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The Best and Worst Online Customer Service  Systems in the US 

Telecommunications Industry , January 2009  

The telecommunications industry  faces significant 

competition both from vendors entering its traditional 

telephone space and from its own expansion. Cost 

reductions, which have been fundamental to the 

industry for a decade, are now being challenged by 

expansion into new areas involving data, content and 

video.  

This expansion into new revenue streams is imperative, 

given the increase in ñcord-cuttersò (18% of all US 

homes are wireless-only, according to Neilsen Claritas), 

the subsequent decline in voice revenues (although 

many telecom executives suggest that the rate of 

decline is actually less than what was feared) and the 

rapid convergence of new media, online and 

telecommunications providers.  

Websites are one of the ways that customers can 

understand, customize and extend new services in a 

way that is both convenient and efficient. As a result, 

industry executives are now more willing to invest in 

the online customer experience.  

These changes in business thinking coincide with the 

increasing sophistication of  online users. Users are 

demanding more control , including self -service tools 

and more diverse levels of information. Many users, 

especially members of Gen Y or the ñdigital 

generationò, prefer to deal with  a provider on their own 

terms, as they do on other sites. The most relevant 

signposts for this industry can be found on wireless 

providersô sites, and the advanced capabilities found on 

some represent the future for the more ambitious 

ñtriple -playò (landline telephone, Internet and TV) 

providers. 

This report examines ten leading US providers of TV, 

Internet and telephone triple -play services. It is divided 

into two sections ï online help and account 

management.  
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Key takeaways 

The effectiveness of online customer service solutions has a role to play in overall 

customer satisfaction, retention and growth . In the evaluation of online customer service 

solutions geared toward triple -play customers, Verizon led the way against nine of its 

competitors for both online help and account management. Verizon overall, and others 

such as Qwest and Charter in specific areas, represent leadership in the race to offer a 

triple -play service solution that matches the product offerings.  

The Verizon site offers a coherent experience to visitors looking for assistance or 

completing account tasks and rates best overall for demonstrating knowledge of its 

logged-in customers. Qwest did very well in account management, while Charter rated 

second-best in online help. AT&T performed strongly in a number of m easurements.  

 

How the ten sites rated for online help and account management on the ten -point scoring scale. The closer the 

company is to the top -right corner, the better its overall performance .  

 

The results of the benchmark evaluation reveal that select providers within the industry 

have built robust systems that match the promise and expectations of online customers. 

Huge differentiation exists between the leaders and others in the industry , 

demonstrating significant areas of opportunity.   

Provider investments and resources in online customer services solutions should be 

allocated against the following areas that research uncovered as key areas of 

differentiation : 
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¶ Disjointed systems  are a feature for many sites of  the industry . Lack of 

consolidation and consistency makes the experience on most triple-play sites 

confusing, with help systems spread across internal and external sites. Account 

management systems do not provide detailed information at a glance across each 

service. Customers are better served by systems that are coherent and unified. 

o Best Practice Leaders :  Verizon (online help, account management); 

Charter, Cablevision (online help); Qwest (account management) 

¶ Not all account management systems  know their customers well 

enough. Customers who sign in to most account management systems will not 

be offered relevant and targeted up-selling offers or customized help topics. If the 

system knows them, they will benefit from more targeted help and be able to take 

advantage of upgrade offers that best suit their needs. 

o Best Practice Leaders:  Qwest, Verizon 

¶ Not enough companies  offer forums . Forums are a benefit to customers 

that value user-generated content or to users that are not able to find what they 

need by other means. They allow customers to submit issues in their own words 

and get answers from more knowledgeable peers.  

o Best Practice Leaders:  AT&T, Comcast, Qwest, Verizon 

¶ Few companies are investing in alternative content presentation,  such 

as interactive demonstrations and virtual agents (where an automated tool, often 

with a human-like ñpersona,ò attempts to answer questions or link customers to 

relevant content). Offering content in alternative media allows customers to 

choose their preferred method of viewing educational material.  

o Best P ractice Leaders :  AT&T, Cablevision, Verizon 

¶ Online billing is still predominantly based on electronic copies of 

paper bills , along with payment facilities. Only a few sites are offering enhanced 

functionality that exceeds the capability of paper bills.  It helps customers to be 

able to view billing information in a format that allows them to summarize, sort 

and drill  down to finer  detail on chargeable items. 

o Best Practice Leaders :  Cablevision, Time Warner , Qwest, Verizon 
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Section A: Online help  

Introduction  

The Customer Respect Group recently examined the online help facilities on the websites 

of ten providers of TV, Internet and landline telephone (triple -play) bundles in the US 

market. Provider sites were rated according to a proprietary benchmark index using a set 

of multiple object ive measurements, further grouped into four sub -indexes: Content 

Quality, Content Presentation, Navigation and Dialog.  The sub-indexes covered: 

CONTENT QUALITY 

The depth and comprehensiveness of help information. Customers should be able to find 

help on each of three services: account setup, ñhow-toò information and troubleshooting 

tasks. 

CONTENT PRESENTATION 

How content is displayed, including printable documents, interactive presentations and 

videos. Certain types of information are best suited to alternative media, for example, 

tutorials can be most effective when the material is presented in a visual and interactive 

manner. 

NAVIGATION 

Help topics must be easy to find. Customers have little patience when looking for a 

solution to a problem and will pick up the telephone if they canôt find it quickly. Good 

navigation, where the content is present and provided in a format that meets their 

preference, will allow customers to complete their tasks efficiently.  

DIALOG 

When a topic is complex, or when a solution cannot be found, customers should be able 

to deal with a service representative. Getting in touch can sometimes be the final step, at 

a stage when the customer is losing patience, so clear dialog channels are crucial to 

customer satisfaction.  
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Online Help: The business goals  

In interviews with senior executives at US Telecommunications companies, we 

discovered three main goals for online help.  

Call efficiency and optimization  

The majority concur that it is realistic to expect good help systems to solve only the 

simpler issues, and that customers with more complex problems will continue to pick 

up the phone. Call centers can best resolve difficult issues with customers, and the 

goal of many providers is to maximize the efficiency of the call centers by providing 

effective self -serve in key areas for less complex problems. The goal for many 

companies is to reduce call volume, but in general it is also to 

concentrate resources on more complex issues that benefit from 

telephone agent interaction. 

Service differentiation  

Many see customer service as a competitive differentiator and 

consider the improvement of online self -help and dialog options 

as another way of improving brand image. With a growing trend 

toward customer retention, any system that  reduces barriers and 

enhances satisfaction will help. The type of content most likely to 

be provided online is guidance on advanced normal tasks such as networking, data 

backup and call features. These are often provided as FAQs and address items such 

as rebooting the computer, unplugging the telephone, recycling the modem and 

renewing an IP address. Some of these functions are also provided by an increasing 

number of automated online tools (such as Desktop Doctor from Comcast). 

Customers with more complex troubleshooting tasks tend to go to the telephone very 

quickly. Some companies are adding ñpaid forò value-add services to supplement 

ñfree supportò for those customers that require this additional level of help. AT&T 

and Verizon are starting to roll  out these services, while other companies are tapping 

into third -party solutions such as Geek Squad. 

Up-selling and personalization  

Finally, many organizations see the help area as a means of up-selling. The key is to 

know the customer and to offer better personalization: more relevant 

recommendations and improved service must come from a clear understanding of 

the customer, what they already have installed or purchased, and their potential 

problems. This is especially important in light of the wide array of preferences that 

customers express; a ñone size fits allò approach will be less successful. 

Whatever the organizationôs goals, the success of the help system will depend on four key 

factors: the quality of content, how it is presented, how easy it is to reach and how easy it 

is for customers to get in touch if they cannot find what they need. This report applies a 

consistent benchmark methodology to ten websites in order to evaluate how well they 

allow customers to solve their own issues online.  

ñOur key goals are to satisfy 

the online customer, to 

divert low -value calls and to 

entice the online customer 

with the benefits of self-

service.ò 
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The leading sites for online help 

Customers of telecommunications companies need to have a good online help system to 

turn to when they have a technical problem or when they need help with a product 

feature. Telecommunications products can be complex, and websites that contain a well -

organized and comprehensive support system allow customers to get past whatever 

difficulty they are having with the minimum of delay.  

Verizon offered the best help system to its customers: The site provided extensive 

content that was easy to find and featured innovative presentation methods. Charter 

Communications was next best, rating consistently well across key measurements. 

Customers will have little trouble finding relevant content across all three service areas 

on these sites. 

There were other sites that had particular strengths. Comcast, for example, did well in 

Dialog, while Cablevision and Time Warner rated well for Navigation, but lacked some 

content on certain services. On the other hand, Cox Communications offered an 

impressive level of content but has an opportunity to add consistency and more engaging 

methods of delivery. Qwestôs FAQ system was particularly impressive and the site offers 

good dialog options.  

Some companies are allowing customers to submit queries in their own language rather 

than navigating to Help topics. Time Warner, Verizon, Comcast and Charter 

Communications are leading the way with virtual assistants (which allow customers to 

type in queries) that offer an alternative route to Help topics. Verizon, Comcast, Qwest 

and AT&T all offer user forums for some services, encouraging customers to share 

queries and supply answers.  

 

Overall rankings 
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In detail: What we found in online help 

With some exceptions, help  systems are disjointed  

Verizon, Charter and Cablevision all provided coherent and unified help systems, with 

relevant topics for each of the three services being accessible in one place with a 

generally consistent navigation system. The clear benefit of a unified system is that 

customers can find help on any product in the same place. So if customers get help with 

one product, and need to return later for assistance on another, they donôt need to figure 

out how to find it.  

However, on some websites, the legacy of company mergers and the addition of services 

is manifested by a help system that does not appear coherent or consistent. One site, for 

example, offers some help topics on its own site, directs TV support seekers to another 

and routes other help seekers to a third site. This lack of coherence 

can damage brand image, and because of the confusion caused by 

the variance in navigation systems, could lead to frustration on the 

part of the customer and to increased calls to the telephone help 

desks. On another site, the high-speed Internet section of support  

has a different look and feel and uses a different menu system. This 

can also slow the customer down when looking for help. 

Customer confusion poses a significant challenge, as visitorsô 

patience levels are low. Most customers will give up quickly if a 

solution cannot be found, and they will pick up the phone.  Some 

companies have overlapping sites, which can also lead to user and even support staff 

confusion. A few have created content portals that  have their own help areas, typically 

using .net domains, each offering (sometimes contradictory) help.  

Investment in rich media is growing but is still not widespread  

Some companies, like Verizon and Charter, are investing in sophisticated interactive 

presentations to describe more complex common tasks, like setting up voicemail and 

editing a blocked senders list in Outlook Express. Cablevision also provides some 

impressive interactive media, introducing animated personas to illustrate how common 

tasks ï like using a digital video recorder, or DVR ï can be completed. Qwest, too, offers 

some engaging presentations. On other sites, support of interactive presentations and 

videos was patchy. For certain tasks, an interactive medium or video can be the most 

efficient way of explaining a procedure, and investment in this form of media can pay off 

in reducing calls to service personnel.  

  

ñévisitorsô patience levels 

are low. Most customers 

will give up quickly if a 

solution cannot be found, 

and they will pick up the 

phone.ò 

 



The Best and Worst Online Customer Service Systems in the US Telecommunications Industry, January 2009  

 

9 
 

Few sites offer the benefits of forums   

Support forums offer customers the opportunity to share issues and views with others 

and can allow expert users to solve problems for less accomplished visitors. Only 

Verizon, Comcast, AT&T and Qwest provide support forums, and the indications are that 

customers are finding them beneficial, with page view counts exceeding expectations. 

Forums come into their own in the area of complex products, where ñevangelicalò users 

can engage with more novice customers. This model is best suited to Internet products, 

and most forums are focused on this product area. 

Telephone is still the main channel for offline escalation  

When customers cannot quickly find what they need, they are likely to get in touch with a 

service agent. Such a customer is likely to be in a hurry, needing to resolve an issue or to 

set up a new product, so speed is of the essence to reduce frustration. Ideally, customers 

should be able to see a telephone number on every page and should also have the choice 

of live chat if that is their preference.  Companies like Charter and Comcast are clearly 

prioritizing provision of easy channels to support staff.  Other companies are focusing on 

improving the quantity and quality of available online help to reduce the need for 

escalation. 

For customers who need to escalate issues, telephone remains the primary means of 

contact. Support for live chat is not consistent; although most sites provide it, some only 

offer it for Internet customers, and others place the chat link on some pages only (based 

on availability  or even business rules about who will most benefit ). This may be a 

reflection of the complex nature of some help tasks ï it might simply be easier to talk 

through an issue than to use the less naturally interactive medium of chat. Email, though 

still supported on almost all sites, is being increasingly replaced by chat, and by some 

providers is restricted to supporting only specific service issues.  

Another reason for the dominance of telephone is that customers of traditional telephone 

companies are likely to instinctively get in touch by phone ï to use the phone to contact 

the phone company. Also, these companies already have the personnel and systems in 

place to handle telephone queries, so it is natural that this dialog channel is preeminent 

for some organizations. Some companies choose to be perceived as approachable and 

encouraging of telephone dialog. This is a business choice and may lead to less 

investment in self -help and more in a personal and direct approach to resolving 

problems.  

Directing customers to third -party we bsites for support of outsourced products can 

cause difficulties  

Some companies supply services from third -party providers, such as Qwest does with 

DirecTV, or Bright House does with Road Runner Internet . This business model 

provides an inherent challenge to consistency, as customers that have gone to the site of 

the triple -play provider, and looked for help, now need to deal with a totally different 

navigation system and site layout. Clearly, a unified and consistent system on one 

website will result in customers finding what the y need with the least effort. 
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How the sites compared: Content presentation  

Interactive presentations, printing options, FAQ sections , virtual assistants  
 

AT&T n n   

AT&T 
(BellSouth) 

n    

Bright House n n   

Cablevision n n n  

Charter n n n n 

Comcast n n n  

Cox n n   

Qwest n n n  

Time Warner n n n  

Verizon n n n n 
 

Verizon and Charter led the way here, and offered most 

examples of interactive presentations. Both also provided 
ñvirtual agents,ò automated systems that attempted to 

answer questions and that also provided a path to FAQ 

systems. 

Interactive presentations were not commonly found  in 
general, but there were some good examples of tutorials 

covering setup tasks, such as home networking. Cox offered 

particularly good interactive TV presentations, while Qwest 

did well for wireless networking installation.  

All sites contained some form of FAQ system, but not all 

were as comprehensive as Qwest or Time Warner.  

Support for printing pages was inconsistent; perhaps 

surprisingly, given the convenience of being able to print 
technical instructions . Verizon and Charter were again the 

standouts. 

 

Figure 1: The Verizon virtual  assistant allows visitors to find content by suggesting a page that answers a question 

that is entered by the customer , or by offering  an escalation path  to a representative  

 



The Best and Worst Online Customer Service Systems in the US Telecommunications Industry, January 2009  

 

11 
 

How the sites compared: Content quality  

Range and depth of setup and troubleshooting information for TV, Internet and t elephone  
 

AT&T n n n n 

AT&T 
(BellSouth) 

n n n   

Bright House n n     

Cablevision n n n  

Charter n n n n 

Comcast n n n   

Cox n n n n 

Qwest n n n   

Time Warner n n    

Verizon n n n n 
 

Verizon, AT&T, Charter and Cox all provided substantial 

content on each of the three services. 

A key differentiator in this criterion was whether help 

content was hosted on the companyôs own site or on that of 
a third -party supplier. Our research indicates that 

customers are likely to give up on self-help quickly if it is 

not easy to find. Having to divert to another site, with 
another navigation system and a different look and feel, 

may drive customers to escalation.  

Generally, telephone and TV were covered adequately by 

most companies, with more variation in the quality of 

Internet support topics.  

Some companies missed the opportunity to harvest ñlow-

hanging fruit ò in support topics, such as providing tutorials 

on basic Web use or the fundamentals of home networking.  

Figure 2: Verizonõs help content deals comprehensively with each of the three triple -play offerings . The level of 

detail for Internet is matched by that of the other two services .  
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How the sites compared: Navigation  

Clear path to help  from the home page; consolidation of info rmation; consistency of the 
navigation system; search capabilities; navigation within help  

AT&T n n n  

AT&T 
(BellSouth) 

n    

Bright House n n   

Cablevision n n n n 

Charter n n n n 

Comcast n n n  

Cox n n n  

Qwest n n   

Time Warner n n n  

Verizon n n n n 
 

Cablevision, Charter and Verizon presented the best 

navigation experience within the ir  help systems. 
They also offered good search functions within the 

help areas that offered another path to content. 

Bright House, Qwest, Time Warner and AT&T 

(BellSouth)  directed customers to other sites for 
support in some product areas, expecting customers 

to work slightly harder to find what they need.  

Consolidation was a major differentiator, with 
AT&T, Cox, Charter and Verizon rating best in this 

area, although Cablevision also merited a good 

rating and, along with Charter and Verizon, 

provided the most consistency in navigation.  

 

Figure 3: The Cablevision customer support area offers a coherent and consistent navigation system to allow easy 

access to help topics. 
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How the sites compared: Dialog 

Options in òcontact usó; real -time escalation options (telephone, chat); community -based dialog 
options (forums)  

AT&T n n n 

 AT&T 
(BellSouth) 

n n  
  

Bright House n n     

Cablevision n n  

 Charter n n  

 Comcast n n n 

 Cox n n  

 Qwest n n n 

 Time Warner n n    

Verizon n n n 

 

 

AT&T, Comcast, Qwest and Verizon were overall 

leaders for how easily customers can get in 
touch. Verizon had the best ñcontact usò page, 

while Charter was ahead for real-time escalation 

ï whereby customers can contact a 
representative by chat or phone without leaving 

the help page. 

These four sites also led the industry in 

providing support forums  where customers can 
share issues with others in the hope that the 

community  has already seen the issue and may 

provide the answer. 

Live chat was available on some sites only for 
certain services ï often Internet ï but all 

companies offered it in some form.  It still ranks 

well behind telephone as an escalation method. 

 

Figure 4: The options for escalation are clear on Comcastõs main help page.  

 

 

  



The Best and Worst Online Customer Service Systems in the US Telecommunications Industry, January 2009  

 

14 
 

Section B: Account management  

Introduction  

The study also examined the account management systems on the websites of ten 

providers of TV, Internet and landline telephone (triple -play) bundles in the US market. 

Using a custom benchmark index, expert evaluators rated a set of predefined weighted 

measurements. The scores were weighted and added to produce an overall rating of the 

online experience of customers that visit  a website to manage their accounts. The 

measurements covered: 

BILL MANAGEMENT FEATURES 

How well the system matches and exceeds the capabilities of the paper bill. Features 

examined include online detailed l istings of all chargeable items, the ability to switch to 

paperless billing and bill -pay facilities.  

THE òINTELLIGENCEó OF THE SYSTEM 

The level of knowledge that the system has of the customer. This examined not just 

information on whether the customer has signed up for  three services, but included 

detailed data such as what speed the Internet connection is, or which TV channel 

package or call services are included in the bundle. 

COHERENCE AND CONSOLIDATION 

The degree to which all three services appeared as a consolidated system for account 

management. Lack of coherence equates to the customer not being provided the full 

picture ï in summary and in detail ï in one online location.  

NON-BILLING FEATURES 

The role that extra features ï such as security software downloads ï played in 

encouraging the customer to sign on for online account management. 

PROMOTION OF THE SYSTEM OUTSIDE THE LOGON 

The efforts that companies made to ñsellò the account management system to customers 

that have not yet signed up for online services.  
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Account management: the business goals 

For the customer, account management systems offer a convenient way to view and pay 

bills, and a simple path to add products. Also, they can offer access to relevant help 

topics and support options.  

For businesses, the benefits are more wide-ranging. How can companies get the most 

from customer visits? Our interviews with senior executives revealed three key goals.  

Offering relevant upgrades  

The key to success in this area is knowledge of what the customer already has. This is a 

challenge, as detailed and up-to-date knowledge of the customer requires investment in 

integration of ba ck-end systems. The difficulties facing triple-play 

providers in offering a coherent account management experience 

are in part due to legacy issues. Companies have moved to offer 

services that were not traditionally part of the product suite, and in 

order to provide an intelligent system that can offer relevant 

upgrade paths, billing and content management systems need to 

be integrated. These are challenges that only some companies have 

so far dealt with successfully.  

Improving customer relationships and s ervice levels  

Greater bill functionality ï such as the capability for customers to 

see calls made since the last bill, and sorting calls by cost or duration ï will encourage 

customers to sign in more often, and will also make them feel better about their 

relationships with their telecommunications providers, as they will feel more in control 

of costs. This sense of connection and control can be heightened by the provision of 

relevant help topics from within the account area, and links to user forums that fo ster a 

sense of community. 

Reducing call -center contacts  

Questions on the bill still account for the majority of customer contacts , but are easily 

deflected from call centers if all the information is easily accessible online. According to 

one executive: ñBill pay is only a part of our overall online existing customer account 

management experience, but it is the most widely requested and used. It causes the 

most calls in to the call center, and offers the biggest opportunity for cost reduction as 

well as customer satisfaction increases.ò 

The challenge is to provide enough information to satisfy customers, and in such a way 

that they can find it quickly and efficiently.  

ñAccount management in 

our eyes has to do more 

with services and service 

levels and the ability t o 

make changes that suit 

customer preferences and 

lifestyles.ò 
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Industry findings: Account Management 

The leading sites for account  management   

For customers, online account management offers convenience and control. The facility 

to manage and pay bills online is a time-saver, while the ability to analyze costs, manage 

services and upgrade products puts customers in control of their telecommunications 

bundle.  

Verizon rated best for account management, just ahead of Qwest. Both of these 

management systems demonstrated clear knowledge of their customers, and presented a 

consolidated and coherent billing system that showed detail of each of the three services. 

AT&T rated next best, and was the only other site that offered a clear picture of what its 

customers had signed up to receive.  

Qwest, Cablevision, Time Warner and Verizon offered the best bill management 

facilities, providing  the best functionality beyond the paper bill.  

Verizon led by a significant margin in offering extra features behind the logon besides 

bill management, while AT&T (BellSouth) and Qwest were most persuasive in 

demonstrating the benefits of signing up for account management online.  

Overall rankings 
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In detail: What we found  in account management 

With a few exceptions, many account management systems fail to display adequate 

knowledge of customersõ subscriptions 

One of the most compelling findings was that only Verizon and Qwest provide systems 

that displayed an in-depth knowledge of what the customer owned, down to the level of 

features chosen within each of the three services. AT&Tôs system was next best, but it 

lacked detail on telephone accounts.  

To provide customers with relevant upgrade offers (and also tailored help content) , 

account management systems need to display exactly what existing services the customer 

has subscribed to. Many systems showed basic knowledge but no intelligent links to 

upgrading or adding services. So, for example, the account system would know the speed 

of an Internet connection that a customer had signed up for, but that same package 

would be recommended as an upgrade at various points in the system. This apparent gap 

in knowledge means that a customer that wants to upgrade service has to work harder 

than is necessary.  

Customers often encounter a disjointed experience behind the logon  

Verizon and Qwest offered the only truly coherent account management systems, where 

account details of each of the three services were viewable. On other sites, it was difficult 

to get a summary overview of all three services, followed by details on each. 

The confusion and frustration that a disjointed system can provoke will damage brand 

image, and there is a danger that a disillusioned customer will visit once to sign up for 

recurring payments and not return.  

Some systems simply lacked any mention of one service. For example, on one site there 

was no mention on the bill of the high-speed Internet  system the customer signed up for, 

while on another, the telephone service was missing.  

Another example was of a company that provided two PDF bills that differed and listed 

voice call details on a third-party website. Two companies offer some functionality on 

one site (e.g., company.com) and more on another (e.g., company.net). On one, 

customers could view their bills on the .com version but had to go to the .net site to 

manage call options.  

There were signs that some account management systems were works in progress. One 

site offered two differing versions of the main account management page, depending on 

what page the customer came from. Also, it seemed as if customers were logged in when 

they were not ï even though customersô names were shown at the top of the page, they 

were prompted to log on. 

Online bills generally do not offer compelling advantages over paper versions  

Few sites offered account systems that exceeded the capabilities of the paper bill. All sites 

offer PDFs of bills, either as an archive facility or as an alternative to paper versions. 




