customers that want it, through service quality, not 
coercion. 

Create a quality experience
Another objection to self-service is that while it saves companies money, it does not always save 
their customers time. As more and more tasks are unloaded on to customers, they may start to 
yearn for the (largely mythical) days of old-fashioned service. The key is to truly understand user 
goals. What information do they need? Why are they calling? It might not be about finding out free 
minutes, it might be about understanding when their next lot of free minutes becomes available. 
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Information technology hasn't touched lots of things that are just waiting to be automated, 
computerized, or kiosked.computerized, or kiosked.

As consumers become more comfortable with technology, their expectation of what self-service 
can do for them grows. Now that we have self service check-ins, why can’t we have self-service 
baggage check? Why can’t we print our board pass from the office? A generation ago, consumers 
expected a teller to help them with financial transactions, an attendant to pump the gas, and a 
clerk to ring up the groceries. With the introduction of the ATM followed by pay-at-the-pump petrol 
stations and self-checkout lanes at supermarkets, convenience has become the mantra of today’s 
consumers.

We may soon be checking out rental cars at our destinations without talking to anyone, and then 
checking into hotels at a lobby kiosk that, first, displays a diagram of all the rooms available and 
then, after we choose one, pops out a room key.

McDonald’s has now got some self service machines in some of its restaurants in America. 
People routinely stand in line for the kiosks, even when the counter is clear, with people ready to 
take orders. On average, customers who use the machines spend 30% more.

I think that 10 years from now, serving yourself will be the default, versus now, where it's the 
exception.

Many self-service initiatives may be justified initially by calculating cost savings due to the 
"efficiency" effect. However, over time, a greater benefit often emerges: the power of insight – into 
user needs and behavior, product and campaign effectiveness, and even purchasing or service 
trends. By automating interactions and transactions and creating electronic breadcrumbs, the 
ability to monitor, capture and analyze is potentially limitless.

========================
Gallery of Japanese vending machines is at http://photomann.com/japan/machines/
Human washing machines are at 
http://www.globalaging.org/elderrights/world/2004/japaninvention.htm
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