
Channel shift: helping 
citizens and customers 
to go digital
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Channel shift is not new 

Channel shift is the act of moving communications and 
activity from one medium to another. In the last century this 
has seen chunks of communication and interaction between 
organisations and customers move from in-person to letter, 
and from letter to telephone.  

The most recent channel shift has been from physical to digital 
channels: from in-person appointments and paper forms to 
remote applications and digital forms. 

The shift to online has happened

Channel shift is not about asking people to adopt new 
technologies or habits, it is about asking them to interact with 
your organisation by using what they have already adopted.

The UK’s population has mostly made the move to digital. 
Ofcom, the UK’s digital and internet regulator, found that 45.5 
million UK adults access the internet each month. That’s more 
than 86% of the adult population. Internet usage is almost 
universal among 18-54 year olds, and is increasing among 
those who are over this age. 

Adults in the UK access the internet and digital services 
through various means. 85% of UK adults have a smartphone, 
74% have a computer, and 51% have a tablet. The average 
adult spends over three and a half hours a day online, primarily 
through their smartphone. 

Citizens use the internet and their devices to live their lives, 
from contacting friends, to working, to accessing services. 

Channel shift to digital can bring huge 
benefits to the public sector

There are huge opportunities available through channel shift in 
the public sector. From cost reductions, to better services and 
happier, more engaged citizens. 

To take cost reduction as an example, the Local Government 
Association found that for every £1 spent on channel shift, 
there was an average return of £5.64 in the form of savings and 
increased income. 

Effectively used, channel shift allows organisations to do more 
with what is available. 
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Driving and maintaining channel shift has frequently been 
challenging for organisations both in and out of the public 
sector. Key reasons for this have included: 

A poor quality digital offering 

To encourage citizens and customers to use and stay on digital 
channels, the digital offer needs to be a high quality one. It 
must be as simple as possible, easy to find and easy to use, 
with reassurance to the user that they have completed the 
process correctly. Too often digital offerings are clunky, contain 
bugs or are complicated for the customer to use. Citizens will 
use digital channels not because they exist, but because they 
are the best channels available. 

The need to bring whole teams together 

Channel shift requires a multi-disciplinary, cross-organisation 
approach. It cannot be left to a single team or person. To 
create a sustainable shift to digital channels it is essential 
to work across silos to deliver a simple, accessible digital 
experience. Using software solutions that allow for this kind of 
collaboration can support organisations in delivery. 

Challenges in scaling 

Encouraging citizens to shift to digital channels is in large part 
about communication, and without the right tools it is very 
difficult to scale communications in a way that is targeted and 
personalised. Using software solutions that allow for personal 
communications at scale is critical to achieving sustainable 
channel shift. 

For these reasons and more, channel shift has not been as 
comprehensive and effective as it could be. 

This has costs for the citizen and for  
the organisation

For the citizen, they do not necessarily receive the best service 
in the best possible way. They may be unaware that they can 
complete processes online. Consequently, they either complete 
them in a way that is inconvenient for both them and the 
organisation, or worse, they don’t complete them at all. 

For the organisation, the citizen may access services in a way 
that is unnecessarily expensive. Person-to-person interactions 
are orders of magnitude more expensive to deliver than digital 
interactions. 

It is essential to take channel shift seriously, and to think 
carefully about how it can be effectively implemented and 
sustained to deliver the best possible services to citizens.

The challenges of  
channel shift
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Adobe has worked with public sector organisations across the 
world to support a shift to digital channels. Our customers 
have seen strong results. These are some of the essentials 
for getting channel shift right and reaping the rewards. 

Define success 

At the start of any effort to drive digital channel shift, 
organisations must define clear goals and targets. 
Understanding how citizens and customers currently access 
services lets organisations set measurable objectives. This 
makes it possible to see when digital channel shift is working, 
and when it is not, giving organisations the ability to redirect 
resources and double down on successful efforts.

Bring the right teams together 

Channel shift is not the job of one person or one team: it is for 
the whole organisation. For that reason, it is essential to bring 
all of the right teams together. This should capture every part 
of the organisation that deals with a service, and the services 
around it, that a citizen is expected to interact with. This will 
almost certainly include IT, communications, customer service, 
operations, finance, product, and more. While these teams 
must share ownership to ensure the right outcome, a senior 
owner is always sensible. 

Do the research

The problem is not always the channel and the answer is 
not always technology. It is essential when preparing for 
channel shift that meticulous user research is undertaken. 
An organisation should know how, why, and when 
citizens use a particular service. They must also know 
how this changes between different demographics and 
the types of services being accessed and when.

Having this information allows for an organisation to 
encourage channel shift in a way that is most likely 
to be effective with different groups and at different 
moments. It also means that the best solution is 
used, not just the cheapest or the best marketed. 

Plan for digital inclusion

Not everyone will be able to use an organisation’s preferred 
channel. Online services are significantly cheaper to deliver, 
but 6% of the UK’s households do not have internet access.    

When designing and implementing channel shift, it is essential 
to have a plan to enable access for all citizens. The household 
without internet access must be able to receive the same 
service as the household with internet access. This should 
form a core part of the user research that will be carried out. 

Getting digital channel  
shift right
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High quality digital channels that 
are easy to find and easy to use

It has to be simple for citizens and customers to find 
the digital alternative to the call centre or the face-
to-face meeting. This means using first-rate software 
solutions that allow for intuitive citizen experiences.

The design and maintenance of these high quality digital 
channels can be supported by allowing for two-way 
feedback. The customer must be reassured that they have 
done the right thing, and they must be able to tell the 
organisation how the experience could have been better. 

Meet users where they are

Citizens and customers must be able to access service 
where they are. This means that services need to be 
accessible not only digitally, but also optimised for 
different devices. The majority of citizens use services 
via mobile services, and so digital channels must 
work as well on smartphones as on laptops. 

Using software solutions that can automatically adjust to the 
devices they are delivered to allows organisations to provide 
first-rate digital services that encourage sustained channel shift. 

Manage communications centrally

Achieving continued digital channel shift  requires that 
the right messages are going out to the right citizens 
and customers at the right time. This has historically 
been an enormous challenge: the analogue world did 
not allow for personalised communication at scale. 

But this is possible through digital channels. GDPR-
compliant citizen data profiles allow organisations 
to know who their citizens and customers are, what 
they need help with, and when they need to hear 
about it. This allows for citizens and customers to be 
engaged at the right time, not at the same time. 

Continuous improvement

The digital age has allowed organisations to collect 
more data than ever before on how their services are 
used. From form abandonment through to the moments 
at which citizens ring the call centre or present at an 
office: organisations can find the moments of failure.

Channel shift, as with any transformation process, is not 
“once and done”. Organisations need to create regular 
and continuous review and improvement systems to 
ensure that the best possible outcomes are achieved. 

A whole systems approach

To make digital channel shift successful in the long term, 
organisations need to make sure the whole experience works. 

Effective emails at just the right moment are no use if 
the online process a citizen is signposted to feels clunky, 
or does not work. From digital forms to effective site 
architecture, using the right technology is essential for this. 
The experience of the new channel must be good enough 
to warrant the citizen and customer using it again. 
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A model for successful  
channel shift
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Define objectives 
and bring the right 

team together.

Complete user 
research to 

understand needs 

Identify and implement 
the right software 

solutions to meet needs

Use scalable, targeted and 
personalised communication 

to encourage usage

Collect user feedback 
and understand how the 
service can be improved
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What about Adobe Target? 

We would love to talk to you about how Adobe can support business intelligence in your organisation.   

To find more information, please visit our website at  
business.adobe.com/uk/solutions/industries/government.html

Or contact us at business.adobe.com/uk/request-consultation/experience-cloud.html

About Adobe

Adobe’s trusted and proven software solutions enable next-generation digital government in countries across the world. Adobe 
Experience Manager can support the UK public sector to achieve lasting channel shift, which will in turn save money and enable 
deliver better services. With products such as Forms, Magento, and Sites, you can encourage channel shift with Adobe.
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