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Introduction
The last few months of lockdown and social distancing 
restrictions have meant that firms have needed to find new 
ways of engaging with and supporting their customers. This 
has seen the emergence of new ways of working and a 
new-found appetite for self-service.  Our recent Tech sector 
webinar, hosted by Roland Emmans, Head of Tech Sector at 
HSBC UK, focused on how customer and user experience has 
adapted to a post COVID-19 world.  

Looking at what these often-ill-defined terms mean today and 
what ‘good’ may look like now and in the future, our guest 
speakers were Stewart Smythe, CEO of Ascent Software and 
Stu Dorman, Chief Innovation Officer of Sabio.
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1 What customer experience and user 
experience means and how COVID-19  
has changed experience and expectation

To a large extent, the terms customer experience and user experience are  
interchangeable, and any distinction has actually reduced further during COVID-19. 

The smart organisations are those that have spotted that 
and are joining up the dots, as Dorman explains: “From 
our perspective, CX covers all of the touch points that a 
customer can have with your brand, everything from face 
to face in your retail outlets, through the experience on the 
website, through to how that transitions into the contact 
centre. UX is a subset of CX. It’s the touch point that the 
customer has with your products, website, chatbot or other 
digital properties. At the moment those are often quite 
disjointed, and many organisations have different teams 
looking at different aspects of the customer journey. We 
see a huge opportunity for companies to create a much 
more joined up customer journey that’s less fragmented, 
more personalised and that delivers a much more cohesive 
experience across all of the different aspects of the user 
journey.”

COVID-19 has had a profound impact on those ingrained 
customer journeys and experiences and many organisations 
have been struggling to keep pace. 

We see a huge 
opportunity for 
companies to 
create a much 
more joined 
up customer 
journey.”

Stu Dorman,  
Chief Innovation 
Officer, Sabio.

 “The ability to interact with your customers physically has 
largely diminished and so the prominence and the profile 
of how you can achieve the same or an improved level of 
customer experience digitally has gone up in everyone’s 
priority list,” says Smythe. “Deep brand loyalties are being 
tested at the moment by organisations who cannot give their 
customers, who might have been loyal for many years, the 
same level of experience in a digital way compared to how 
they might have delivered it in a number of different ways 
previously.” 

COVID-19 has certainly pushed customer service up the 
agenda in Dorman’s experience. “Historically, the contact 
centre would have been seen as a cost centre; all of a 
sudden it’s the front line for customer engagement, and from 
executives to board level, people are paying more attention 
to it. It is increasingly seen as a strategic asset. ”
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2 Streamlining the internal and 
external customer experience

The pandemic changed the way we all lived, worked and engaged 
with organisations and forced many, previously reluctant, users to 
embrace technology more than ever before – whether that’s banking 
or grocery shopping online or even using digital contactless payments. 

Organisations have had to adapt to meet the needs of both 
these digitally naïve customers and the digital natives more 
familiar with that type of engagement. It’s required broad 
spectrum thinking. 

Added to the mix has been internal users whose way of 
working has shifted overnight. “From a customer facing 
perspective we’re thinking about how we can design 
experiences in a friendly way for those individuals who 
haven’t historically had the confidence to engage through 
digital channels,” says Dorman. “We are also seeing an 
increased focus on designing tools for contact centre agents 
who have found themselves working from home with smaller 
screens and that need information at their fingertips to 
engage with customers in a friendly and informed way as 
well as resolving their enquiries as quickly and efficiently as 
possible.”

That shift has also led to greater collaboration, moving 
responsibility for digital change solely from IT into the remit 
of traditionally more customer-centred areas of business, 
says Smythe. “We probably spend three or four times 
as long now on the design and the user experience and 
customer experience elements of the projects up front, 
working with people who feel really on the hook for the 
brand or the customer experience than we would have done 
previously. That work previously would have been given to 
someone in the tech domain, whereas now it is the person 
who is the non-technical brand experience or consumer 
person in the organisation who wants to be heavily involved 
up front.” 

It’s a recognition, he continues that, “if you’re an ambitious 
business and you want to keep all your customers and all 
your colleagues it’s about the experience you give them and 
making their lives easier.”
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3 The drive to make customer 
experiences friction-free

While the desire to remove friction from customer experience has long been 
an ambition, the rapid shift necessitated by lockdown led many customers 
to accept self-service options that were perhaps sub-optimal. 

That’s certainly not an opportunity for businesses to become 
complacent, according to our speakers. “I think that’s a really 
short-term phenomenon, which competition will sort out,” 
says Smythe. “The relationship between a business and its 
customers is all up for grabs, based on can they digitally 
interact with them and make it all super easy for people.”

Across all sectors, moves to create a friction-free journey are 
stepping up, and technology is the great enabler. Dominos, 
for example, took 60 per cent of its orders in the US through 
its app last year. With this, comes increasing customer 
expectation, driving demand for more seamless interactions 
and that in turn is encouraging organisations to push the 
envelope further. As Smythe points out, “friction free is now 
simply the bar against which all of our outputs have to be set.”

Dorman highlights the need for businesses to focus on 
the entire customer journey, starting even before the initial 
interaction. “We’re doing some really cool stuff with Google 
at the moment to try to embed service directly into the 
Google search, either in the search window or in maps, to 
allow people to initiate a messaging interaction straight from 
the search, have a conversation with the AI then escalate 
into the call centre if needed or ideally try and switch that 
customer into one of the existing digital assets such as a 
transactional chat bot or website,” he explains.  

He points to a missing link in the ability to track the customer 
journey when a contact leaves the website and turns to 
human-assisted contact. “Joining those things together is 
a real art. Not many people are doing that very well at the 
moment, but it’s an opportunity to really differentiate.”

Dorman suggests using AI to monitor people’s activity and 
anticipate their needs. “The analogy that I often use is to start 
thinking about your website like you would a retail outlet 
where your employees on the shop floor will constantly be 
looking around and trying to figure out whether a customer 
needs help, whether they’re just browsing, or whether they’re 
trying to find a price or a particular department. You can use 
technology to observe customers browsing your website 
in the same way. Machine learning can be used to predict 
which customers can be left to help themselves and which 
need a helping hand as well as which channel to offer. If 
it’s a high value sales enquiry you may want to nudge the 
customer towards the telephone by making the number more 
prominent. For service you may decide to offer a virtual agent.

“Using technology to drive that interaction in personalising 
the journey, in the way that you would do in the physical 
world, is a great opportunity, particularly with this new cohort 
of people coming online that don’t have that experience and 
need that safety net.”
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4 Top tips for creating better 
customer and user experiences

1
Stop thinking about interacting with 
your customers through five or six 
distinct channels – there’s only one 
overarching way a business can 
compete and drive brand recognition 
and customer experience, and that 
is digital.

2
Start with the data and the insight 
that provides about your business 
and customers and then move on to 
the more pragmatic improvements 
you can make.

3
Have an ambition for total 
consistency between how you’re 
physically interacting and digitally 
interacting. That means ensuring 
your culture, training and recruitment 
are all focused on competence and 
culture in those areas.

4
Don’t try and boil the ocean. Start 
small and iterate and learn and 
be prepared to fail. Try and deliver 
change in small bite sized chunks.

5
Don’t be scared of AI. The big 
AI boys, your Googles and 
Amazons and so on have got 
all the capabilities and they’ve 
democratised it to the point now 
where it’s actually much easier for 
any organisation to deploy very 
quickly and cost effectively. Just 
think about it as another technology 
and focus more on what you can do 
with it.  

6
Make sure you’re able to join the 
dots together, paying attention to the 
design both with the entire customer 
journey, but equally again that you 
deliver that experience through to 
your staff.
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 Summary
“Digital is not one of many channels, it is the channel and 
organisations need to engage much more deeply with 
the opportunities it presents,” says Emmans. COVID-19 
has accelerated many of the trends that we already saw 
emerging and has highlighted gaps that businesses need 
to plug in order to survive and thrive in the world we’re 
now part of. As Smythe says, “It’s a really exciting time for 
everyone to become more competitive. In this digital world, 
there will never be an easier time to win or lose a customer 
than in the next 12 or 24 months.” 

Businesses should prioritise ensuring their customer journeys 
are joined-up, using data and the insights that provides 
to create friction-free customer and user experiences. 
“Consistency is really important and reviewing, renewing 
or even creating a good digital strategy could be a real 
advantage for businesses now and in the future,” concludes 
Emmans. 

It’s a really 
exciting time 
for everyone to 
become more 
competitive. 
In this digital 
world, there 
will never be 
an easier time 
to win or lose a 
customer than 
in the next 12 
or 24 months.”

Stuart Smythe, CFO, 
Ascent Software





If you would like to discuss any of the topics raised  
here, please contact the Tech Sector team directly:

Roland Emmans, Head of Tech Sector
Email: roland.j.emmans@hsbc.com 
Tel: +44 (0) 7387 245 202

Or speak to your local Relationship Director.

https://www.business.hsbc.uk/corporate/technology
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