
Exploring the impact of AI on
the telecoms customer journey
Qualitative research report

September 2026



September 2026 CLASSIFICATION: CONFIDENTIAL

C
on

te
nt

s
Overview of research

Summary of findings 

The context shaping attitudes towards AI in telecoms

Spontaneous attitudes towards the use of AI at different stages 
of the telecoms customer journey

Responses to current and potential use cases for customer-facing 
AI in telecoms markets

The desired role of providers and regulators

Case studies



01
Overview of research



September 2026 CLASSIFICATION: CONFIDENTIAL

Why we did the research 

Research background

In the telecoms and pay TV sectors, Ofcom works to ensure customers can navigate the 
market with confidence and are treated fairly. Where customers are engaging with the 
market via AI tools, new questions might arise about how to protect them and ensure they 
benefit from the deployment of AI. 

In a telecoms context, AI tools could change how people buy, interact with customer 
services, and leave or change their contract. AI tools are now available to people to help 
them interact with the market. Research was required to explore the role of AI in the 
telecoms sector, and what benefits and risks AI potentially brings.

As a result, this research sought to explore current understanding and experiences of AI 
tools in the telecoms customer journeys including answering questions such as: 
 What role does AI play? 
 Where does it help? 
 How does it hinder? 
 How might its role change in the future?

Key research objectives:

This research sought to:

Explore consumers’ and SMEs’ understanding, attitudes and experiences 
of AI tools in the telecoms customer journey.

Identify where (or whether) AI use in telecoms is unique, and how it 
compares to AI tools in other sectors/customer journeys.

Explore how perceptions are likely to evolve in the next 12 months and 
beyond.
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Overview of research approach

35 x 1-hour online depth interviews

Depths took place from 16th March – 10th April 2026.
 10 with mainstream consumers
 15 with telecoms decision makers in small to medium-sized businesses (SMEs)
 10 with participants who may have additional needs or requirements 

These were conducted across the nations
 15 in England
 7 in each of Scotland and Wales
 6 in Northern Ireland 

Included a mix of locations in each nation, gender, ages, socioeconomic group.

They were also recruited to include a mix of:
 Telecoms engagement including those who have switched or are planning to switch 

providers in the past/next 6 months; those who have contacted at least one of their 
providers in the past 3 months for reasons other than switching; those who have not had 
any contact with any of their providers in the past 12 months

 AI use, from non-users (do not use and would not consider using AI), low users (use AI 
a few times a month or haven’t used yet but would consider using AI); medium users 
(use AI a few times a week); heavy users (use AI daily).

13 x 1.5-hour online focus groups

(5-6 participants per group)

Groups took place from 30th March – 17th April 2026.

Ten focus groups with mainstream consumers, including:
 4 in England; 2 in each of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
 3 with 18–24-year-olds; 4 with 25–55-year-olds; 3 with 56–75-year-olds
 3 with ‘heavy’ AI users (use AI daily); 4 with ‘medium’ AI users (use AI a few times a 

week); 3 with ‘low/non’ AI users (have used AI a few times or not at all)

In each group, there were a mix of locations in each nation, gender, and socioeconomic 
group. 

Three focus groups with telecoms decision makers in small and medium-sized 
businesses:
 1 with sole traders and microbusinesses (0-10 employees)
 1 with small businesses (11-49 employees)
 1 with medium businesses (50-249 employees)

SME groups included a mix of nations, genders and AI use (including heavy, medium and 
low/no users).

Mainstream consumer and SME groups also included participants with mixed levels 
of telecoms engagement including those who have switched or are planning to switch 
providers in the past/next 6 months; those who have contacted at least one of their providers 
in the past 3 months for reasons other than switching; those who have not had any contact 
with any of their providers in the past 12 months.
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All participants were recruited to take part in a pre-task activity prior to the focus 
groups and interviews taking place:

Mainstream consumer and SME 
participants completed a digital pre-task 
containing 2-3 stages (see right).

Each ‘stage’ involved a short survey which 
included a mix of open and closed questions 
to get participants warmed up and starting to 
think about the topic ahead of the research 
sessions.

Moderators used the answers provided 
during the interviews and focus groups as 
background on the individual participant, and 
as prompts when needed.

Stage and 
timing:

Stage content and purpose Who completed this stage

Stage 1: 20 
minutes

Explore previous and current experience 
of AI (questions were adapted for AI users 
and non-users)

Mainstream consumers and 
SME participants 

Stage 2: 20 
minutes

Explore attitudes toward, and perceptions 
of AI, including its potential role in 
telecoms. 

Mainstream consumers and 
SME participants 

Stage 3: 20 
minutes

Complete a short ‘mission’ to understand 
perceptions, attitudes and behaviours 
in a telecoms setting.

Mainstream consumers

For the mission task, the consumer sample was split in two; half completed a Version A and half completed Version B. While many of the sample had 
some exposure to AI, outside of those specifically recruited for their AI telecoms use (33 total participants), few had used it in a telecoms context before 
taking part in this research

Version A: Participants were asked to imagine that they were thinking about switching to a new mobile provider. Using an AI tool of their choice, they 
were asked to gather and compare relevant information about potential alternative providers ensuring they asked at least 3 follow-up questions to dig 
deeper into the scenario.

Version B: Participants were asked to imagine that their internet service was dropping in and out and they want to find out why. Using an AI tool of their 
choice, they were asked to explore possible reasons for the interruption and potential steps to rectify the issue, ensuring they asked at least 3 follow-up 
questions to dig deeper into the scenario.

Participants with additional 
needs or requirements were 
sent a different version of the 
pre-task by email. 

The email pre-task was 
designed to ensure these 
participants felt appropriately 
prepared to come to the depth 
interview and discuss their 
experiences with AI, including in 
relation to telecoms.

For AI users, the task included 6 
core questions covering what 
tools they used most often; what 
they used AI for and why; 
experiences of using AI in a 
telecoms setting; the benefits 
and drawbacks of AI, and future 
expectations.

For non-AI users, the task 
included 4 core questions, 
covering what has stopped them 
from using AI; if they have ever 
tried to use AI; their desire (or 
not) to use AI in the future and 
how they felt about AI generally.
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Participants were shown five potential AI use cases in telecoms
C U R R E N T  U S E  C A S E S  

U S E  C A S E  1

An AI virtual assistant from a 
telecoms provider:
1a. To address initial user 

questions/queries
1b. To respond to issues and 

complaints

U S E  C A S E  2

An AI virtual assistant from a 
telecoms provider that can 
support customers who may 
need extra help:
2a. Reactive support 
2b. Proactive support

U S E  C A S E  3

An AI virtual assistant
from a third-party:
 To address user 

questions/queries

F U T U R E  F A C I N G  U S E  C A S E S  

U S E  C A S E  4

AI agents from third parties that 
handle tasks for you:
 Third-party AI agent acting 

on consumers’ behalf

U S E  C A S E  5

AI agents acting on behalf 
of telecoms providers:
 AI agent from a telecoms 

provider proactively 
interacting with consumers

Stimulus material was adapted for different sample groups including specific examples and a streamlined set of use cases for small to medium-sized enterprises, and consumers 
requiring an alternative approach. See Section 4 of this report for more detail on the use cases shared with participants.
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Participants were also shown three key definitions during the research. 

The definition of AI was shared before exploring any of the use cases, whilst definitions of AI virtual assistants and AI agents were shared 
before exploring use cases 4 and 5:

Definition of Artificial Intelligence 

AI is a computer program/system that can provide 
information, help make decisions or give advice. You give 
it information or questions, and it uses that to provide 
answers, suggestions and recommendations. 
Some AI systems can learn and improve over time, 
while others only follow the rules they are given 
(i.e. they are pre-programmed to answer in 
a certain way).

Definition of AI virtual assistants

 Can talk to and help you (by voice or text).
 You can ask it questions and it can provide answers, 

ideas and information. 
 It helps you in that moment.

Definition of AI agents

 Can complete tasks for you.
 You can give it a task or goal, and it can work 

through the steps and take action. 
 It can go off and get things done without you.

The research also distinguished between ‘Provider AI tools’ (AI-enabled tools used, integrated or operated by telecoms providers. These include tools supplied by 3rd parties 
that are embedded within telecoms providers' existing systems) and ‘Third-party AI tools (AI-enabled tools operated independently by external [third-party] providers).
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Positive views on practical benefits of AI were accompanied by concerns about 
trustworthiness and the impact on society

Overall, while participants recognised some practical benefits of AI in everyday 
contexts, positive views coexisted with concerns about the broader societal 
consequences of AI. This also influenced how they viewed AI in a telecoms setting.

Many participants could see potential benefits of AI in their everyday lives, and in a telecoms 
context. The key perceived benefits centred around:
 Saving time, effort and for some, money.
 Using AI as a tool to research and gather information. 

Third-party AI platforms such as ChatGPT and Copilot were becoming the new search 
engine for many. Using AI to research and compare telecoms deals and providers was the 
main telecoms-related use case at present.

That said, positive views about the practical benefits of AI were often tempered by a 
combination of concerns about:
 The societal impacts of AI such as the potential for job losses, caution about how AI 

platforms use personal data and the potential for AI to enable the spread of 
misinformation.

 Poor legacy experiences of provider chatbots (both in and out of telecoms contexts). 

The research suggested that the practical use of AI, whether voluntary or out of necessity, 
was likely to continue at pace even if wider discomfort with some aspects of AI persisted. 

In light of wider societal concerns and legacy experiences of chatbots, there were five 
criteria that participants said mattered as to whether they trusted AI. These criteria 
were based on participants’ perceptions and assumptions about what happens behind 
the scenes rather than direct knowledge or expertise.
 Data use – whether AI was using personal data safely and responsibly.
 Profit motives – whether profit is being prioritised over customer interests
 Human control – whether the human user or AI was in control. 
 Information accuracy – whether the information AI generates is accurate. 
 Quality of the technology – how good the AI will be in meeting the user's needs.

As well as these trust criteria, the benefits of AI were felt to depend on several factors 
including:
 Technological competence: AI was not seen as perfect or flawless; some participants 

had experienced AI ‘getting it wrong’.
 User skills: AI outputs were seen as partly dependent on the quality of the user input, 

meaning it was only as effective as the questions being asked of it.
 The human equivalent was often assumed to be superior to AI: ‘good’ AI was judged 

against an ‘idealised’ version of human customer service which many felt it would 
struggle to match.

Overall, infrequent AI users were the most sceptical about AI and needed more convincing 
on the benefits of AI in a telecoms setting; medium users wanted more experience with AI 
and could see it as playing an inevitable role in the future; whilst regular AI users were both 
more enthusiastic about its potential and most aware of its limitations.
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AI was most accepted for basic tasks and researching options in telecoms but there were 
reservations for handling more complex issues or acting as an agent or decision maker 

Spontaneous acceptance of AI for consumer use and/or 
customer support varied at different points in the 
telecoms journey.

Use of AI was most accepted in relation to initial research 
and dealing with basic tasks and questions. AI was 
challenged most in relation to negotiating, decision making 
and dealing with complex issues or complaints.

Acceptance of AI also depended on if the AI was from a 
third-party or provider. 

Third party platforms were currently trusted to be more 
independent and to work in the users' interests, whilst 
provider AI was trusted more in terms of use of personal 
data and accuracy of information available to it. 

Acceptability of AI in telecoms for consumer usage and/or 
customer support varied amongst mainstream consumers 
often dependent on current levels of AI adoption, age and 
sometimes occupation.

For those requiring additional support, the diversity and 
complexity of their needs meant that most emphasised the 
importance of choice between AI and a human agent 

Small and medium-sized businesses demanded higher 
levels of human interaction as telecoms services were often 
felt to be more business-critical.

Benefits and concerns relating to different use cases 
varied depending on the role AI played. 

Participants were relatively comfortable and receptive to AI 
playing a central or leading assistance role in some 
telecoms contexts. These were:
1. Providing information
2. Answering basic questions 
3. A first line of response when issues arose (e.g. 

triaging an issue so the customer is sent to the right 
person for support)

Participants were more concerned about AI across a range 
of areas. These were when AI was:
1. Acting as an agent 
2. Handling more significant or complex issues
3. Making proactive judgements about complex user 

needs 
4. Making decisions or negotiating without human 

involvement.

In these contexts, reassurance was needed that there was 
always an option to access a human agent.

Participants were keen to see ‘guardrails’ when 
considering the future role of AI in telecoms; five 
common principles emerged. 

Participants felt that someone in a position of authority, 
which for most was the providers and regulators, needed to 
focus on five key areas when considering the future role of 
AI in a telecoms context. These were: 
1) Ensuring the human user is always in control
2) Having a clear choice of channel
3) Ensuring safeguards are in place to protect the user 

and their data
4) Being transparent around the role of AI and its output
5) Inclusivity in terms of ensuring everyone’s needs are 

met appropriately.

Irrespective of the current pace of AI development, 
participants generally felt it was important not to rush into 
adopting AI without human governance and oversight in 
place, to ensure all are better able to realise the 
opportunities and also avoid the risks of AI in the telecoms 
sector. 
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Concerns about the impact on society meant that AI was often framed in negative terms 
at an overall level
There was no one dominating concern; each influenced views toward AI which was reflected when looking at AI in telecoms

AI is becoming unstoppable 

Participants often expressed a sense that 
AI is becoming increasingly unstoppable 
and all-powerful, leading to concerns that it 
may be difficult to control in the future and 
will inevitably filter into every aspect of our 
daily lives. Participants therefore also felt it 
would be hard to avoid using AI in a 
telecoms context in the future.

It [AI] is like going to take over
the world or, you know, it’s like robots 
might take over and that kind of worries 
me.
Vulnerable, Non-AI user

AI could become too intrusive 

There was a common concern that AI 
could be intrusive and even manipulative 
due to the amount of personal information 
it is able to gather about people. Against a 
backdrop of record low levels of trust in 
institutions and politics, participants raised 
questions about who was behind AI tools 
and what their motivations were. 

What is stopping a telecoms provider from 
saying, let's just do the hard sell, you know, 
let's negotiate heavy? Then you get some 
vulnerable person who doesn't really know 
what's going on, and the AI sounds so nice 
but it is doing the hard sell. 
Vulnerable, Non-AI User 

AI will replace humans

Public narratives (for example in the media) 
also shaped perceptions, including 
participants expressing fears that AI could 
replace human jobs and erode the 
cognitive ability of humans, particularly 
younger people and junior employees. 
There was a sense that humans may be 
surrendering too much control to the 
technology which in the long term, could 
mean people become less skilled.

I think it is going to cut a lot of human 
jobs…now we have created AI that will be 
smarter than humans, what will happen as 
a result of that?
Consumer, AI User

AI enables disinformation 

Participants often raised concerns about 
the quality and reliability of the information 
generated by AI. These concerns included 
an awareness that AI could hallucinate and 
get things wrong as well as concerns that 
AI could be contributing to the spread of 
misinformation and disinformation, for 
example by helping bad actors generate 
deep fakes.

It is hard to sometimes know what is fake 
and what is real. Some AI things it is 
obvious but other things I am never quite
sure if it is real.
SME, AI User

13



September 2026 CLASSIFICATION: CONFIDENTIAL

Perceptions of AI in telecoms were anchored in past chatbot experiences

The legacy of poor experiences with 
service automation (particularly pre-
generative AI chatbots) across a range of 
contexts overshadowed most participants’ 
perceptions of the potential future role of 
AI in a telecoms context.

Most were critical of previous experiences of using 
chatbots, both with telecoms providers and other 
sectors:
 Participants were often feeding back on pre-generative 

AI chatbots as most referred to algorithmic and 
decision-tree chatbot interactions, rather than more 
‘conversational’ versions.

 Participants viewed chatbots as generally rigid, robotic, 
poor at understanding their needs, and frustrating to 
navigate due to the ‘limited’ set of options the chatbot 
responded with.

 There was a sense that engaging with chatbots could 
take more time than the ‘old’ way of doing things (for 
example, calling the provider directly) and that it adds 
friction to the customer journey.

 As a result, some participants claimed to ‘game’ the 
process to get through to a human customer service 
agent, for example by intentionally answering questions 
incorrectly, continually requesting to speak to someone, 
and/or not selecting any of the pre-set options.

A small number of participants had more positive views 
and experiences:

This view tended to apply to those who have used chatbots 
for more basic questions or queries and a small number of 
consumers with additional or complex needs. For these 
participants, chatbots meant:
 Customers were able to save time when addressing 

basic questions by avoiding long hold waiting times 
 An opportunity to avoid speaking to someone on the 

phone, which for some could feel stressful and 
unenjoyable.

A few participants were sceptical that speaking to a human 
advisor would be a better experience than chatbots, due to 
negative prior experiences of call-centre customer service 
agents also misunderstanding their needs. 

A minority of participants who were more confident using 
technology generally, highlighted examples of chatbots that 
felt more ‘advanced’, including generative AI chatbots such 
as Amazon Rufus. For these participants, Amazon Rufus 
felt more conversational, colloquial, and genuinely helpful 
when answering their requests, whilst still knowing when to 
bring a human into the conversation when needed. Our phones weren't working properly. I ended up chatting to 

this bot called Tobi; they try and make it sound like he is a 
person. It got to a point where we were just going round in 
circles, so we ended up having to go back to the shop 
twice, which was annoying. Consumer, Non-AI User
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In light of wider concerns and legacy experiences of chatbots, AI in telecoms was judged 
through the lens of five key trust criteria
These trust criteria also applied to assessments of AI in other contexts and sectors and were based on perceptions and assumptions about 
what happens behind the scenes with AI, rather than direct knowledge or expertise. 

The five key trust criteria:

Data use
Is AI using my data

safely and responsibly?

Profit motives
Is profit being prioritised over 

my interests?

Human control
Am I in control and/or am I 

relinquishing too much 
control?

Information accuracy
Is the information

accurate and reliable?

Quality of tech
How ‘good’ will AI be at 

responding to my needs?

These key questions were consistently applied by consumers, SMEs and audiences with additional or complex needs when assessing the role of AI.
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Third-party AI platforms such as ChatGPT and Copilot were becoming the new search engine 
for many

Typical AI use cases in participants’ daily lives – primarily related 
to third-party AI platforms

 Entertainment and creativity: generate images and videos, support hobbies 
 Idea generation: a starting point for thinking, from marketing content and image editing 

for SMEs to creative writing and holiday planning for mainstream consumers.
 Research and information gathering: increasingly being used as a ‘smarter’ alternative 

to search engines, summarising information from across multiple sources.
 Deepening understanding: to explain unfamiliar terms or concepts in simple, 

accessible formats for example definitions of words or summaries
 Verification: ‘sense-checking’ tool used to double-check participants’ assumptions, fact-

check information and validate content or calculations (particularly for SMEs).
 Content refinement: support drafting of content including improving emails, documents 

and other written outputs.
 Advice and problem solving: For a smaller number of participants, get advice across 

needs, from practical queries to more personal and emotional topics 

I got some inheritance and I’ve never had any kind of financial education, so I asked AI 
the basics; just to get an understanding of the financial world. Consumer, AI User

Typical AI use cases for participants using AI for telecoms-related 
tasks – primarily related to third-party AI platforms 

The primary use cases that felt most relevant to telecoms were:
 Research and information gathering: to gather and compare across tariffs and deals 

from different telecoms providers and explore ‘best’ providers in the area and the options 
available at the point of upgrading or taking out a new contract. 

 Deepening understanding: to understand key telecoms-related terminology for 
example Gigabits, download speeds and coverage.

The more emerging use case in a telecoms setting was:
 Advice and problem solving: A very small number of participants said they had used 

AI to troubleshoot basic telecoms issues in a similar way to how they may have used 
search engines in the past (for example their broadband router had stopped working), as 
well as for advice (for example, getting a view on which provider would be best to go 
with).

I’ll ask about what the best broadband in the UK is. It gave me very good, detailed 
information. SME, Heavy User

It can help you search for deals or contracts that are more personal to you for 
example, does price matter most to you? Does speed matter? You can narrow down 
searches for yourself. Vulnerable, Low AI User

I might have a contract coming to an end, so I explore ‘what’s the best deal out there 
for ‘X’ amount of data every month’ on AI. SME, Medium User
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The practical benefits of third-party AI platforms felt increasingly difficult to ignore or resist, 
and this was becoming evident in telecoms contexts too
This applied even to those claiming to avoid AI out of principle

Typical perceived benefits of AI in participants’ daily lives – primarily 
related to third-party AI platforms

 Time saving and efficiencies: Participants felt AI enabled quicker answers, faster 
troubleshooting, and the automation of repetitive or mundane tasks.

 Better decision-making: AI was felt to support participants to make better decisions by 
aggregating and simplifying information from multiple sources, and by helping users 
compare options more easily. 

 Personalised support and advice: Participants valued the personalised nature of AI-
driven support, which can offer tailored advice and guidance based on individual needs 
and desires.

 Extended learning and thinking: Many participants felt AI enhanced learning and 
thinking by helping them move beyond a “blank page”.

 Potential improvement of accuracy: Some (particularly SMEs) highlighted AI’s 
potential to improve accuracy through checking work, analysing trends, and supporting 
forecasting.

For me, it’s mostly about saving time. It’s about things being easier and quicker.
Consumer, Heavy AI User

I’ve used it for corporation tax and VAT analysis. It saves a lot of man-hours.
SME, Heavy AI User

Typical perceived benefits of AI for telecoms-related tasks – primarily 
related to third-party AI platforms

The primary benefits felt most in a telecoms setting were:
 Time saving and efficiencies: For example, through faster query resolution, twenty-four 

seven support, and the ability to avoid long call-centre wait times.
 Better decision-making: By enabling easier comparison of deals and providers “’at a 

glance”.
 Personalised support and advice: For example, about how to resolve issues with 

personal telecoms services at home or in the business and getting advice about how to 
navigate interactions with telecoms companies.

For some participants, these benefits could lead to cost savings, for example by enabling 
them to identify cheaper deals or access discounts more quickly.

I’ve used ChatGPT a few times. Just asking, ‘is this an actual issue? Should I raise 
concerns?’ and it would say ‘yes, you should raise concerns.’
Vulnerable, Medium AI User

Although a small minority within our sample (typically older participants or SMEs in creative 
industries), claimed to avoid AI altogether due to ethical concerns and/or distrust of large 
technology companies, most still felt that the tangible benefits (particularly time and cost 
savings) could be difficult to resist over the long-term, including for telecoms-related tasks. 

We’re very anti-AI being in the creative industry. We did however use AI when on the hunt 
for a new broadband provider. It was helpful in terms of knowing what’s out there and being 
able to quickly compare like with like. SME, Low AI User 
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However, realising the benefits of AI was felt to depend on the tech competence and user 
skills; even “good” AI was judged against an “ideal” human equivalent 

The competence of the technology 

AI is not considered to be a ‘silver bullet’ solution 

AI was not seen as a complete or flawless solution, and 
participants recognised both perceived and experienced 
limitations.

Key concerns included hallucinations, incorrect outputs and 
AI having difficulty understanding and responding 
effectively to nuanced or complex questions.

While some had only heard about these issues in wider 
discourse or via conversations with friends, families and 
colleagues; others, had experienced AI ‘getting things 
wrong’ directly. 

As a result, some participants claimed to validate AI-
generated outputs, both when using AI generally (for 
example, checking the source of the information provided) 
and in telecoms contexts (for example by going to provider 
websites or calling the provider directly). 

However, claims to validate and verify information were an 
ideal behaviour. Similar to how consumers engage with 
Terms and Conditions, some were likely to be overclaiming 
the extent to which they check and validate each time they 
use AI in these various ways. 

The ‘skills’ of the user 

AI outputs are only as good as the questions asked

AI outputs are heavily dependent on the quality of the user 
input, meaning it is only as effective as the questions being 
asked. 

Users of AI require a level of expertise and being able to 
use the right questions or instructions for AI to unlock its full 
value.

To date, these skills have typically been developed 
informally, through trial and error. Participants had often 
started by experimenting with lower-stakes use cases (e.g. 
generating funny images), while SMEs often began with 
simple tasks such as rewording emails.

There was limited evidence of formal training or 
organisational guidance within businesses, which could 
contribute to participants lacking confidence to use AI 
effectively. 

Comparison with human equivalent 

The human equivalent was often assumed superior 
to AI

AI was typically judged against an ‘idealised’ version of 
human service, which it was perceived to struggle to match.

Humans were seen as better able to understand other 
humans, communicate nuance, and respond with empathy.

Although a minority challenged this assumption, for 
example by highlighting that human call-centre experiences 
could also be inefficient or frustrating due to 
misunderstandings or errors, most participants required 
convincing that AI could or would outperform human 
interaction overall.
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In participants’ own words

The competence of the technology 

Sometimes what can happen is that AI can hallucinate 
and can say something that is totally incorrect and it’s 
very confident in doing so. Consumer, Heavy AI User

I don’t trust it. If you speak to a normal person, you ask a 
question and they know what you are on about. With all 
these AI things you can go through all these questions 
and you end up back where you started. Vulnerable, 
Low AI User 

I was impressed with it at the start but I’m not sure 
anymore as it has got things wrong a few times. For 
example, I asked things like when is my bin collection 
after Easter and it gave me the wrong day. You have to 
check on another search engine after because it keeps 
getting it wrong. Consumer, Medium AI User

I used AI to compare market prices for our insurance 
recently but I think there is a question of trust. I’m not 
sure about the figures it pulls up because they are AI 
figures…it’s a software that’s given me these answers. 
SME, Medium AI User

I would always double-check anyway with anything from 
AI. Consumer, Low AI User

The ‘skills’ of the user 

Trial and error has been massively the way I’ve learnt or 
friends and family have told me something new. We just 
keep sharing and learning. We’ve learnt that AI is only as 
good as what you prompt it. We keep experimenting. 
SME, Medium AI User

I would use it for emails. I’d ask it to summarise an email 
or make it sound more professional for my own peace of 
mind but it can make you sound very robotic. It is all 
about making sure that you are utilising it correctly. You 
need to be careful about how you use it. Consumer, 
Heavy AI User

With AI you have to point them to the right place. I 
wouldn’t really know the right question to ask. 
Vulnerable, Low AI User

You do need to have a good idea of what you want to 
know and ask. You need to get it to do something and 
keep refining what you are asking and telling it what you 
want otherwise it will end up giving you something you 
don’t understand, or that wasn’t really what you wanted. 
Consumer, Heavy AI User

Comparison with human equivalent 

I think it’s about the human touch. AI has not got to that 
kind of level yet. You just can’t beat a human. 
Consumer, Low AI User

AI is only a robot. It’s not got empathy or compassion. I’d 
prefer to speak to a human. 
Consumer, Medium AI User

AI is not a foolproof solution because there’s always 
something that requires a human touch. 
Consumer, Heavy AI User

I need to speak to a person. AI may get better if they can 
program it with more information, but I need to talk to a 
human. Vulnerable, Medium AI User
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Heavier AI users tended to be the most confident and enthusiastic about engaging with
AI, but they were also most aware of its limitations
Heavy usage of AI was primarily driven by use in the workplace for consumers and SMEs

Lower AI users were least trusting of AI’s ability to be
‘equivalent’ to humans, and also more sceptical about

the role of AI at a societal level which could put them off 
using it in their day-to-day lives, including for telecoms.

These participants tended to be older consumers and 
SMEs in creative or manual industries.

Medium AI users were growing more confident in their 
own skills and could see potential for AI to improve 

certain service interactions (if the technology works) but 
they have doubts that AI could fully mirror and/or improve 

on human interaction.

Most fall in this group: including a mix
of ages and audiences

Heavier AI users were more enthusiastic about AI overall. 
They were confident in their skills and satisfied that AI 

could be ‘better’ than human interaction in some 
instances. However, as they use AI more, these users 

were also most aware of the limitations of AI, in 
particular, the reliance on user skills, and potential

for AI to get things wrong or make mistakes.

This experience and attitude tended to be driven by 
enthusiastic AI use in a work context, rather than a 

personal context
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Attitudes toward adoption of AI in broader life reflected attitudes toward AI in telecoms

Lower users were more wary and sceptical, and take 
more convincing on the benefits of AI in a telecoms 
setting
Lower users often projected wider societal concerns about 
AI onto their everyday perceptions, including fears about 
automation replacing humans.
Attitudes toward AI tended to be more negative amongst 
this group, particularly where they had limited direct 
experience of using AI themselves.
A lack of confidence in their own skill could reinforce this 
scepticism and create barriers to further adoption.
A small minority in this group said that they actively avoid AI 
altogether due to ethical concerns and distrust in the 
technology. 

These participants are nervous about the theory of 
AI at a societal level which leads to greater 

discomfort about AI use in a telecoms setting. 

Medium users wanted more experience with AI and see 
it as playing an inevitable role in the future
Medium users were relatively more receptive to AI playing a 
growing role in both their daily lives and workplaces. They 
are beginning to experience its benefits first-hand and feel 
they can see some practical potential.
As a result, this group tended to be comfortable advocating 
for broader use of AI in different contexts and see it as an 
inevitable part of the future, and a broadly positive one if 
managed carefully. 

W H AT  T H I S  M E AN S  F O R  AI  I N  T E L E C O M S

These participants are more comfortable and open
to the expanding role of AI in the future, including in 

the context of telecoms but they still have some 
hesitations about where it is beneficial versus 

human interaction.

Heavier users had experience on their side: whilst they 
were strong advocates, they were aware of AI limitations
Heavier users were typically enthusiastic about AI’s 
capabilities and the benefits it brings to their everyday lives. 
These participants valued its ability to save time, increase 
efficiency and free-up their time for higher-value activities, 
particularly for those in small to medium-sized businesses.
Through repeated use, these participants felt they had 
developed the skills needed to get better outputs and expand 
usage. However, they were also highly aware of AI’s 
limitations, including the risk of hallucinations and 
inaccuracies. They recognised that effective use of AI also 
requires effort and that crafting the right inputs can 
sometimes reduce its efficiency gains.

These participants take a balanced perspective on 
the use of AI in a telecoms context; they advocate 
strongly for AI’s potential to save time and money 

but are also aware of its limitations. 
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Spontaneous attitudes towards the use of AI at 
different stages of the telecoms customer journey
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T H E  T E L E C O M S  
C U S T O M E R  

J O U R N E Y

Consideration
Searching the market 

and comparing 
products

Signing up for 
a contract
Reviewing 

the contract and 
signing up

In contract
Communications 
and interactions
with a provider

End of contract
Exploring options and 
deciding whether to 
re-contract or switch
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Spontaneous acceptance of interacting with AI varied at different points in the journey 

Initial research
on options and deals across 

providers 

Contract negotiations
Either for a new deal or 

provider, or renewing with 
existing provider

Decision point
and transaction 

Ongoing relationship
Account admin and routine 

problem-solving

Ongoing relationship
Complex issues and 

complaints
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T E L E C O M S  J O U R N E Y  

Negotiating, decision making and dealing with complex issues or complaints are the points in the telecoms customer journey where the role of AI is most challenged, and when 
demand for human interaction is strongest. Initial research or information gathering is the main lived experience of using AI in a telecoms context.
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Negotiating deals and handling complex issues had most need for human interaction 
More acceptable Somewhat acceptable Some hesitations and concerns Stronger concerns 

Initial research on options Ongoing relationship: account 
admin and routine problem-solving Decision point and transaction Contract negotiations Ongoing relationship: complex 

issues and complaints

Participant views 
about potential 
examples and 
uses for AI at this 
stage in the 
journey

Using third parties to research, 
gather information and compare 
options across providers and 
devices.

Updating account details (e.g. 
address, phone number).
Asking basic questions and 
executing account admin tasks.
Initially raising specific issues or 
discrepancies (e.g. billing issue).

Providing advice or guidance on 
which package best suited 
individual customer needs.
Potential for AI to support in 
fulfilling the transaction itself (e.g. 
registering account details and 
setting up the direct debit)

Telecoms was seen as a unique 
sector in terms of having scope to 
negotiate packages, deals and 
prices compared to other sectors, 
so there were strong hesitations 
about AI being involved in this 
stage.

The main examples participants 
were considering at this stage 
included a significant service 
outage or disruption, installation 
delays, and major billing or account 
issues.

Potential benefits 
of AI at this stage 
in the journey

Felt like a low-risk extension of 
searching on the internet.
Provided efficient access to 
comparisons and advice (saves 
time).
Currently assumed to be 
independent and impartial.

Could save time (especially 
compared to waiting on hold on the 
phone), if the tech is better than 
historic chatbot experiences. 
There was an expectation that AI 
could competently meet these 
more basic needs and questions.
 

Feels similar to how some 
customers may sign up to new 
contracts or renew contracts today 
so it is familiar. 
AI could help save time and hassle 
by confirming the final package and 
fulfilling the transaction. 

For a minority, using AI to 
negotiate could save time by taking 
a more ‘mundane’ task off the 
customer's plate. This view was 
most common amongst heavy 
users.

For a minority, use of AI at this 
stage could be acceptable for initial 
triaging of an issue, or as the first 
line of response as it could save 
time compared to waiting on hold 
on the phone. 

Concerns about 
potential role of AI 
at this stage in the 
journey

Some participants questioned if 
information is up-to-date and 
accurate when using third-party AI 
platforms and tools.
There were also questions 
emerging about the potential for 
future commercial relationships 
between third-party platforms and 
telecoms providers, which would 
take away from the ‘impartial’ 
benefit.

There were fewer concerns about 
AI in this context however, this 
often came with the caveat that it 
must improve on current chatbot 
experiences and technology.

Signing up to an ongoing contract 
was a big decision and a long-term 
financial commitment so it could 
feel important to interact with a 
human for reassurance. This was 
particularly true for small and 
medium-sized businesses. 
Many participants did not want AI 
to have agency over the final 
decision. They felt comfortable with 
AI assisting in gathering 
information and comparing 
packages, but wanted to make the 
final decision themselves via a 
human agent.

Overall, participants struggled to 
see how AI could play an effective 
role in this context because 
bargaining relies heavily on human 
judgement and flexibility 
Participants felt that having the 
opportunity to negotiate with a 
human is important as it enables 
customers to leverage factors such 
as customer loyalty in order to get 
the best deals. Participants need 
and desire human-to-human 
bargaining to feel they have got the 
best deal they can whilst still 
meeting their needs.

Overall, there was a stronger need 
and desire to be able to escalate to 
a human agent quickly at this point 
in the journey, primarily due to the 
urgency of the issue and the 
emotional need to be reassured 
authentically by a human that the 
issue is being resolved or looked 
at.

It is important to note that participants' actual experience of AI so far has been around ‘initial research’. Any other interactions with providers have been via legacy chatbots 
rather than AI and they therefore had to use their imaginations to assess the potential role of AI across other stages in the journey. 
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Acceptance of AI playing a role also depended on if the AI was from a third-party or provider 

The 5 key trust criteria tended to be applied when evaluating AI from providers versus third-party platforms 

Data Use: telecoms providers were perceived to take customer data privacy 
seriously so it would feel like a safer space to share personal information.

Information accuracy: telecoms providers were perceived as having the most 
up-to-date and accurate information on tariffs/deals, and as they know the 
customer would be able to provide more personalised information and advice.

Control: there were no doubts about control when thinking about using AI 
assistants from providers.

Profit motives: there were concerns that AI from providers would not be 
acting in the interest of the customer. Participants suspected that the AI would 
be programmed to upsell and that the use of AI was more about saving on 
staff costs, rather than improving the customer experience. 

Quality of tech: most presumed telecoms providers would have lower quality 
tech with less sophistication and lesser ability to understand and respond to 
complex or nuanced customer needs. This was primarily driven by prior 
negative experiences of existing chatbots across different sectors 

Profit motives: third-party AI platforms were currently perceived to be more 
neutral and independent without influence of commercial relationships.

Quality of tech: most presumed third-party tools would be easy to use with 
more advanced and sophisticated technology; and therefore, would be better 
able to understand and respond to user needs. 

Control: there were no doubts about control when thinking about using AI 
assistants from third parties.

Data Use: there were concerns that third-party platforms would not be as 
secure in terms of data privacy as participants thought it is not as tightly 
managed or controlled, and questioned who would have access to the data.

Information accuracy: participants questioned how accurate and up-to-date 
third-party information would be given they are not the ‘direct source’ 
particularly when thinking about recent or new tariffs and deals.

There was a sense that the profit motives of third-party platforms may change in 
the future. Participants were starting to question how long it would be before third-party 
AI platforms partner with companies to influence or sponsor AI results.

I would feel pretty positive about [using AI virtual assistants from providers] because 
recently when I switched contract, I was a bit unclear on certain things like how long is 
left on my contract and how long before I can switch. If AI can help answer those 
questions, that would be helpful. Consumer, Heavy AI User

I would feel a bit nervous putting my personal details into an AI third-party site because 
it’s learning based on what you’re telling it. What if it uses my information with 
someone else? I just feel a bit more vulnerable. Consumer, Medium AI User
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There was a spectrum of acceptability of AI across sample groups, but all expressed concerns 
about being ‘forced’ to interact with AI without having the choice of a human agent 

Levels of acceptability were also shaped by sample group needs…

CONSUMERS: OVERALL
Most participants still demanded some level of human 
interaction in some contexts including:
 Final decision making
 Negotiating terms
 Dealing with more serious issues or complaints 
However, relative to other sample groups, participants 
were more accepting and comfortable with AI playing a 
role in a telecoms context.
Sample factors shaping levels of acceptability:
Individual comfort levels depended on their current 
levels of adoption (i.e. whether they were low, medium 
or heavy AI users).
Older participants and those working in more manual or 
creative occupations were relatively less positive about 
the role of AI in a telecoms context compared to younger 
and office-based participants.

Overall relative to other sample groups, consumers 
were more accepting that AI will play a role in future. 

But individual levels of adoption, age and 
occupation shaped attitudes and openness.

CONSUMERS REQUIRING ADDITIONAL SUPPORT: 
OVERALL
Views of participants in these circumstances varied 
widely depending upon nature of their additional needs 
and individual preference. Overall acceptance of AI for 
these needs was conditional on always having the 
choice to speak to a human if and when needed.
Sample factors shaping levels of acceptability 
Some additional needs meant participants had a 
preference for not interacting with a human agent. 
However, others with the same circumstances or needs 
felt there was a greater demand to interact with a human 
as their needs may be multiple, layered and require 
more verbal explanation. 
Most felt that it would be difficult to place hard criteria on 
particular scenarios or different types of need in terms of 
where AI is best or should be avoided as each situation 
could provoke opposite requirements. For example, 
across all sample groups some stated a preference to 
speak to a human if informing telecoms providers of a 
bereavement, whilst some preferred not to interact with 
a human in such a situation.

Complexity and diversity of needs drove varied 
acceptance of AI which was often a personal 
preference. Many participants emphasised 

importance of ability to choose which channel based 
on own individual need 

SMALL AND MEDIUM SIZED BUSINESSES: OVERALL
Many in this group were already using AI enthusiastically 
in a work context and were therefore relatively positive 
about some potential gains in their day-to-day work life. 
However, businesses were also more wary of AI in 
relation to telecoms providers.
For many, their telecoms needs were felt to be more 
complex, tailored and potentially business-critical (for 
example, if an online retailers WiFi went down, it could 
cost the business sales and revenue). Likewise, telecoms 
decision-makers in the bigger businesses in this group 
were often reporting into other senior leaders in the 
organisation so would need to justify any costs and 
decisions in this area.
These business factors raised expectations of service 
levels, driving lower tolerance for service disruption and a 
greater need for quick resolution of any issues, ideally via 
a human agent. Whilst some could see how AI could save 
time and effort as the first line of response, most 
demanded escalation to a human agent to deal with any 
issue and to feel reassured that it is being dealt with. 

There was greater demand and expectation of 
human interaction in light of the significance of a 
business account and telecoms being seen as a 

business-critical service.
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Responses to current and potential use cases 
for customer-facing AI in telecoms markets
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The research tested five different use cases of AI to help further explore participant 
perspectives on the role of AI at different stages in the telecoms customer journey 

C U R R E N T  U S E  C A S E S  

U S E  C A S E  1

An AI virtual assistant from a 
telecoms provider:
1a. To address initial user 

questions/queries
1b. To respond to issues and 

complaints

U S E  C A S E  2

An AI virtual assistant from your 
provider that can support 
customers who may need extra 
help and have additional needs:
2a. Reactive support where the 

consumer articulates the 
extra help they need and 
asks AI directly for specific 
help in the relevant area 

2b. Proactive support where 
the AI virtual assistant 
interprets and detects the 
consumer's needs and 
suggests extra help 

U S E  C A S E  3

An AI virtual assistant
from a third-party:
 To address user 

questions/queries

F U T U R E  F A C I N G  U S E  C A S E S  

U S E  C A S E  4

AI agents from third parties that 
handle tasks for you:
 Third-party AI agent acting 

on consumers’ behalf

U S E  C A S E  5

AI agents acting on behalf 
of telecoms providers:
 AI agent from a telecoms 

provider proactively 
interacting with consumers

The stimulus material was adapted for different audiences, including specific examples of use cases for small and medium enterprises and also customers requiring an alternative 
approach. The stimulus material used in the research is contained in Appendix 6.3.
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Points to note about use cases: Many participants pointed out that real-world experiences 
may not be as straightforward and smooth as the use cases suggested 

Relatively straightforward scenarios

 The use cases were relatively straightforward scenarios 
and were designed for research stimulus purposes to 
enable discussions around the role of AI across 
different telecoms-related scenarios 

 However, many participants suspected their actual 
needs and real-world scenarios could be more nuanced 
and ‘messy’ in comparison to the scenarios presented 

 Participants therefore suspected the reality would be 
less smooth running than the scenarios suggested 

Assumes AI is always competent 

 Participants also stated that the use cases assumed 
that AI was fully competent and effective and did not 
get things wrong or make mistakes 

 There was some concern among participants that AI 
would not be as competent as the scenarios suggested 
and they felt that AI would be prone to making mistakes 
and errors in meeting the user's needs 

 In particular, many participants were concerned that AI 
may misunderstand the user and that this would throw 
the process off course, and the user would then not be 
able to get the process back on track easily 

Reliant on human user clearly expressing needs 

 Participants also pointed out that the scenarios 
assumed that the customer will also be clear in 
expressing their specific needs and know how to ask AI 
in the right way to get their needs met 

 Many assumed that they would have to use the right 
language and terminology and often questioned 
whether they would articulate their needs or ask 
specific questions in the right language or be specific 
enough for the AI to accurately understand their need 

 Some also questioned whether AI would also use 
language and terminology that the average user would 
be able to understand 
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The five key trust criteria were also applied when participants judged the use cases 

The trust criteria were based on perceptions and assumptions about what happens behind the scenes with AI, rather than direct knowledge 
or expertise. 

The five key trust criteria:

Data use
Is AI using my data

safely and responsibly?

Profit motives
Is profit being prioritised over 

my interests?

Human control
Am I in control and/or am I 

relinquishing too much 
control?

Information accuracy
Is the information

accurate and reliable?

Quality of tech
How ‘good’ will AI be at 

responding to my needs?
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Perceived opportunities and risks varied widely according to the trust criteria 
Use Case Is it using my data safely 

and responsibly?
Is profit being prioritised 

over my interests? Am I in control? Is the information
accurate and reliable?

How ‘good’ will it be at 
responding to my needs?

Virtual assistant from
a third party

AI virtual assistant from providers – 
answering questions

AI virtual assistant from providers – 
responding to issues and complaints 

AI virtual assistant (from providers) 
that supports customers who may 
need additional support – reactive 
support

AI virtual assistant (from providers) 
that supports consumers who may 
need additional support – proactive 
support

AI agent from providers

AI agent from third parties who 
handle tasks for you

Definite doubts and concerns KEY Unsure, some questions or concerns Few or no issues 
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Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  1 : Virtual assistant (from a third party)

Imagine you’re interacting (by voice or text) 
with an AI platform that is not run by your 
phone or broadband provider. 

For example, it could be an AI platform like 
ChatGPT or Microsoft Copilot, or it could be 
a comparison tool run by a third-party 
company. 

In this example, you would give your 
information and ask questions, and the 
virtual assistant will help you to understand 
your options. 

This could include comparing details, 
explaining products or services, describing 
concepts such as download speeds or 
roaming, guide you to helpful pages, and 
explore contract features or upgrades.

CHATGPT/
COPILOT

COMPARISON TOOL
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Third-party AI platforms felt like a natural next step forward 
from an internet search, though some questions remained 

Opportunities included 

 This use case was the least contentious as many 
participants were comfortable and familiar with using AI 
in this way and they felt that the user was in control at 
all times 

 Using third party platforms to research options was 
often seen as a natural progression from searching the 
internet which helped make the role of AI acceptable in 
this context 

 Participants generally saw this as a more advanced 
version of internet search engines that everyone 
already uses and felt that it offered the potential to 
empower the user with a better understanding of the 
market and terminology, and compare options, which 
would in turn help their negotiations with providers 

 Some participants also valued the sense of ‘advice’ that 
came through the output generated (and that some had 
already experienced) and felt this would help the user 
make better informed and more beneficial decisions 
about telecoms, saving both time and potentially money

Risks included 

 There was growing scepticism among some about the 
commercial motives of existing comparison tools, for 
example whether certain telecoms providers gained 
prominence or priority due to deals with comparison 
sites. In light of this awareness, many also raised 
questions about whether third-party AI platforms were 
always acting in the user’s interests

 These concerns prompted some to question whether 
third-party AI platforms had commercial motives or 
relationships and who owned third-party platforms such 
as ChatGPT. Many therefore questioned whether 
commercial ties would become more established on 
third-party platforms in the future, for example in terms 
of third-party AI tools having commercial deals to 
promote certain providers or products 

 Some also questioned whether larger third-party 
providers could attain prominence and priority over 
smaller ones and start to dominate the field 

 Some participants highlighted a lack of transparency 
about how personal data was used, who can access it, 
and whether it was safe and secure 

 A small number also questioned whether the 
information was more likely to be inaccurate or out of 
date compared to tools directly from providers 

V IRTUAL ASSISTANT
(FROM A THIRD PARTY)

CHATGPT/COPILOT

COMPARISON TOOL

I’ve done this multiple times already and I would continue to 
do it because it has helped me make choices about 
broadband providers. It’s given me all the information and a 
breakdown of the details I was looking for. 
Consumer, Medium AI User

These views were consistent across the sample engaged in the research. 



September 2026

Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  2 : Virtual assistant (from providers – answering questions)

Imagine you’re interacting (by voice or text) 
with an AI virtual assistant on your 
provider's app or website, similar to how 
you might use a customer service chatbot 
today.

The AI virtual assistant helps with your 
questions before you speak to a person (if 
needed). 

For example, if you’re thinking about joining 
the provider, you can ask it to explain the 
different packages available, describe 
things like download speeds and data 
limits, or guide you through the switching 
process. 

If you’re already a customer, you could ask 
it to check how long is left on your contract, 
explain what happens when your contract 
ends, provide information about upgrade 
options, or clarify terms and conditions.
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General queries and account admin were seen as strong fits for 
AI, but only if it improved on legacy chatbot experiences

Opportunities included 

 Overall most participants expected this use case would 
be effective for relatively standard service transactions 
and basic information queries, and they assumed that 
AI would give accurate/correct answers and responses 

 Participants generally felt that their personal data would 
be as safe and secure with a telecoms provider and 
were comfortable sharing such information with them 
via an AI virtual assistant accordingly 

 Most participants were open to AI being the first 
channel available to use in basic and straightforward 
questions and scenarios, and they tended to assume 
the provider was acting in the users' interests when 
answering basic questions 

 They also expected that using AI in this context would 
be more efficient and convenient than waiting on the 
phone as they expected to be able to access the AI 
assistant at any time, and to get quick answers

 Some also felt that using AI in this context could be 
more efficient than having to search through a 
provider's website pages to find the same answers 

Risks included 

 Many participants associated this use case with their 
prior chatbot experiences across different contexts and 
sectors 

 These experiences raised questions about how 
competent AI would be in meeting even straightforward 
needs in this context 

A I  V IRTUAL ASSISTANT
(FROM PROVIDERS)

ANSWERING QUESTIONS

It’s really helpful because if you’re looking for exactly what 
you’ve asked, sometimes you have to go to multiple 
different pages to get all the information you need. This 
would mean you get it quickly and concisely.
Consumer, Medium AI User

These views were consistent across the sample engaged in the research. 
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Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  2 : Virtual assistant (from providers – responding to issues and complaints)

Still imagining that you’re interacting (by 
voice or text) with an AI virtual assistant on 
your provider's app or website. 

The AI virtual assistant responds 
to customer issues and complaints.

For example, you could have an ongoing 
conversation about an issue you are facing. 
You could ask the AI how to troubleshoot 
common problems or ask for basic 
information about existing faults or issues 
in the network 

If your issue is more complicated, it can 
pass you onto a human advisor.
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AI was appropriate as a ‘first line of response’ for issues and 
complaints but access to a human agent was always important

Opportunities included 

 As with other provider-based use cases, participants 
felt their personal data would be safe and secure with 
the provider 

 For many participants AI assisting in dealing with an 
issue or complaint felt potentially appropriate as a first 
line of response, handling the initial triaging when the 
user had made first contact with the provider 

 In this situation most felt there could be benefits in 
terms of getting quick feedback or answers from the 
provider including information that may help resolve at 
least basic technical issues 

 Participants felt that this first line of response and 
getting instant answers and updates whenever needed 
would be more efficient than waiting on the phone 

 In addition, some participants also felt that if the AI was 
able to hold a ‘memory’ of previous interactions, this 
had the potential to solve real consumer pain point as 
the user would no longer have to ‘re-explain’ the issue 
every time they contacted the provider 

Risks included 

 Some participants were sceptical about the commercial 
motives behind using AI in this way, expressing 
concerns that providers might use AI to handle issues 
or complaints primarily for their own convenience and to 
reduce staffing costs, instead of to improve the 
customer experience or service.

 Some participants also questioned the competence of 
AI for dealing with more complex or nuanced issues 
and complaints that were both harder for the user to 
explain and expected to be more complex to resolve 

 Most participants also wanted reassurance that they 
would have the choice of being able to escalate to a 
human agent if they felt it was required, for example if 
they were experiencing severe disruption or an outage 
then they wanted to get through to a human agent 

 These views were heard across different sample 
groups but were more pronounced with small and 
medium-sized businesses. These participants strongly 
felt they needed an option to speak to a human first in 
light of the more significant disruption and potential 
harm to the business 

A I  V IRTUAL ASSISTANT
(FROM PROVIDERS)

RESPONDING TO ISSUES/COMPLAINTS

Sometimes AI can hallucinate and say things that
are totally incorrect and it’s very confident in doing
so, so that would be a concern.
Consumer, Heavy AI User

I’d be happy with this. I don’t really want to speak
to a human. I just want them to say, someone is dealing 
with it. It’s an excellent use of AI.
Consumer, Medium AI User

These views were consistent across the sample engaged in the research – but the greatest demand for human 
agent was coming from SMEs where service issues could significantly disrupt the business.



September 2026

Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  3 : Virtual assistant from providers that support customers who may need 
additional help – reactive support

Imagine you’re interacting (by voice or text) 
with an AI virtual assistant on your 
provider's app or website, similar to how 
you might use a customer service chatbot 
today. As well as helping with general 
questions and customer issues, it can also 
provide additional help, support or 
adjustments to customers.

The extra support starts because you 
ask for it – if you’re finding something 
difficult to understand you can ask for 
information in a different format, explain 
that you have accessibility needs, are 
struggling to pay your bill, or would prefer 
help in another language.

The AI virtual assistant can then guide you 
through your options. It may explain things 
in a different language and suggest 
adjustments that might help. If needed, it 
can also connect you to a human advisor 
for further help.
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Reactive support felt acceptable with strong potential to 
provide more personalised, tailored and sensitive support

Opportunities included 

 Most participants were positive about the role of AI as 
‘reactive’ support where the user articulated their own 
needs and was in control of the support they received 

 Many felt this had the potential for the user to feel they 
were getting a more personalised and individually 
tailored level of support rather than a one-size-fits-all 
approach 

 In the ‘reactive’ use case AI came across as sensitive 
to a diverse range of more complex human needs and 
responding competently and appropriately

 Participants also felt reassured to see that AI was 
‘trained’ and could ‘help in a sensitive manner’ as it 
implied human-led design behind the approach 

 The biggest advantage that AI delivered in this use 
case was providing support in another language and 
improving accessibility, for example using larger text, if 
this was requested by the user 

Risks included 

 However, throughout these positive responses, 
participants emphasised the importance of being 
offered a choice of a human agent if this was preferred 
given the range of complex needs and situations.

 In light of this they valued the AI explicitly offering 
access to a human agent if the user preferred this 

 Some raised concerns about privacy and security of 
what could potentially be sensitive information including 
how much sensitive information they would need to give 
to the system and whether the AI would be tracking 
everything they have said.

A I  V IRTUAL ASSISTANT
(FROM PROVIDERS) t h a t  
s u p p o r t s  c u s t om e r s  wh o  m a y 
n e e d  e x t r a  h e l p  

R E A C T I V E  S U P P O R T :  where the consumer 
articulates the extra help they need and asks AI 
for specific help in the relevant area 

I don’t think that is right if I am in that situation 
(bereavement), I think you need to speak to someone who 
has a bit of empathy and can understand what you are 
going through. 
Vulnerable, Medium AI User

These views were consistent across the sample. Participants with additional needs also felt there should 
always be an upfront choice between AI and human so they can meet own preferences. 
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Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  3 : Virtual assistant from providers that support customers who may need 
additional help – proactive support

What if the additional help starts because 
the virtual assistant detects that you might 
be struggling or might have additional 
needs?

For example, the AI might notice that you’re 
confused about your package or tariff, 
struggling with technical terms, are worried 
about your bill, or having trouble accessing 
information. 

When the AI virtual assistant picks up on 
these things, it can:
 Explain things more clearly
 Ask if you’d prefer a summary, or more 

details, or help from a person
 Suggest different packages or tariffs that 

better suit your needs
 Suggest different ways to get the 

information (like audio or larger text)
 Recommend support that fits your needs 
 Offer help in a different language
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Proactive support felt risky and triggered strengthened desires 
for a human alternative

Opportunities included 

 Participants were positive about the role of AI as 
‘proactive’ support on the condition that the AI was fully 
competent in detecting and discerning needs

 If this was the case then the benefits of the ‘reactive’ 
approach (see previous page) would also apply in the 
‘proactive’ use case

 However, most participants doubted that AI would be 
competent enough to proactively interpret and detect 
needs accurately and appropriately 

Risks included 

 Many questioned whether AI would be competent 
enough to accurately detect needs

 There were strong concerns it would be too much of a 
judgement call on the part of AI with significant risk that 
the AI would misunderstand, misinterpret and 
potentially offend the user (for example, presuming a 
need they do not have or appearing patronising) 

 If it does go wrong, participants felt it could make an 
already sensitive or difficult experience worse, more 
complicated or even upsetting 

 For many these concerns drove a greater need for 
choice and access to a human agent 

 As with ‘reactive’ support, some also raised concerns 
about privacy and security of what could potentially be 
sensitive information including how much sensitive 
information they would need to give to the system and 
whether the AI would be tracking everything they have 
said.

A I  V IRTUAL ASSISTANT
(FROM PROVIDERS) t h a t  
s u p p o r t s  c u s t om e r s  wh o  m a y 
n e e d  e x t r a  h e l p  

P R O A C T I V E  S U P P O R T :  where the AI virtual 
assistant interprets and detects the consumer's 
needs and suggests extra help 

What if it assumes I’m stupid or something just because I 
didn’t quite understand something. I just can imagine it 
going wrong, making assumptions and people could get 
quite offended. 
Consumer, Heavy AI User

These views were consistent across the sample. Participants with additional needs also felt there should 
always be an upfront choice between AI and human so they can meet own preferences. 
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After showing the above use cases, the following definitions were shared with participants 

What is the difference between AI virtual assistants and AI agents?

AI virtual assistants (explored in the previous use 
cases), can talk to and help you (by voice or text).

You can ask it questions and it can provide answers, 
ideas and information. 

It helps you in that moment.

AI agents (which we will be looking at in the next two use 
cases), can complete tasks for you.

You can give it a task or goal, and it can work through 
the steps and take action. 

It can go off and get things done without you.
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AI virtual assistants felt familiar and useful to participants, whilst AI agents could feel like a ‘step 
too far’, embodying contextual fears about losing control and AI becoming too autonomous 
Moving into more future-facing use cases the research introduced the idea of AI agents to participants 

AI virtual assistants

Relatively familiar concept that participants were more comfortable with as 
they related it to researching via third-party platforms or chatbot experiences 

Many felt virtual assistants played a relatively benign role in terms of 
answering questions, and providing the user with information 

The main concern participants had was the ability of the virtual assistant to 
fully understand user needs and respond effectively and accurately 

Participants also questioned whether a virtual assistant would be able to 
handle complexity and nuanced situations/needs 

AI agents 

AI agents sounded very advanced to most participants, particularly if they 
were able to intelligently fulfil a complex mission or task set by the user 

Some participants could see significant pragmatic benefits in terms of the 
potential to save time and effort by doing all the work a task involves 

Many expressed concerns that the AI agent could become intrusive by 
knowing users too well and also having too much agency and initiative 

Participants were concerned about AI agents being more autonomous and 
risking straying into decision making and taking control away from the user 
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AI agents sounded relatively futuristic to most participants. Whilst some could see significant time and effort saving potential, many participants across the sample also raised 
concerns about the agent becoming too autonomous and straying into decision making with the human user losing control as a result. 
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Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  4 : AI agent from third parties who handle tasks for you

This is an AI agent that can act on your 
behalf when dealing with your phone or 
broadband provider – almost like having a 
personal helper for your account. You could 
ask it to find the best plan based on 
your needs, compare options, or even 
negotiate contract terms with the provider.

The AI agent could handle customer 
service interactions, messaging or 
speaking to human or AI representatives 
from the provider. 

In the longer-term, it could also enable 
entirely new ways of managing 
your contract – for example, automatically 
switching your mobile plan/tariff on an 
ongoing basis in the background based on 
your usage, location, preferences without 
you doing anything.
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AI agents from third parties could save time, but felt intrusive 
if making decisions on the user's behalf

Opportunities included 

 A minority, who tended to be heavier users of AI and 
early adopters, were the most positive and excited 
about the potential role of AI agents in this use case

 For these more positive participants the use case 
suggested a significant opportunity to save time and 
effort, potentially taking on a laborious and complex 
task such as scanning and evaluating the market for a 
better telecoms deal, reporting back the options and 
then potentially executing the transaction once the user 
had decided 

 Those participants who were more comfortable with the 
use case could feel that they were still in control if they 
are setting the mission and then AI does all the ‘hard 
work’ and the user then makes the final decision 

 More positive participants also felt that if the AI agent 
was designed with this task in mind they would then 
expect it to produce accurate options very quickly and 
efficiently 

 In addition, if via a third-party platform many still 
expected it to provide a more impartial and independent 
view when scanning across more of the market 

Risks included 

 Many participants felt that they would have to share too 
much personal information for the AI agent to work 
effectively, and this activated stronger privacy and 
security concerns amongst the sample 

 For some participants there was also an emotional 
aversion to the use case due to a sense of AI 
‘overstepping’ with AI appearing to know the user in 
detail and have all of their information 

 The use case also prompted concerns among some 
participants that AI would potentially become 
manipulative as it ‘knows you so well’. 

 This sense of manipulation also prompted further 
questions about whether there would be commercial 
motives behind an AI agent being able to fulfil such 
tasks. For some this question stemmed from a 
perception that Price Comparison Websites had 
commercial relationships 

 Many participants were also concerned that the user 
would lose control and that somehow the AI agent will 
start to become a more autonomous decision maker. 
Consequently, participants were concerned that the AI 
agent would have ‘control’ of the final decision and 
point of transaction. Some felt that AI should never be 
given this power as a point of principle. 

A I  AGENT FROM THIRD 
PARTIES W HO HANDLE 
TASKS FOR YOU

Something like this is my idea of heaven. I don’t like 
talking to people
SME, Heavy AI User

I personally would not use that. It feels like AI has a bit 
too much power in this scenario.
Consumer, Medium AI User

These views were consistent across the sample engaged in the research, but heavier users, both consumers 
and SMEs were more comfortable and enthusiastic about time and effort saving potential. 
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Stimulus shown to participants

U S E  C A S E  5 : AI agent from providers

This is an AI agent that is developed by 
your phone or broadband company, acting 
on their behalf. The AI can make decisions 
and take actions for the provider, including 
proactively contacting the customer 
if needed.

For example, it could contact you about an 
upcoming upgrade, sign you up for a plan, 
adjust your contract, or fix service issues 
without needing to involve a human. 

It could also look at your usage, 
preferences, behaviours and history 
to tailor plans for you while helping the 
provider manage pricing and contracts.
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AI agents from providers could benefit consumers in theory, but 
commercial motives and upselling concerns weakened trust.

Opportunities included 

 Participants felt that if the use case and AI agent were 
working ‘perfectly’ and as described in the example, 
then it could benefit them in terms of saving consumers 
money by reducing, in this case, their mobile phone bill 

 In light of this benefit many participants valued the idea 
that an AI agent from a provider could proactively 
highlight any issues or improvements. Many felt that an 
AI agent playing this positive role would genuinely 
benefit and help the telecoms customer

 The use case also suggested the potential for the 
consumer to get a more personalised and individual 
service from the provider by making more individually 
tailored recommendations about how the account 
relationship could be improved 

 Some participants equated the use case with getting 
text alerts and calls about beneficial upgrades and this 
familiarity could make them feel more comfortable with 
an AI agent playing a similar role 

 However despite these perceived benefits, many 
participants were still keen to underline importance of 
user being in control and the ultimate decision maker 

Risks included 

 Many participants expressed scepticism about how this 
use case would work in practice

 Many were doubtful that the AI agent would be acting in 
the interest of the consumer as opposed to the provider 
and they suspected that the AI agent would be 
programmed more to act for the provider’s benefit and 
be used to upsell the consumer onto a higher priced or 
longer-term arrangement 

 These doubts were compounded by participants' wider 
concerns about the power and capability of AI agents. 
Many expressed a worry that they would be 
‘manipulated’ by ‘clever AI’ using detailed personal 
information to convince the user to do something that 
was likely to be in the provider's interest 

 In addition, the use case also activated further privacy 
and security concerns as it suggested the AI agent had 
relatively intimate knowledge of the user

 For many participants, the use case felt like a provider 
would be going a step too far, becoming too intrusive, 
and could use an AI agent to change the user's 
behaviour or prompt them to make a particular decision 

 Some participants also raised the question of who is 
accountable if something goes wrong and whether it 
would be the provider or the AI, or even the customers

A I  AGENT FROM 
PROVIDERS

Oh no I don’t like this at all. It’s just another way to be 
pushy and salesy but using my information against me. 
Are they going to be reading all my texts and waiting to 
pounce? 
Consumer, Heavy AI User

In some cases, this could be useful because they might 
point out where you are losing money.
SME, Medium AI User

These views were consistent across the sample engaged in the research. 
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AI was most valued as an information and support tool, but concerns increased when AI took 
on proactive or decision-making responsibilities
Where there were concerns these tended to increase when AI was seen as ‘crossing a line’ and taking on roles where human responsiveness, 
sensitivity and control was felt to be needed 

Participants were relatively comfortable and receptive to AI playing a central or leading
assistance role in these contexts including starting with AI as the default option 

AI playing more of a virtual assistant role 

Providing information
Consistent with current 

experiences and seen as 
helpful and benign 

Answering questions
Expected to be able to 
competently deal with 
questions and queries 

First line of response 
Accepted as first line of 

response – but needed to 
escalate to a human for 

more complex/urgent issues 

Participants were more concerned about AI developing agency and needed reassurance that they 
would have access to a human agent and ensure the user had a clear choice whether to use AI 

AI playing more of a virtual agent role 

Proactive judgements 
about sensitive needs

Concerned over AI 
proactively identifying 

additional needs 

Making decisions
and negotiating

Cautioned against AI being 
able to make decisions or 

negotiate 

Proactive agency & 
developing autonomy
Concerned if acting on 

customers' behalf AI will slip 
out of their control 

Participants did not want to feel that AI was becoming ‘runaway’ in developing too much agency. The human user had to ultimately be in control. 
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All sample groups needed reassurance that they would still have a choice about whether to 
use AI when interacting with telecoms providers
Older consumers, those with additional needs and SMEs in particular, could feel their needs would not be addressed if AI was the only option 
they had to interact with telecoms providers

Mainstream consumers may benefit from upskilling 
and targeted support to make the most of AI 
 The research suggested that low and non-users 

may benefit from being helped to develop their AI 
skills in order to be able to navigate AI platforms and 
options and understand how to use AI effectively.

 This could include understanding some of the basic 
components of AI, whether virtual assistants or 
agents, the range of third-party platforms available 
to them, as well as AI prompting skills 

 In particular older consumers who were often the 
least confident and familiar with using AI may benefit 
the most from this type of targeted support 

Empowering people to be more confident
with AI and to move forward in an AI world 

People with additional needs should always have a 
clear choice of whether to use AI or a human agent 
 The research indicated that acceptance of AI among 

participants with additional needs was always 
conditional on having a clear upfront choice of 
accessing a human agent if the user felt that AI was 
not appropriate in meeting their needs 

 This option of a human agent needed to be clearly 
signposted and adjacent to the AI option so that the 
user could easily access a human agent if that was 
their preference 

 How a user with additional needs wanted to interact 
was a personal choice and both AI and a human 
agent needed to be presented as adjacent options

Ensuring the ability to choose which channel
based on individual preference and need 

Small and medium-sized businesses wanted the 
ability to escalate to a human agent if this was 
warranted 
 Many small and medium-sized businesses accepted 

AI interaction as a first line of response from a 
provider, particularly if this saved them time and 
effort at the initial stages of raising an issue

 However, there was much stronger demand for 
faster escalation to a human agent to deal with any 
issue or complaint if the user felt this was needed. 

 Small and medium sized businesses were 
particularly concerned about the disruption and 
impact that service issues or outages could have on 
their operations and as a result often demanded 
quick access to a human agent. 

Ensuring the ability to escalate to human agent 
if the issues were felt to be business-critical 

For all sample groups there may be a benefit in developing their AI skills and understanding in order for everyone to be able to make the most of the opportunities presented by 
AI, as well as avoid the potential risks. 
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Five common principles for providers and regulators to think about emerged when 
considering the role of AI in telecoms 

C O N T R O L

Human user is
always in control 

As long as the final decision is up 
to you, not to the AI
Consumer, Low AI User

C H O I C E

A clear choice of communications 
channel when needed 

It should always give the option 
to speak to a human as well. 
Consumer, Medium AI User 

S A F E G U A R D I N G

Ensure safeguards are in place 
to protect users and their data 

It should ensure that our personal 
data is not bought or sold by 
different companies just to 
maximize their profits,
Consumer, Heavy AI User 

T R A N S P A R E N C Y

Explicit clarity around
AI role and output

Providers should have to state w
hen you [the customer] are 
speaking to AI, so there is no 
ambiguity.
SME Medium AI User

I N C L U S I V I T Y

Everyone’s needs are
met in an appropriate way 

There has got to be a human 
somewhere because there are 
people who are excluded from 
using technology and those who 
can't use it for whatever reason, 
Consumer, Low AI User

Irrespective of the current pace of AI development, participants generally felt it was important not to rush into adopting AI without human governance and oversight in place, 
to ensure all are better able to realise the opportunities and avoid the risks in the telecoms sector. 
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Participants had a strong desire for ‘somebody’ to set some guardrails centred around 
the five principles:

Human user is always
in control 
 AI can assist and support

– research and information 
gathering

 But human user should 
always be in control of 
ultimate decisions

Applies to AI third-party 
tools and providers’ AI tools

Human user has a choice
of channel
 Do not want to feel forced 

down AI or tech-only route 
 Want an option for human 

agent if felt to be needed, 
particularly in the context of 
more complex, urgent and 
sensitive scenarios

 Small and medium sized 
businesses emphasised the 
importance of human 
escalation where issues 
could be business-critical

Applies to providers’ AI 
tools

Ensure safeguards are in place
Around use of personal data:
 Clarify if data is secure or 

shared with any other parties
 Clarify if AI will be using 

personal data when providing 
advice/support, and to
what extent

Applies to providers’ AI 
tools

Around support for consumers 
with additional needs:
 Ensure AI handles needs 

sensitively and competently
 Caution around proactive 

detection of needs as higher 
risk of AI making mistakes 

Applies to providers’ AI 
tools

Ensure transparency around
the role of AI and AI output
 Make commercial 

relationships clear upfront
 Make it clear that the user is 

interacting with an AI agent 
 Make it clear when AI is 

being used by providers in 
the journey and any decision 
making 

 Being transparent that 
content is AI generated 

 Provide information sources 
and proof points behind AI 
output 

Applies to AI third-party 
tools and providers’ AI tools

Ensure roll-out of provider
AI tools are inclusive
 Don’t rush development

and roll-out of AI tools
 Consider different user 

readiness levels: existence
of AI skills gaps and lack
of confidence 

 Ensure focus is on enhancing 
customer service quality,
not reducing provider 
operational costs

Applies to providers’ AI 
tools
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SME: 11-49 employees, Heavy AI User 

Name Angela

Age 38

Northern 
Ireland

Angela is an operations and recruitment manager at an 
engineering company based mainly in Dublin and Northern 
Ireland, with office staff, subcontractors, and a work 
environment heavily dependent on phones, internet, and 
texting, to organise a large workforce of contractors with a 
high turnover of staff

Her role includes testing new software and supporting the 
early stages of business processes through to completion.

It's moving with the world, so I think that’s a pro, but if you 
have an engineering problem, a chatbot's not going to 
help you. You and me could have different ways of 
explaining things. So how would the chatbot pick up the 
issue? 

Starting attitudes toward AI 

AI is already being used to check potentially falsified 
electrical and safety certificates, especially for workers from 
Eastern Europe, by translating documents and verifying 
awarding bodies.

She also uses AI for recruitment tasks such as spotting AI-
generated CV patterns, rewording emails and procedures, 
and writing job ads.

The company is developing its own AI-based app to screen 
CVs, flag suspicious submissions, and eventually combine 
systems like Sage and TMS while cleaning and formatting 
data.

She sees potential operational uses for AI in travel booking 
and cost comparison, such as finding the cheapest flights 
for staff, and in reducing admin workload and staffing costs.

She does have concerns that as the company adopts AI 
more there will be job losses amongst her own staff. 

Her other concerns are over-reliance on AI with a loss of 
human interaction and increase in generic responses in 
communication.

Attitudes toward AI in telecoms

Angela finds chatbot and automated telecoms support 
frustrating when she needs a quick resolution, especially for 
broadband, mobile, and booster issues she can experience 
in work.

She sometimes uses ChatGPT to help draft clearer 
messages before contacting providers through text-based 
support, such as O2 chat.

She values written ‘chat-based’ records because they 
provide evidence of what was said and can be referred 
back to later.

Although chat can be faster when it works, she often 
prefers speaking to a human because she wants 
reassurance, practical troubleshooting, and the ability to 
explain the issue properly.

She believes some telecom tasks, especially complex 
engineering problems or contract negotiations, still require a 
human because AI may miss nuance or reassurance.

She also worries that AI can make scams and 
misinformation easier, and that people may trust AI-
generated content too readily.

Angela expects AI to become even more embedded in 
telecoms and business operations over the next 12 to 24 
months, but she is unsure whether she will end up liking it 
more or less.

NB: Names have been changed 
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SME: <10 employees, Medium AI User

Name George

Age 55

Wales

George is a Wales-based independent retailer who owns 
his own store, selling furniture. As well as owning the 
business and being in charge of telecom contract 
management, George is also responsible for day-to-day 
operations and customer interactions.

The physical premises is his main business with the 
website playing only a small part. As a small business, he 
has experienced challenges recently in competing with 
larger retailers and their online presence/expertise.

I don’t look at AI as the sort of be-all and end-all. I look at it 
as an assistant to me…a time saver without doubt. 
Sometimes you check the source and it’s Joe Blogs from 
Acacia Road. I wouldn’t trust that.

I wouldn’t want AI to switch me to different tariffs and 
things. The user should always have full autonomy to 
change whatever we want to change. 

Starting attitudes toward AI 

George takes a pragmatic and measured approach to AI 
and AI use in his business; he sees AI as a helper rather 
than a transformative force. 

George has broader concerns about AI at a societal level, 
including security and governance (worries about hacking 
and data access) as well as job losses and inequality as a 
result of widespread AI adoption.

Nevertheless, he uses AI third-party platforms quite 
regularly at work, to help with marketing and copywriting, as 
well as to answer customer questions about products. 
George would look to use AI more, but it would require 
significant investment in his sales systems which he does 
not feel is feasible.

Looking ahead, George expects AI to evolve further in the 
next 12+ months; potentially becoming more accepted and 
used, particularly amongst younger generations. 

Attitudes toward AI in telecoms

When first considering the potential use of AI in telecoms, 
George anchors off his previous negative chatbot 
experiences. It feels challenging to look past this and 
imagine a more advanced virtual assistant from providers 
that could help customers end-to-end.

Where George sees most potential is in using AI:
 In the background – enabling providers to spot and 

resolve issues quickly, without involving customers.
 For research and information consolidation – 

particularly comparing prices of deals and tariffs across 
providers.

George's hesitations are around when he is going to 
telecoms providers for complaints, hardship, cancellations 
and other more emotionally and financially sensitive 
moments. This is where George would prefer to speak to a 
person. 

He also expresses a desire to maintain ultimate control over 
any decisions and final transactions. He is uncomfortable 
with AI having autonomy over final decisions.

NB: Names have been changed 
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Consumer: Medium AI User

Name Kieran 

Age 65

England

Kieran is retired and living in Northern England. He 
stopped work a little earlier than planned after his wife 
passed away. He lives alone and does not have any 
children.

Kieran’s previous career was in financial services, in a role 
that ‘relied on talking to people’. His strong people-
orientation carries through to his expectations of services 
today.

Kieran is active and socially engaged, playing and teaching 
piano, going to the church, gym and occasionally the 
cinema with friends. 

It’s ability to contextualize things and summarise things. 
That’s probably one of its main benefits. It’s like ‘here’s a 
very big book, can you summarise it for me in 5 minutes?’ I 
do see potential to speed things up.

When my wife died, the vast majority of that I did with a 
human or person. When someone dies, it’s highly 
emotional. Is AI going to be able to help with that?

Starting attitudes toward AI 

Kieran is cautious about the growing power of AI at a 
societal level. He is apprehensive about the potential 
impact of AI on human knowledge and creativity and 
worries that younger people are going to become 
‘dependent’ on AI instead of thinking for themselves. He is 
also worried about the potential for job losses as a result of 
increased AI use.

That said, Kieran experiments with AI in his daily life. He 
first came across AI through exposure to Google AI 
summaries and examples shared with him through his 
personal circles. He tends to use it mainly as a ‘starting 
point’ for solving problems. He finds it useful for 
summarising content, contextualising topics and general 
efficiency when completing tasks. 

In the future, Kieran hopes to use AI more, but primarily as 
a starting point or point of verification – rather than as a tool 
to make decisions on his behalf or ‘take away’ human 
agency. 

Attitudes toward AI in telecoms

Kieran has direct experience of using AI in a telecoms 
context. When troubleshooting issues he was experiencing 
with his broadband connectivity, he used Gemini to decode 
unfamiliar acronyms, generate practical next steps and get 
advice on how best to escalate his issues.

In a telecoms context Kieran appreciated the speed and 
instant availability of the third-party AI tools. He felt it was 
able to effectively triage his problems and could provide 
advice on the best moment to contact a human.

However, Kieran has ‘red lines’ for AI’s role in telecoms:
 Transparency: Kieran always wants to know when he is 

speaking to AI and feels that sometimes, it is not clear if 
it is a chatbot or human customer service agent 

 Choice: Kieran always wants easy and accessible ways 
to escalate to a human – he resents being ‘forced’ 
down an AI or wholly digital path.

 Key moments in the journey (negotiation, emotionally 
complex life events): this is where he would bypass AI 
immediately and go straight to a human.

NB: Names have been changed 
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Vulnerable: Low AI user

Name Tom

Age 44

Scotland

Tom lives in a rural area near Inverness, is unemployed 
after a serious accident, and has been out of work for five 
years. He has children living with their mother and currently 
has a landline and uses a pay-as-you-go mobile setup.

Due to his injuries Tom is in a lot of ongoing pain which 
needs to be managed and has regular interactions with his 
doctor accordingly. Tom also describes himself as having 
ADHD and finds it hard to concentrate, a challenge which is 
exacerbated by poor quality sleep as a result of his injuries. 

We should be speaking to humans. Humans can hear your 
voice and know better how you feel, because it's all calls 
with my doctors now, and I would have difficulty explaining 
things to a computer, but if I was speaking to someone it 
would be ok

It's just negative. I mean, I'm open-minded, but I'm still not 
keen on this. If I've got a problem, I'd rather be speaking to 
a person. Because they'll be more sympathetic than an AI 
would be.

Starting attitudes toward AI 

Tom associates AI mainly with targeted ads and believes 
devices may be listening to conversations via your mobile 
phone and then sending you targeted ads via your social 
media. He therefore sees AI as invasive and intrusive as if it 
is ‘spying on you’.

He has used ChatGPT only a couple of times, prompted by 
a friend, mainly for simple questions about topics he is 
curious about e.g. the planets, and also to research online 
banking loan interest rates, and also home insurance.

He liked that ChatGPT got straight to the point compared 
with searching Google or comparison sites, but he does not 
use it regularly.

Tom is overall uneasy about AI generally, describing it as 
scary, freaky, and more intelligent than people, with 
concerns about human jobs being replaced.

He strongly dislikes pre-programmed systems and voice 
menus that repeatedly ask for the same information, 
especially when they fail to understand him.

Attitudes toward AI in telecoms

Beyond using AI to research options via third-party 
platforms, Tom generally prefers speaking to a person for 
dealing with any problems, especially if he has to repeat 
himself, because he expects a human to be more 
sympathetic and understanding.

If he does have to interact with AI he is more open to text-
based interactions than voice-based ones because texting 
avoids long waits and repeated prompts, although he still 
would rather speak to an actual person if waiting times are 
reasonable.

He would find AI playing a role in answering questions or 
queries acceptable if it is quick, direct, and could save him 
time waiting on the phone.

And he was more positive about language-support use 
cases, saying help in Spanish or other languages would be 
useful, and he has used similar translation features on 
holiday.

But his overall preference was for accessing a human 
agent, and he was sceptical of AI handling bereavement-
related cases, feeling humans can show real empathy and 
notice pain in a way AI cannot.

Tom also feels a human agent would be better at handling 
his needs in light of having ADHD and this resulting in 
difficulties in explaining himself in a way that he feels a 
‘computer’ would understand. 

NB: Names have been changed 
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Vulnerable: Low/no AI user

Name Clara

Age 65

England

Clara is in her 60s and living in an urban location in 
England. She has a big family and loves spending time with 
her 5+ grandchildren. Clara is not working at the moment 
as she is disabled. Clara has limited mobility as she is living 
with kidney and heart disease. She has support from family 
members to do daily tasks such as shopping, cleaning and 
gardening – primarily to support with lifting and moving 
things. Clara is reasonably comfortable with tech and 
regularly uses online services such as online banking. 
However, Clara describes herself as 'a bit old fashioned' 
and 'old school'; generally preferring to ring up and speak to 
people where possible.

I think it's because I'm not speaking to a real person. I 
don't know what the AI is programmed to say or do. If it 
was a real person, there's sympathy and empathy in the 
situation. But a robot is straight talking.

I wouldn't trust AI [to help me in telecoms context]. If you 
speak to a person, you can just ask a direct question, and 
they'll know what you're on about. It sounds weird a 
computer being sympathetic. It's confusing.

Starting attitudes toward AI 

Clara is reluctant to use AI and tries to avoid it wherever 
possible. Her concerns centre around a combination of:
 Low confidence: Not knowing how to use it to get the 

most out of AI tools.
 Distrust: uncertainty about how AI is programmed, and 

by whom as well as where her data/information is 
going.

Clara feels AI tools will never be able to replicate the 
empathy and sympathy one might get when engaging with 
a human. Part of this hesitation comes from negative prior 
experiences of chatbots (likely pre-gen-AI) as clunky and 
unhelpful, as well as a nervousness about the power and 
potential of tech.

Looking ahead, Clara expects AI to be increasingly 
unavoidable to engage with. Clara expects she will have to 
engage and learn skills eventually in order to engage with 
providers.

Attitudes toward AI in telecoms

When first considering the potential use of AI in telecoms, 
Clara anchors off her previous negative chatbot 
experiences. She explains that she has struggled in the 
past to get chatbots to answer her specific questions and 
feels she is being sent 'in circles'. 

Clara is slightly more open when seeing a use case of a 
more conversational AI and sees this as an improvement 
on her previous experiences.

However, Clara feels:
 She would always prefer to speak with a human as the 

first port of call; it feels more comfortable and more 
likely to get to the solution she desires

 Having AI address sensitive topics is slightly 
inappropriate and uncomfortable: she questions how AI 
can authentically offer empathy and sympathy.

Overall, Clara sees AI developments in telecoms as more 
of a risk than an opportunity. She acknowledges efficiency 
benefits (especially for doing the 'leg work' in terms of 
researching and comparing deals) but her dominant 
concerns centre on lack of control, data privacy and distrust 
in who controls the tech. Clara's forward-looking view is one 
of reluctant acceptance rather than enthusiasm.

NB: Names have been changed 
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Consumer: Heavy AI user

Name Sam

Age 21

England

Sam is based in Manchester and lives at home with his 
parents and 3 siblings who are all younger than him. Sam is 
a full-time student at university, studying English and works 
part-time at a bar.

Sam describes himself as being active and social; he goes 
to the gym and spends time with friends in his free time. 
Sam also enjoys chilling out at home to wind down from 
university or work by watching Netflix or football. Sam 
describes himself as very confident when it comes to using 
tech. He is comfortable with new tools and already feels like 
AI is woven into his everyday life – it is no longer ‘novel’.

 

If I have anything I want to find out, I just go on ChatGPT 
and then ask it. I think it’s probably my new Google to be 
honest.

I would never allow AI to make a decision for me or extend 
my contract. I would be happy with AI making 
recommendations.

Starting attitudes toward AI 

Sam is broadly positive about AI at an overall level. He 
sees AI as everyday help that has effectively replaced 
search engines. Sam has found third-party AI tools like 
ChatGPT incredibly helpful when completing university 
work, saving him time when finding sources or summarising 
large amounts of information.

Sam feels confident in his AI skills and feels he has honed 
them through experimentation and practice. He feels he 
now knows ‘how to prompt’ AI to get the best out of the 
answers and strongly believes that AI outputs are only as 
good as AI inputs. 

Sam is excited by the advancement of AI but also finds it a 
little unsettling. Whilst Sam is intrigued to see how far the 
tech may go and how advanced it could get; he is also 
slightly nervous about how it may impact the role of humans 
and how the older people in his life may or may not adapt 
(e.g. parents).

In the long term, Sam sees AI use as inevitable and ever-
expanding, despite underlying caution about its pace. A key 
concern is how AI might work with regard to privacy and 
intrusiveness. In particular, Sam feels slightly 
uncomfortable with the idea of AI ‘monitoring’ or using 
sensitive personal data to respond to users; it can feel like 
a step too far.

Attitudes toward AI in telecoms

Sam is relatively ambivalent about AI in telecoms at a high 
level. He can see clear benefits in terms of convenience 
and efficiency. In particular, Sam sees AI helping to 
improve handling of straightforward queries and basic 
account admin, for example, providing clearer explanations 
of contract terms, providing updates on internet outages 
and quick troubleshooting.

Still, though, Sam insists that there must be a human 
fallback for complex, high-stakes or potentially sensitive 
and emotional topics. Like others, Sam has had frustrating 
experiences with online chatbots and worries about the 
quality of AI interactions if through a telecoms provider.

As a heavy user, Sam is also aware of some of the 
limitations including of the tech itself (e.g. accuracy and 
hallucinations), as well as the need for human skill. 

Sam rejects AI use cases and tools that feel too 
commercially minded or sales focused, or that feel they are 
benefiting the provider more than the customer. For 
example, AI agents proactively contacting customers. He 
feels there should be an opportunity to opt in or out of this 
kind of interaction. Sam also rejects the idea of AI making 
decisions on his behalf as it feels important for humans to 
retain a sense of agency.

NB: Names have been changed 
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