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Introduction
Now more than ever, service teams are facing new challenges on how to best serve 
their customers. With much of the world shifting to remote workforces, we have found 
that some organisations are changing the way they employ self-service, while others 
have yet to use it or have not found self-service the most effective way to support their 
customers. 

This report will look at organisations self-service strategies, how successful they have 
been in terms of uptake, benefits realised, and in comparison with the expectations of 
respondents without self-service, and how service desks believe their strategy could be 
improved. We will also look at the experiences of service desks without self-service 
portals and compare the perceived and realised benefits of self-service. 

Between July and August 2020, the Self-Service Strategy survey was sent to a wide 
variety of service desk professionals, from both public and private sector service desks 
and a large range of organisation sizes.
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Respondent Demographics
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In an interesting outcome, equal proportions of respondents offer their customers 
email, telephony, and self-service channels. Further analysis of the data showed 
that the majority of respondents offered all three, a significant proportion offered 
a combination of two of these three channels, and a handful offered telephony 
or self-service only, or either of these in combination with another channel 
such as in-person or social media. 

The data showed that 77% of respondents with a self-service portal also offer email 
as a communication channel. Offering email as a channel to your customers can be 
problematic, as it is unstructured, time-consuming, and there can be a lot of back 
and forth with the customer to ensure you have all the necessary information to log 
a ticket. Self-service, on the other hand, can resolve some of these issues as it allows 
you to gather all necessary information in one go, minimising the number of contacts 
per ticket, and reducing the time it takes to resolve an incident. Having said this, it 
can be difficult to change customer behaviour from using email to using self-service, 
therefore using the channels in tandem to allow customers the choice may be 
beneficial for customer experience, though tactical effort should be put towards 
reminding customers to use self-service if they can.

Respondent Demographics

67%

37%

17%

Internal customers/employees

External –B2B customers

External –B2C customers

How would you describe your customers?

91%

91%

91%

52%

20%

12%

7%

5%

Email

Phone call

Self-service portal

In person

Live Chat

Social media

SMS

Other

Which of the following channels do you offer your customers?

If we compare this graph to a similar question in our latest Benchmarking report, 
we can see consistency, which adds weight to this dataset. 
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With Self-Service 

How long has your self-service offering been in place?

21%

40%

22%

17%

<1 year

1-3y ears

4-6y ears

>6y ears

By percentage, how do requests come into your service team(s)? 

It is important to note that the raw data showed large ranges in proportion for each 
channel. The above data shows the average distribution for each channel, 
and the table on the right shows a further analysis into the data for email, phone, 
and self-service. Channel distribution for service desks will vary depending on several 
factors, including what channels are available, what capabilities a self-service tool has, 
and your customers’ preferences, which is important to understand if you are a service 
desk professional comparing your performance.

Knowing the length of time a communication or support channel has been in place 
is important to understand how established the tool is. As we can see, the largest 
proportion of respondents have had their tool between 1 and 3 years, with another 
39% having their self-service offering in place for 4 or more years. 

Just over 20% have had their 
tool in place for less than a 
year, therefore these service 
desks may not have had time 
to achieve significant success 
with their tool, in comparison 
to those who have had 
a self-service tool for 
several years. 
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With Self-Service

As well as allowing customers to log incidents without needing to contact the service 
desk directly, self-service can enable customers to submit requests. More mature 
self-service offerings will be linked to a CMDB in order to show customers the items 
they are entitled to; for example, if a customer is requesting a new laptop, when 
submitting a request via self-service, they will be presented with the available models. 

A manager may have different options to an analyst, and the options the self-service 
tool offers can reflect this. However, we can see that on average, only 25% of requests 
come in via self-service. Service desks may be missing out on significant savings in 
time, efficiency, and support costs and could focus more on encouraging customers to 
use self-service where possible.

Of course, there may be reasons why customers prefer to use other channels to log 
requests. For example, the self-service portal simply may not have the correct 
capability, or the interface is clunky and not user friendly. These types of factors can 
negatively impact the customer experience and result in the customer not using the 
self-service portal in the future. If this is the experience of the majority of customers you 
attempt to use the portal, their negative perception of the tool can lead to long-term 
effects on uptake despite improvement efforts or marketing of the tool.

Typically, we see the largest percentage of contacts to the service desk coming in via 
telephony. This question looks specifically at requests, and interestingly, email is the 
most used method of contact for this purpose. Having said this, telephony is not far 
behind, reaching 36% of requests logged on average.

Please indicate all the ways in which your organisation uses self-service. 

92%

29%

10%

For internal customers/employees

For B2B customers

For external customers

For B2C customers

31%

Despite the proportion of respondents who have had their self-service tool in place 
for a significant length of time, only 27% of respondents believe their tool to be very 
mature, with a further 29% believing their tool is mid-level in maturity. Further analysis 
of the data showed that there was not much correlation between the length of time 
a tool had been in place and how mature respondents felt the tool is. For example, 
many of the respondents whose tool has been in place for 6 years felt their maturity 
was mid-level, whereas there were a few who have had their in place for less than 
a year who felt theirs was very mature. This is a noteworthy observation, and it would 
be interesting to understand the reasons behind these responses.
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How comprehensive is your self-service portal?

27%

29%

44%

Very Mature –customers 
can do almost anything 
they want via our self-
service portal

Middling –customers
can do some things, but
not others

Not Very Mature –
customers have a very 
limited range of options

Despite the proportion of respondents who have had their self-service tool in place for 
a significant length of time, only 27% of respondents believe their tool to be very 
mature, with a further 29% believing their tool is mid-level in maturity. 

Further analysis of the data showed that there was not much correlation between the 
length of time a tool had been in place and how mature respondents felt the tool is. 

For example, many of the respondents whose tool has been in place for 6 years felt 
their maturity was mid-level, whereas there were a few who have had their in place for 
less than a year who felt theirs was very mature. This is a noteworthy observation, 
and it would be interesting to understand the reasons behind these responses. 

Has your approach to using self-service been successful?

45%

10%

45%
Yes

No

Mixed results

Positively, we can see that only 10% of respondents have been unsuccessful with 
self-service. Further analysis of the data showed that the majority of respondents in 
this group also indicated that their tool was not very mature, though the length of time 
the tool had been in place varied. Perhaps with further development of the tool, 
reviewing the self-service strategy, and involving customers in a continual 
improvement journey, these service desks will be able to succeed with self-service.

A significant proportion of respondents who answered that their approach has been 
successful also specified that their tool was very mature, though again, the length of 
time their tool had been in place varied. Respondents who specified they have had 
mixed results tended to have stated their tool is either not very mature or mid-level.

With Self-Service
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There are several aspects of IT support that a self-service tool can perform, the most 
common of which, according to this data, is service request logging. By empowering 
customers to log their own service requests, service desk staff time is freed up, and 
if the process is automated, the time to fulfil service requests can be reduced as the 
request can bypass human intervention. However, as we saw previously, only 25% of 
requests on average are logged via self-service. Service desks may be missing out 
on significant savings in time, cost, and efficiency by not fully utilising their self-service 
tool and encourage customers to use the portal.

A slightly smaller proportion of respondents highlighted that their tool allows 
customers to log support tickets, which again, can help to free up service desk time 
and allow them to focus on resolution rather than logging tickets on behalf of 
customers. We can also see that 65% of respondents’ self-service portals 
link to a knowledge base. 

Depending on how mature the tool is, it is possible to integrate the knowledge base 
and suggest articles to customers based on the information they give when logging 
a ticket. For example, if they are trying to log a ticket for a connectivity issue, the portal 
can automatically search the knowledge base and suggest corresponding articles to 
the customer to encourage them to see if they can fix the issue themselves before 
logging a ticket with IT support.

What core areas do you have/use within your self-service portal?

85%

79%

65%

4%

Service Requests

Support Tickets for Issues, Problems, etc

Knowledge Base

Other

With Self-Service
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What, if anything, do you think your self-service strategy lacks?

56%

38%

35%

35%

10%

10%

17%

Quality Knowledge Base articles for
customers to find their own answers

Customer input/feedback improvement loops

Lack of marketing awareness

Easy way for customers to submit a request
to the right service team

Portal brand alignment

Not easily accessible

Other

The majority of respondents identified that their self-service strategy lacks quality 
knowledge base articles, and interestingly, further analysis of the research showed that 
half of these respondents actually have a knowledge base in place within their portal. 
These respondents seem to understand the importance of a well-established 
knowledge base and recognise that their knowledge base requires improvement. 
These insights are invaluable in terms of continual improvement and should be fed into 
feedback loops to ensure improvements are actioned.

38% believe their self-service strategy could be improved with customer feedback 
loops. Continual improvement is vital for any support team and should be 
embedded in the culture of the support function. In terms of self-service tools, it is 
important to start small and expand in order to ensure the tool is developed to fit the 
needs of the service desk and customers rather than starting too ambitiously and 
having flaws throughout the tool. The feedback customers may give for the tool, 
including what they would like to see in the system, difficulties they have using it, 
and, equally as important, why they have chosen to use another channel instead 
of self-service, will be exceptionally valuable when looking 
for improvements to the system. 

Marketing a self-service portal is vital to achieving success. Therefore, to try and drive 
more traffic towards self-service instead of alternative communication channels, such 
as telephony or email, the service desk should market the portal to its customer base. 
It can be difficult to change customer behaviours, but this can be done with consistent 
messaging via IVR, emails, social media, or collaboration tools, such as an 
intranet. 35% of respondents highlighted that their strategy would benefit from better 
marketing awareness, and in doing so, service desks should see a tangible 
improvement in self-service uptake.

35% of respondents highlighted that their self-service strategy could be improved with 
an easy way for customers to submit a request to the right service team. This could 
indicate that these respondents require an enterprise service management tool which 
can be integrated with other areas of the business, thereby providing customers with 
a one-stop-shop for logging requests regardless of whether it is for IT, 
HR, Finance, and so on.

With Self-Service
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Is your portal integrated with other business functions 
to reduce the impact of siloed working?

33%

36%

31%

Yes

No

We do with some
department ut not
others

Following on from the previous point, we can see that the majority of respondents' 
self-service tool is integrated with at least some other business functions. Creating this 
streamlined approach between departments can improve the customer experience, 
as they only need to access one portal, it can also improve visibility and 
communication across an organisation, improve efficiency, and reduce siloed 
working. It can also reduce costs, and different departments will not need to 
implement and maintain their own tool.

With Self-Service

s b
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Have you implemented any of the following in your self-service portal?

59%

38%

24%

26%

44%

49%

15%

18%

27%

Automated request fulfilment for e.g. ordering
new hardware or software

Chat directly with a “real” person

Bots for intelligent self help

Yes No No, but we plan to

Most respondents identified that their self-service tool has automated request 
fulfilment, which, as mentioned earlier, has significant benefits for the service desk and 
customers. Further analysis of the data showed that respondents who have automated 
fulfilment integration did not necessarily achieve higher requests logged through the 
self-service portal. This is interesting to note, as presumably, it would be more 
time-efficient for customers to log the request via self-service rather than wait for the 
steps to be manually actioned. Service desks with low self-service uptake should look 
to understand why customers are not using the portal and whether the service desk 
can make changes to improve uptake.

38% of respondents specified that they have a live chat functionality built within their 
self-service portal. Should the self-service tool not have the functionality the customer 
requires, by having a seamless integration with a chat capability, the customer does 
not need to leave the portal in order to seek out the help they need. This can have a 
positive impact on the customer experience of the portal because even though they 
were not able to use the tool for what they wanted, it was not a wasted interaction as 
the customer can still log their ticket with the service desk. Furthermore, this allows the 
service desk to see what functionality the self-service portal is missing, so they can 
factor that into continual improvement efforts.

We also mentioned earlier the ability to integrate the knowledge base with the 
self-service portal and the automated recommendation of articles based on the 
information the customer supplies when logging a ticket. According to this data, 
24% of respondents’ have this capability integrated in their self-service tool, with 
a further 27% looking to implement it in the future.

With Self-Service
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It is positive to see the majority of respondents realising reduced call volumes as a 
result of their self-service tool. Self-service is one of several tools which can benefit a 
Shift Left initiative, which has become a common term throughout the industry. Shift 
Left theorises the use of knowledge and tools to allow work to shift to lower levels of the 
support structure, i.e. typical first-line tasks are taken on by customers, via self-service 
tools, for example, freeing first-line staff up to take on typical second-line tasks, and 
so on. This can have a range of benefits for the service desk, from freeing up time and 
resources to allow support staff to develop their abilities and take on more valuable 
tasks, to a reduction in calls to the service desk, to cost savings. 

67% of respondents reported to have benefited from better user experience, 49% have 
realised a better perception of the service desk, and 35% have noticed an improved 
relationship with the end-user. Excellent customer experience can build a community 
of customer advocates who can influence and promote new services or processes to 
the business. Fostering an environment where the customer is at the centre of the 
service can also lead to a more meaningful service and happier customers, and this 
can be relayed to the business as an indicator of value and success. Improved 
experience and perception may provide a more balanced view which may be 
representative of the intangible ROI of the service desk, as low costs and increased 
revenue for the business is not necessarily indicative of a valuable and efficient 
service for the customer.

24/7 support, lower cost of support, and increased user productivity are also potential 
benefits of a self-service portal and have been realised by 53%, 42%, and 35% of 
respondents respectively. Each of these are connected, as 24/7 support suggests that 
end-users are able to log tickets or even use self-help outside of service desk hours, 
or it signifies that the service desk does not need to be staffed outside of normal 
working hours, reducing support costs. 24/7 support can also have a positive impact 
on the customer experience and perception of the service desk. 

With Self-Service
What have been the major benefits of self service?

75%

67%

53%

49%

42%

35%

35%

9%

5%

Reduced call volumes

Better user experience

24/7 support

Better perception of the service desk

Lower cost of support

Increased user productivity

Improved relationship with the end user

No discernible benefits

Other
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What data do you measure to monitor the impact of the portal?

71%

52%

35%

29%

19%

10%

8%

17%

2%

Customer satisfaction/feedback

Resolution/Fulfillment speed

Knowledge base views

Call deflection rate

Total cost per contact

Bounce rates

Pages viewed per session

None

Other

Earlier, we saw that 38% of respondents felt their strategy lacked customer input or 
feedback for improvement loops, yet here we see that 71% user customer satisfaction 
or feedback to measure the impact of the portal. Clearly, there is a disconnect 
between using this metric to monitor the portal’s impact and factoring this into 
continual improvement. The feedback that your customers give you is invaluable 
and failing to utilise this to improve the service is a significant oversight, and could 
lead to customers not feeling heard and being put off giving their feedback 
in the future. 

Just over half of respondents use resolution or fulfilment speed to monitor the impact 
of self-service and 29% use call deflection rates. Both can impact cost per contact, 
which is monitored by 29% of respondents, as the less time an analyst spends on 
a ticket, the lower cost will be, and deflecting calls from service desk analysts 
obviously reduces costs as it allows the service desk to deal with resolving tickets 
rather than taking calls.

Knowledge base views and pages viewed per session, as monitored by 35% and 8% of 
respondents respectively, pertains more to self-help, though it is still important in Shift 
Left efforts, reducing contacts to the service desk, and reducing ticket volumes. 

With Self-Service
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Without Self-Service 
It is worth noting that as 91% of respondents identified that they do have a self-service 
portal, the following datasets were based on just 9% of responses, which may not be an 
adequate sample size to accurately reflect the sentiments of the wider industry.

By percentage how do requests come into your service team(s)?

For service desks without a self-service tool, email is the most common way customers 
log requests. In comparison to our previous data, email, in person, and social media 
are used more frequently to log requests in the absence of self-service. Interestingly, 
customers used telephony to log requests less frequently.
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Without Self-Service

Is there a specific reason your service desk does not 
currently have a self-service portal?

44%

22%

22%

11%

11%

11%

We don’t have the technology in current 
service stack

We don’t have the time to configure or 
manage a portal

We don’t see the value

It wouldn’t fit with our customer profile

Already tried and didn’t get desired results

Other

The most common reason respondents gave for not having a self-service tool was that 
they simply did not have the technology. For the best chance of self-service 
success, service desks must have a good technology stack in place which is suitable 
for self-service integration. Without this, the self-service tool may be ineffective and 
inaccessible for customers.
 
SDI research shows that many service desks spend the majority of their time 
firefighting, and while a self-service portal can help to reduce this, it takes the time of 
skilled personnel to implement and maintain a self-service portal. Furthermore, it also 
takes time to train customer and service desk staff on how to use the tool and 
to market the tool to encourage uptake. Therefore, service desks may struggle 
to find time to successfully implement a self-service portal.

11% of respondents do not see the value in a self-service tool, and while there are many 
benefits, these respondents’ organisations may truly not have a need for a self-service 
tool. However, it is advisable to communicate with customers and the rest of the 
business to properly discuss the option, and whether there may be value which was 
not previously understood. Having said this, we can see that 11% identified it would not 
fit their customer profile. Hopefully, this is something which has been properly 
discussed with customer representatives so both parties understand the needs 
and potential value of a self-service tool.

Some respondents specified that they have previously implemented a self-service 
tool and did not get the desired results. It would be interesting to understand how long 
these organisations had the tool in place for and whether they attempted any 
improvement initiatives before scrapping the tool. Self-service, as with many tools 
and technology implementations, is a marathon, not a sprint, and it is important to 
start small and grow the tool through continual improvement to ensure you are 
getting value from the tool and the customer experience of the portal is sufficient 
to improve uptake.
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Do you think your service desk will implement a self-service portal?

56%

0%

22%

0%

22%

Yes, in the next 12 months

Yes, in the next 2 to 3 years

Yes, but there are no plans to

No

Not sure

Positively, the majority of respondents identified that their service desk will implement 
self-service within the next 12 months, with a further 22% believing their service desk will 
do so at some point. As time goes on, more good practice and case studies are being 
developed which can enable service desks to have a better implementation and 
experience of self-service than they may have done previously with limited guidance. 

Without Self-Service
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What benefits do you think your organisation could realise from a self service portal?

56%

56%

56%

56%

44%

33%

11%

11%

Reduced call volumes

Better user experience

Increased user productivity

Improved relationship with the end user

Lower cost of support

24/7 support

Better perception of the service desk

No discernible benefits

Equal proportions of respondents felt they could realise reduced call volumes, better 
user experience, increased user productivity, and an improved relationship with the 
end-user. 24/7 support and perception of the service desk we presumed as a benefit 
by fewer respondents. In comparison to actual realised benefits by respondents with 
a self-service tool, there are some differences. 

Firstly, it is positive to see that reduced call volumes and better user experience are 
recognised as the main benefits of self-service. However, increased user productivity 
and an improved relationship with the end-user were realised by fewer respondents 
with a self-service tool, suggesting these benefits are less likely to be realised, though 
this may depend on your service desk’s goals. The least commonly perceived benefits, 
24/7 support and better perception of the service desk, were identified as actual 
benefits by respondents with a self-service tool, suggesting that the perceived benefits 
of self-service do not necessarily match up with the reality, or the service desks 
without a self-service tool would be less likely to see the benefits they or their 
organisation expect.

Without Self-Service
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Some key responses include:

“I believe that the services will change to accommodate the new way of doing things.”

“In my opinion, self-service should replace the need for first-line support teams. The 
high-load, low-complexity issues should be handled by AI. A more specialised Service 
Desk team would handle the complex issues that require domain expertise.”

“Self-service has a place for the common incidents that can be solved by and 
end-user with simple instruction, but interactive support is key to building relationships 
with your customers”

“I used to think it was here to stay. But since the introduction of the chatbots, it's clear 
that more advanced and relevant things are yet to come. That's why it’s imperative for 
companies to constantly innovate.”

“With more automated and AI solutions, interactions with the customers will be 
increasingly better and seamless, providing something more useful than a simple 
portal.”

Industry Thoughts
Do you have any thoughts on how self-service may look in the future? Will it still be 
relevant alongside more cognitive technologies? Will service desks and customers 
favour more advanced support channels over self-service as time goes on?

There was an interesting mix of responses to this question. Some respondents felt that 
over time, self-service would evolve and become more automated and intuitive 
alongside AI integrations, whereas other felt self-service filled a purpose as it is and 
would still be necessary as not all customers would be comfortable with more 
intelligent communication channels. This sentiment somewhat mirrors how we see 
email and telephony today, where customers who are not comfortable with 
self-service technology would prefer to use these more traditional channels.

Some respondents were more specific with how they felt self-service would change, 
and these comments centred mainly around chatbot integrations where a 
customer would not need to navigate a menu system, for example, but would 
be able to use self-service in a more conversational way. 

It is important that service desk professionals have an awareness of where the industry 
could be heading, and this is especially true when it comes to technology, as this will 
be the main factor which will shape how organisations and IT evolve overtime. 
Understanding where your service desk could be in 5, 10, 15 years can help you to 
prepare now to put you in the best position to develop iteratively over time, rather 
than changes being a shock to the system, which can potentially cause issues with 
the success of the service desk.
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Conclusion
The data from this report has shown some surprising correlation, or lack thereof, 
between certain factors you would expect to show correlation. It is uncertain why this is 
the case, but self-service is not a straight-forward subject, with different organisation 
requiring different capabilities and having varying resources available to dedicate to a 
self-service strategy.

It would be fair to say that, according to this data, self-service is underused by 
customers. Despite the majority of respondents’ self-service tools having automated 
request fulfilment, only a quarter of service requests are logged through self-service, 
on average. Although it is difficult to change customer behaviour, it is important to 
understand why your customers would rather email or phone to log a request, which 
can take longer, rather than opt for the self-service option. 35% of respondents felt 
there was a lack of marketing awareness in their self-service strategy, so it may be as 
simple as customers simply are not aware that they have the option of self-service, or 
do not fully understand the capabilities. Using your other channels to promote 
self-service can encourage customers to use the portal.

Continual improvement and customer feedback are both key to ensuring success with 
self-service, and 38% of respondents felt this was lacking from their strategy. Without 
iterative improvements which take into account customer feedback, self-service tools 
can easily become clunky and difficult to use and may take more time or effort to log a 
ticket than to phone the service desk. The majority of respondents identified that they 
have realised reduced call volumes as a result of self-service. However, if continual 
improvement is not part of your self-service strategy, customers may begin to move 
away from using self-service and return to channels which result in more work for 
service desk staff.

As technology develops, support channels will become more cognitive, thereby 
increasing efficiency, reducing cost, and improving the customer experience. It is 
imperative that organisations understand the need, if there is one, for more mature 
technologies within their business and what steps need to be made to ensure 
implementation is successful. Service desks, IT departments, and the wider 
organisation need to communicate to understand the needs of all parties and how 
self-service fits into this. A solid self-service strategy is key in ensuring not only the 
success of the channel but also its ongoing suitability for the business.
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About
Vivanto

About
SDI
The SDI company mission is to inspire 
service desks to be brilliant. To achieve this 
mission SDI has developed a set of goals by 
which it aims to inspire service desks to:

Embrace: 
To raise the quality of service delivery by 
valuing best practice

Engage: 
To create an inspiring and engaging 
customer experience

Invest: 
To empower their teams to be inspired, take 
action and be better

Shine: 
To demonstrate and deliver exceptional 
business value

SDI sets the globally recognised best 
practice service desk standards that 
provide clear and measurable benchmarks 
for service desk operations and 
professionals. The standards are designed 
to encourage service desks to embrace 
and value best practice in order to raise the 
quality of service delivery.

For more information about SDI please visit  
www.servicedeskinstitute.com

At Vivantio, we provide flexible and 
scalable IT Service Management 
(ITSM) software solutions that enable 
organisations to provide the best 
possible service. Ranging from small and 
medium-sized service desk operations 
to large, multi-site organisations, 
hundreds of companies across the 
globe work with Vivantio to deliver 
service excellence.

The Vivantio Platform offers 
competitively priced cloud-based 
software that is built to grow alongside 
your service desk team. Its customizable 
and intuitive design aligns perfectly with 
ITIL practices, but also remains versatile 
enough to empower service teams 
across an entire company. Our 
in-house and accredited on boarding 
and support teams will ensure that you 
reach your service goals with Vivantio.

To learn more about Vivantio and the 
Vivantio Platform, visit www.vivantio.com.


