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The Self-Service Dilemma: 
Gaps Between Brand Promises
and Consumer Experiences
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Executive Summary:
This report presents findings from a
survey of 1,167 consumers regarding
their experiences with self-service
options in retail and dining
environments. The results reveal
significant gaps between the promises
made by brands implementing these
technologies and the actual consumer
experience.

Consumers surveyed
reported dissatisfaction
with self-service options in
retail and dining, citing
“usability issues” and a
“lack of support."

65% of the 1,167 



66.3%

50.5%

60.5%

34%

47.4%

Respondents who use self-service options "always" or
"often," driven more by necessity than preference.

Users who experience technology errors.

Consumers who report insufficient staff assistance
when technology errors occur.

Average time consumers need employee assistance
while using self-service options.

Respondents who feel self-service options reduce the
quality of customer service.

These findings suggest a significant dilemma in the implementation of self-
service technologies. While brands promote these options as customer-centric
innovations, the reality experienced by consumers often falls short of these
promises.

Key Findings Include:
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Self-service options have become
increasingly common in retail stores,
restaurants, and other consumer-facing
businesses. Brands have widely adopted
these technologies, claiming they
increase efficiency, reduce wait times,
and enhance customer convenience.
However, our research suggests a
notable gap between these promises
and the actual consumer experience.

This study aims to examine the dilemmas
surrounding self-service technologies and
present a balanced view of their impact
on the customer experience. By analyzing
both quantitative data and qualitative
insights, we seek to highlight the
discrepancies between brand strategies
and consumer realities.

The findings of this report should prompt businesses to reassess their self-
service strategies. They underscore the need to bridge the gap between the
promised benefits of these technologies and the experiences of their customers.

This study reveals a
significant gap between
the promises of self-service
technologies—such as
increased efficiency and
reduced wait times—and
the actual consumer
experience, urging
businesses to reassess their
self-service strategies.

Introduction:



This study was conducted through a
survey of 1,167 consumers, designed to
capture a comprehensive view of their
experiences with self-service options in
retail and dining environments.

The survey covered various aspects of
self-service interactions, including overall
preference, frequency of use,
motivations, common problems, impact
on service quality, and suggestions for
improvement. It also included open-
ended questions to gather specific
experiences and detailed feedback.

The survey of 1,167
consumers provided a
comprehensive look at self-
service options, exploring
key areas like usage
frequency, common issues,
and their impact on overall
service quality.

Methodology:
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Detail Findings:
1. The Illusion of Consumer Preference
Our survey asked respondents to rate their preference for self-service options
on a scale of 1-10, with 10 being the most favorable. The average rating of 7 out
of 10 might, at first glance, suggest a positive sentiment. However, a closer look
at the data reveals a more complex and concerning picture:

These findings suggest that brands' expectations for self-service options may
not fully align with consumer preferences. While there's a segment of consumers
who appreciate these technologies, a significant portion remain ambivalent or
dissatisfied.

The diversity of opinions uncovered here highlights a key dilemma in self-
service strategy. Brands pushing these options as a universal solution risk
creating a gap between their service model and the preferences of a
substantial portion of their customer base.

0% 10% 20%
Gave the highest rating of 10 30%

Rated their preference at 8 14%

Gave a neutral rating of 5 10%

Rated their preference at 4 or below 14%
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Always use 25%
Often use 41%

Sometimes use 22%
Rarely use 10%

Never use 2%

2. Usage Frequency: Necessity or Preference?
Our survey revealed the following usage patterns for self-service options:

While 66.3% of respondents use self-service options "always" or "often, it's
crucial to interpret this data in context. Given the increasing prevalence of
these options and the reduction of traditional service in many establishments,
high usage doesn't necessarily indicate preference.

The fact that a third of consumers use self-service options only sometimes,
rarely, or never - despite their widespread availability - suggests a gap between
the prevalence of these technologies and consumer preferences. This raises
questions about the alignment between self-service implementation strategies
and genuine customer needs.

33.7% of consumers use self-service options infrequently or never,
highlighting a gap between availability and preference.
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78.5%

39.4%

40.5%

27.2%

3. The Real Drivers of Self-Service Use
Our survey uncovered the following motivations for choosing self-service
options:

Consumers choose
self-service to avoid
long checkout lines

Consumers use self-
service when it's the
only option available

Consumers opt for
self-service due to
long ordering lines

Consumers prefer
self-service to avoid
interacting with
staff members

These findings highlight a significant dilemma in self-service implementation.
Rather than being a preferred option, self-service often appears to be a last
resort for many consumers - a way to avoid long waits or simply the only
choice available.

The gap between the promised convenience of self-service and the factors
driving its use suggests that current implementations may not be fully
meeting consumer needs or preferences.
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0% 20% 40% 60%
Lack staƙ assistance for error messages 61%

Experience technological errors 51%

Make mistakes when ordering/checkout 26%

Face long lines for self-service 25%

Find no paper for receipts 19%

Encounter dirty stations 15%

Find instructions confusing 13%

Report no issues 10%

4 Challenges in the Self-Service Experience
Our survey revealed several challenges faced by consumers when using self-
service options:

These findings expose a significant gap between the promise of smooth, efficient
self-service experiences and the reality faced by many consumers. The high
frequency of technical issues, user errors, and maintenance problems presents a
clear dilemma for businesses implementing these technologies.
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4 Challenges in the Self-Service Experience
The high percentage of users experiencing technology errors (50.5%) is
particularly concerning. It suggests a substantial gap between the expected
reliability of these systems and their actual performance.

Moreover, the lack of available staff to resolve issues (reported by 60.5% of
respondents) compounds these problems. It appears that the implementation
of self-service options as an efficiency measure may be creating new challenges
in customer support.

50.5% of users experience
technology errors, indicating a
gap in system reliability.

60.5% report a lack of staff
available to assist with these issues,
worsening the customer experience.
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5. The Self-Service Paradox
Our survey asked respondents how often they require employee assistance
when using self-service options. The results reveal a paradox in the self-service
concept:

On average, consumers reported needing assistance 34% of the time. The
breakdown of responses was as follows:

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

0-9% of the time 14%
10-19% of the time 19%

20-29% of the time 20%

30-39% of the time 11%

40-49% of the time 9%
50-59% of the time 10%

60-69% of the time 5%
70-79% of the time 6%

80-89% of the time 3%
90-100% of the time 4%
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5. The Self-Service Paradox

Even more telling, 27.57% of respondents require assistance 50% or more of
the time. For these consumers, the term "self-service" seems to be a misnomer,
as their experience more closely resembles "partial self-service with frequent
staff intervention."

This high rate of required assistance presents a dilemma for businesses
implementing self-service options. The potential benefits in efficiency or cost
savings may be offset by the need for constant employee intervention,
challenging the fundamental premise of self-service technology.

These findings highlight a significant gap between the promise of self-service
and its reality. When consumers require assistance for one-third of their
interactions, it raises questions about the true nature of these "self-service"
systems.

27.57% of respondents need
assistance 50% or more of the
time when using self-service.
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6. The Customer Service Conundrum
Our survey revealed complex implications of self-service options on perceived
customer service quality:

20.4%

27%

15%

24%

13.7%

Significantly improves the
quality of customer service

Slightly improves the quality of
customer service

No effect on the quality of
customer service

Slightly reduces the quality of
customer service

Significantly reduces the
quality of customer service
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6. The Customer Service Conundrum

47.4% believe that self-service
options reduce the quality of
customer service.

28.7% of respondents see an
improvement in service quality
with self-service options.

These findings present a conundrum for businesses implementing self-service
technologies. While 28.7% of respondents see an improvement in service quality,
a larger proportion (47.4%) believe that self-service options are detracting from
the quality of customer service they receive.

This disparity highlights a key dilemma in the self-service landscape. While
these technologies are often implemented with the goal of enhancing customer
experience, they appear to be having the opposite effect for a significant
portion of consumers.

These results suggest a gap between the intended impact of self-service
options and their actual effect on customer perceptions. Businesses face the
challenge of reconciling their efficiency goals with the need to maintain and
improve the overall quality of customer service.



7. Bridging the Gap: Consumer Insights for Improvement
When asked what would improve their self-checkout experiences, respondents
provided insights that could help bridge the gap between current
implementations and consumer needs:

These responses highlight several areas where current self-service
implementations are falling short of consumer expectations. The top requests -
more staff assistance and more reliable technology - point to fundamental
gaps in the current self-service model.

0% 20% 40%
Want more staƙ to help with issues 45%

Desire technology that doesn't have errors 39%

Would like more self-checkout stations 32%

Want cleaner self-checkout stations 15%

Need paper stocked to print receipts 11%

Would benefit from clearer instructions on using self-checkout 10%
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7. Bridging the Gap: Consumer Insights for Improvement
The desire for more self-checkout stations (32.4%) suggests that when
implemented well, these options can meet consumer needs. However, this must
be balanced against the clear demand for human assistance and technological
reliability.

These insights present both a challenge and an opportunity for businesses. By
addressing these specific concerns, companies have the potential to
significantly improve the self-service experience and better align it with
consumer expectations.

32.4% want more self-checkout
stations, but also need better staff
support and reliable technology.



Recommendations

Reassess Self-Service Strategies: Brands need to seriously reevaluate their
push towards self-service options. The data suggests these systems are not
delivering the promised benefits to consumers.

Prioritize Choice: Maintain both self-service and traditional service options.
Let customers choose based on their preferences and the complexity of their
transactions.

Invest in Reliability: If self-service options are to be offered, they must work
consistently. The current rate of technical errors is unacceptable.

Staff Adequately: Self-service should not mean no service. Ensure sufficient
staff are available to assist promptly when issues arise.

Given the significant issues uncovered by this study, brands should consider the
following recommendations:
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Improve User Interface: Invest in intuitive, user-friendly interfaces that
minimize the need for assistance or instructions.

Regular Maintenance: Ensure self-service stations are clean, well-stocked, and
in good working order. Basic maintenance issues should not be impacting the
customer experience.

Gather Real Feedback: Implement robust systems for collecting and acting on
customer feedback about self-service experiences. Be prepared to make
significant changes based on this feedback.

Measure True Efficiency: Look beyond simple metrics like transaction speed.
Consider factors like error rates, frequency of required assistance, and impact
on overall customer satisfaction.

Rethink Staff Roles: If self-service options are used, redirect staff to roles that
add value to the customer experience, rather than simply reducing headcount.

Be Prepared to Reverse Course: If self-service options are consistently failing
to meet customer needs or improve the overall experience, be willing to remove
them in favor of traditional service models.
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The Self-Service Dilemma: Bridging the Gap
The findings of this study highlight the complex dilemmas facing businesses
investing in self-service technologies. Our research reveals significant gaps
between the purported benefits of these systems and the experiences reported
by consumers.

While brands have enthusiastically adopted self-service options, promoting
increased efficiency and improved customer experience, our data paints a more
nuanced picture. We see consumers grappling with technology issues, lack of
assistance, and concerns about service quality. The promise of self-service -
speed, convenience, and efficiency - often seems at odds with the reality
experienced by many customers.

The high frequency of required employee intervention in self-service
transactions is particularly noteworthy. When customers need assistance for a
third of their interactions, it raises questions about the true efficiency of these
systems. Moreover, the impact on perceived service quality suggests that
current self-service implementations may be creating new challenges in
customer relationships.
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The Self-Service Dilemma: Bridging the Gap
For businesses, these findings call for a careful reevaluation of self-service
strategies. The potential benefits must be weighed against the risk of customer
dissatisfaction and the gaps between promised and delivered experiences. It's
crucial to question whether current self-service implementations truly align with
customer needs and preferences.

Moving forward, businesses must work to bridge the gaps identified in this
study. This may involve refining the mix of service options, substantially
improving self-service technologies, or in some cases, reconsidering the role of
traditional service models. The key is to align service strategies more closely
with actual customer experiences and preferences.

Ultimately, the self-service landscape presents both opportunities and
challenges. As our study shows, there are significant gaps between the
expectations set by self-service technologies and the realities experienced by
consumers. Addressing these gaps - not by simply expanding self-service
options, but by thoughtfully aligning them with customer needs - is the key
challenge facing businesses.

The path forward lies in carefully balancing technology and human touch to
create genuinely satisfying customer experiences. Only by acknowledging and
addressing the dilemmas exposed in this study can businesses hope to
successfully navigate the complex landscape of modern customer service.
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Uncover the true experiences of your customers and bridge the gap
between your service strategy and their expectations. 

Don't let the self-service dilemma
impact your business.

Let us help you gather actionable insights that will align your technology
investments with your customers' needs and preferences, ensuring your self-

service options truly enhance the customer experience.

Contact A Closer Look today to explore our
comprehensive range of customer experience

measurement tools. 


