
 

What Role Does User Dialog Play on Websites? 
Websites have needed to interact with the online user ever since websites have existed, but this 

interaction  has needed to evolve and diverge depending on the role of the website and the objectives of the 

user. Many users use websites to simply locate a telephone number, but even this task has changed. We 

now see increasingly complex local agent/branch/location search functions to help the user go directly to 

the correct person. Part of the need for more sophisticated telephone search functions is due to the 

decreasing expectations of users of being able to contact a live person using the main company 800 

number. Another method that has served to enhance telephone dialog is the introduction  of ñclick to call,ò 

where the user enters his or her telephone number and then schedules a callback either immediately or at 

a convenient time. Click to call is best used either to help a user on a specific task (immediate callback) or 

to establish a relationship or connection with a local representative , in the case of complex products. 

 

Use of E-mail  
Email was the first new dialog option made available by website owners and quickly became the primary 

method for users to interact . While email is still available on most (but not all) websites, it has ceased to 

maintain prominence in some industries. In high technolo gy and retail sites, especially, interactive chat 

has usurped emailôs role, in part because complex queries need greater interaction. Retail sites use chat, 

as they want the customer to complete the transaction, and the objective is to solve problems quickly 

without forcing the customer to leave the page to find the ócontact usô page. This ñtask-orientatedò 

approach has extended to financial services and auto insurance websites, which were driven initially by 

innovative companies such as Geico and Progressive. Email has struggled as an effective dialog option 

across a broad range of websites, and response rates, as measured over six years by The Customer Respect 

Group, never reached acceptable and reliable levels that would inspire great confidence in users. Less 

than a third of all emails result in a ñquality response,ò which takes place within a day and culminates in a 

helpful and issue-closing manner.  



There remains however, an important role for email and it must not be ignored or removed prematurely . 

One great advantage of email is that the response, while needing to be timely, does not need to be 

immediate. Peak loads can be spread, creating more predictable and cost-effective workloads. One email 

trend is to move it behind a secure log-on to allow account numbers and other sensitive information to be 

provided to augment customer service.  

 

 

 

Use of Online Chat 

Chat, as mentioned previously, is often employed when it is critical to keep the user on task. Chat, like 
telephone conversation, is immediate, but can be more cost-effective, as the chat agent can hold multiple 
simultaneous conversations. A chat agent also has the ability to direct the user to a webpage, so he or she 
acts as a concierge of sorts. The acceptability of chat varies greatly depending on the industry and the task. 
The telecommunications industry sees poor take-up of chat when presented with the telephone as an 
alternative. The high-technology industry has experienced much greater adoption of chat and has been 
able to remove telephone access in some cases.  

Chat online comes in two forms. Proactive chat takes place in a pop-up provided to a user that is perceived 
to require immediate  help. This might appear on a known problem area on the site, or after the user has 
been idle on a screen for a long period of time or  if the user has reached a critical part of the task flow such 
as the shopping cart. Live chat can increase interactions with customers by up to 20 percent, 
JupiterResearch estimates, but can also involve new costs. But the added revenue far outweighs the costs, 
says Sam Bruni, director of customer experience at skiing and outdoor gear retailer Backcountry.com. 
One additional benefit of pro active chat is that it is provided programmatically . There is never a button for 
the user to press and can be offered only when there is an agent available. 

 

 



 

The other and more prevalent form of chat is user-driven chat, which is an option for the user to select 

when he or she needs help. This type of chat is often presented alongside a telephone number or 

alternative contact methods.  

 

User Generated Content - Reviews 

Beyond the telephone and chat, which are direct interaction  between the user and the company, other 
methods of dialog involve levering user-generated content (UGC). Users are encouraged to provide 
content to assist in a specific task (user product reviews) or respond to specific questions (forums). Both 
options can be tremendously powerful in specific circumstances. According to an e-commerce study by 
Cisco Systems Internet Business Solutions Group: 

¶ 67 percent of retailers provide a venue for customer reviews and ratings,  

¶ 63 percent of retailers offer some form of online shop-with -a-friend feature and  

¶ 41 percent of retailers provide moderated message boards.  

User reviews are proving to be important and almost an essential aspect of a website; according to 
research firm e-tailing group , 98% of shoppers read reviews before making a purchase and more than half 
of consumers said they spent 10 minutes or more reading reviews before deciding whether to purchase.  



 

User Generated Content - Forums  

Forums can most productively employed where evangelical users feel empowered and can play a role 
helping other  users create a more active and helpful forum, hence driving more users to this support 
system. Forums must be active and must be current and must contribute to the knowledge base. There 
can always be a danger of forums becoming places for negative customer comments, but there are plenty 
of independent forums that do provide a medium for the unhappy customer. The concern about negativity 
inhibits many companies from employing and exploiting forums. The most prevalent use of forums is in 
high technology and telecommunications support sites, including those from  Dell , HP and Comcast. 

 

 

User Generated Content - Communities  

Communities make more ambitious attempt s to utilize UGC, and they often extend well beyond the direct 
products of the company. According to Chris Davies, digital marketing manager at British Airways, ñA 
community is a fantastic opportunity to connect with existing and potential new customers. It allows a 
marketeer to ñfish where the fish are.ò A community provides a facility for users to inter act on subject 
areas that are broadly in line with the goals of the sponsor. In the case of British Airways, this is a review 
of hotels, restaurants and comparisons between its two main destinations, London and New York.   



But the r isk is that a brand entering this space must have credibility, or else it can be a detrimental move 
that will alienate people from the brand and the offering. The benefits of communities are not clear in 
most cases, as sites need constant monitoring to encourage activity and provide moderation. High -
technology companies again lead the way but are not alone, as other companies, including All state and 
Sears, are putting their toe s into the water to learn how to utilize their websites once they ñtake off.ò 

 

 

Summary  

Interaction between the user and the website is seen as vital from the userôs perspective. Websites no 
longer are able to present the visitors with static content  only.  The leading industries are bringing the 
website into the sales and marketing process in a much more integrated fashion, and are deriving benefits 
as a result in terms of greater sales, enhanced user experience or increased lead flow to the offline 
channels. The goal is not to provide more contact methods, but rather  to provide the user with an 
experience designed to allow him or her  to complete an intended task. 
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The Customer Respect Group is an 

internationally recognized leader in the 

creation and measurement of 

benchmarks in the arena of online 

cust omer experience and respect. 

Benchmarks have been shown to provide 

an invaluable means to consider 

comparative performance, learn from 

leaders and take advantage of strengths. 

The Customer Respect Group has 

objectively measured websites since 

2003 , and  has amassed a huge database 

of knowledge and data.  

For more information, visit 

www.customerrespect.com . 
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