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Let’s begin with a confession. Like many of you, I am an Internet junky. I am dependent on
the Internet at work (research, communication with clients and advisors, purchase orders,
electronic invoices, electronic payments, Web procurement, and technical support). I am equally
dependent in my personal life (communication with family and friends, account management,
Web buying, and technical support); I just bought my second car via the Web. I would rather
search the Web, including Usenet groups, than call someone on the phone, fumble my way
through painful automatic routing questions, and then wait for someone to help me with a
problem, whether technical or account related. And, of course, this human contact may or
may not be able to help me. Usually, I find that I am at least as knowledgeable as they are.
Unlike my father-in-law, and many of his generation, I prefer good automated support to the
long, painful journey through mediocre human encounters, especially for mundane matters.
So here’s my problem. Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) and online information
should be a business or government agency’s first, and best, way to please me as a
customer. For me, it’s the first, because I prefer it that way, but it is not the best. For many
enterprises, it seems to be an afterthought, after spending heavily on call management systems,
call routing to the other side of the globe, and customer resource management (CRM) systems.
It’s odd that enterprises don’t see this as the first line of defense in cost reduction. We all know
that it is far cheaper for me to self-serve myself to what I need, than it would be to interact
with a human to accomplish the same goal.
So what’s wrong with FAQs and online knowledge bases? Most force me to scrounge
through either lists of questions and/or many possible support documents that answer a question
that may be, somehow, related to my problem or what I am seeking. OK, I admit it, I would
rather scrounge, search, and read to get my result, but that doesn’t mean I like to do it, especially
when I have to discard much to find my nugget of gold. And most folks are not as perseverant as
me. They give up, call a friend, or enter that expensive queue to answers that are often too little,
too late, or too painful to reach and become another disgruntled customer - probably deemed to
have been satisfactorily served in a CRM database because s/he made it to the end of the line,
and in spite of the much higher cost to the enterprise.
So while you online enterprises are spending your CRM dollars to figure
out how to get me to spend more, realize that helping me find the support or
information that I need is likely to do more to bond me to you than another
targeted email, catalog, or phone call, or even a more “personal” Web
experience. Do yourself a favor, spend more up front on automation to get
me to the information that I need, and you will make me happy. As a
bonus, you will spend less on your staffed support, which will make your
CFO happy. If all problems could only be this simple.
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