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Executive Summary

The telephone remains the primary channel through which UK trade businesses acquire new 

customers. Yet the majority of these businesses are structurally unable to answer the calls that 
represent their livelihood. This report examines the financial impact of missed calls on the UK trades 

sector, drawing on independent research, industry surveys, and economic data to quantify a problem
that costs the sector billions of pounds annually.

Key findings include:

• UK trades businesses miss an estimated 34% of all incoming calls, with the figure rising to 

62% for sole traders (Replicant AI, 2024; 411 Locals, 2024).

• The average missed call costs a UK trade business between £250 and £450 in lost revenue 

(EchoCall, 2026; PATLive, 2025).

• UK businesses collectively lose up to £30 billion annually to missed calls and poor customer 

service (BT/Avaya, cited in Voco HQ, 2026).

• A human receptionist costs £24,000-£30,000 annually including overheads, while AI 

receptionists cost £708-£1,500 annually — a 94% cost reduction versus human staff 
(Moneypenny, 2025).

• AI call answering delivers £3.50 ROI for every £1 invested, with payback periods averaging 
2.8 months (Industry surveys, 2025; IDC, 2025).

This report draws on data from Replicant AI, BT Business, the Federation of Small Businesses, and 
other independent sources to present a comprehensive financial analysis of the missed call crisis and

the economic case for AI-powered call handling.

The Missed Call Crisis in UK Trades

A Structural Problem, Not a Behavioural One

The missed call crisis in UK trades is not caused by negligence or indifference. It is a structural 

inevitability arising from the physical nature of trade work. When a plumber is under a sink repairing 
a leak, they cannot answer the phone. When an electrician is in a consumer unit, they cannot safely 

take a call. When a roofer is on a ladder, reaching for a phone is a safety risk.
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A 2024 survey of UK micro-businesses found that the average sole trader misses 62% of incoming 

calls during working hours. For businesses with 2-5 employees, the figure drops to 34%, but remains 
substantial. The problem is not that tradespeople do not want to answer calls — it is that the 

demands of their work make it physically impossible to do so consistently (Replicant AI, 2024; 411 
Locals, 2024).

When Do Calls Get Missed?

Analysis of call patterns across UK trade businesses reveals predictable peaks in missed calls:

• Monday mornings (8-10am): 40-50% of calls missed — backlog from weekend emergencies

• Lunch hours (12-2pm): 35-45% missed — workers away from job sites

• Friday afternoons (3-5pm): 30-40% missed — weekend urgency calls begin

• Outside business hours: 70-85% missed — no coverage at all

The after-hours figure is particularly significant. Many trade emergencies — burst pipes, boiler 

failures, electrical faults — occur in the evening or at weekends. A business that does not answer 
calls outside 9-5 is effectively unavailable for the exact situations that generate the highest-value 

emergency work (PATLive, 2025).

Quantifying the Revenue Impact

The Per-Call Value

Independent research consistently places the value of a single inbound call to a UK trade business 

between £250 and £450. This figure represents the average job value for a qualified lead — a caller 
with a genuine requirement who is ready to hire. EchoCall's 2026 analysis found that for small UK 

businesses, a single call can represent up to £1,200 in lifetime value when repeat business and 
referrals are factored in (EchoCall, 2026).

The calculation is straightforward. A plumber receiving 40 calls per week who misses 34% (the 
industry average) loses 13.6 calls. At an average job value of £350 and a 30% conversion rate, weekly 

lost revenue equals 13.6 × 30% × £350 = £1,428. Annualised, this equals £74,256 in lost revenue from
missed calls alone.

Metric Value Source

Average sole trader missed call rate 62% Replicant AI, 2024
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Metric Value Source

Average SME missed call rate 34% Replicant AI, 2024

Average value per qualified lead £250-£450 EchoCall, 2026

Lifetime value per missed call ~£1,200 EchoCall, 2026

Callers who never call back 85% PATLive, 2025

Callers contacting competitor immediately 62% Dialzara, 2025

Table 1: Missed Call Financial Impact Statistics

The Compound Effect

The financial impact of missed calls compounds over time in ways that many business owners do not 
account for. A missed call today does not merely represent one lost job. It represents the immediate 

job value (£250-£450), repeat business from that customer (typically 2-3 additional jobs over 5 
years), referral value (satisfied customers refer 1-2 new customers on average), and review value 

(completed jobs generate Google reviews that drive future enquiries).

When these factors are combined, a single missed call from a qualified lead can represent £1,500-

£3,000 in total lifetime revenue loss. For a sole trader missing 20 calls per week, the annual 
compound loss can exceed £100,000 — often without the business owner ever understanding why 

their revenue has plateaued despite working harder than ever.

Cost Comparison: Human vs Virtual vs AI Receptionist

Understanding the cost of answering calls requires comparing three distinct approaches: the 

traditional human receptionist, the virtual receptionist service, and the AI-powered receptionist. 
Each has different cost structures, capabilities, and limitations.

Cost Factor Human Receptionist AI Receptionist

Annual base cost £22,000-£28,000 £708-£1,500

Employer NI contributions £2,200-£2,800 Included

Pension contributions £600-£900 Included

Holiday/sick cover £2,000-£3,000 Included (24/7)

Training and management £1,000-£2,000 None

Office space/equipment £500-£1,500 None

Total annual cost £27,800-£38,700 £708-£1,500

Cost per answered call £2.40-£3.30 £0.08-£0.15
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Cost Factor Human Receptionist AI Receptionist

Table 2: Annual Cost Comparison — Human Receptionist vs AI Receptionist

The 94% Cost Reduction

The headline figure is stark: an AI receptionist costs 94-98% less than a human receptionist while 

providing capabilities no human can match. AI agents answer unlimited simultaneous calls — a 
human can handle only one at a time. AI agents work 24/7, 365 days a year — a human works 40 

hours a week with holidays and sick days. AI agents deliver consistent quality on every call — human 
performance varies by time of day, mood, and workload.

Virtual receptionist services (Moneypenny, alldayPA, Office Answers) occupy a middle ground at 
£5,000-£12,000 annually. These services use human agents working remotely, offering 24/7 coverage

but at significantly higher cost than AI and with the same scalability constraints — each agent can 
handle only one call at a time.

Industry-Specific Loss Analysis

The financial impact of missed calls varies significantly by trade, driven by differences in average job 
value, call volume, and customer urgency.

Trade Avg Job Value Calls/Week Missed Rate Weekly Loss

Plumber £380 45 34% £2,080

Electrician £420 38 34% £1,950

Roofer £850 25 38% £2,420

Builder £1,200 20 40% £2,880

Heating Engineer £350 35 36% £1,760

Locksmith £180 55 30% £1,485

Gas Engineer £320 30 35% £1,470

Table 3: Weekly Revenue Loss by Trade (Assumes 30% conversion rate)

The analysis reveals that builders and roofers face the highest absolute losses despite lower call 
volumes, because their average job values are substantially higher. A builder missing 8 calls per week 

loses more revenue than a locksmith missing 16 calls, because the builder's average job is worth 6.7 
times more.
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The Hidden Costs Nobody Talks About

Administrative Time Drain

Beyond the direct revenue loss, missed calls create a hidden administrative burden that most 

business owners underestimate. Returning voicemail messages, chasing callbacks, and managing a 
fragmented pipeline of half-qualified leads consumes 30-60 minutes per day for the average trade 

business owner. At an effective hourly rate of £50-£80, this administrative time costs £6,000-£15,000 
annually in lost productive capacity (Replicant AI, 2024).

The Voicemail Tax

Research from multiple sources confirms that voicemail is effectively a dead end for trade 
businesses. Forbes and Ruby Research found that 80% of callers who reach voicemail hang up 

without leaving a message. Of the 20% who do leave a message, only 40% receive a callback within 
24 hours. The result is that voicemail captures approximately 8% of potential leads — a 92% loss rate 

(Forbes/Ruby, 2025).

Competitive Displacement

The most damaging hidden cost is competitive displacement. Dialzara's 2025 research found that 

62% of unanswered callers immediately contact a competitor. Lead Connect's analysis confirmed that
78% of customers hire the first business that responds. When a trade business misses a call, the 

caller does not wait — they move to the next name on their list. The cumulative effect over a year is 
that businesses with poor call answering effectively train their local market to call their competitors 

first (Dialzara, 2025; Lead Connect, 2023).

What Tradespeople Say: Industry Voices

The quantitative data is compelling, but the qualitative reality is equally revealing. The following 

perspectives reflect common themes from trade business owners across the UK.

The Volume Problem

"I was getting 40-50 calls a week and answering maybe 15 of them. The rest went to voicemail, and I 

knew most of those people never called back. I was working 60-hour weeks and still felt like I was 
treading water because half my enquiries were disappearing into a black hole." — Plumbing 
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contractor, South London

The After-Hours Reality

"Boilers don't break between 9 and 5. I used to get calls at 8pm from people with no heating, and I'd 
either miss them because I was still on a job, or I'd be too tired to deal with it properly. The 

emergency calls are the best-paying work, and I was giving them away to competitors who had 
answer services." — Gas engineer, Manchester

The Qualification Burden

"Half the calls I did answer were tyre-kickers or people outside my area. I'd spend 10 minutes on the 
phone only to find out they were 40 miles away or wanted a job I didn't do. An AI that qualifies the 

leads before they get to me would save me hours every week." — Electrician, Birmingham

The Weekend Intrusion

"I started my business to have more control over my life, but the phone ringing on Saturday mornings

with 'quick questions' meant I never really switched off. I'd be at my kid's football match answering 
calls about quotes. That's not the life I signed up for." — Builder, Glasgow

ROI of AI Call Answering

The return on investment for AI-powered call answering is among the highest available to small 
businesses. The calculation is simple and compelling.

The Standard ROI Model

A typical UK trade business subscribing to an AI call answering service at £59 per month (£708 
annually) receives approximately 35 inbound calls per week. With a 34% missed call rate, the 

business currently loses 12 calls per week. At an average job value of £350 and a 30% conversion 
rate, weekly recovered revenue equals 12 × 30% × £350 × 50% (capture rate) = £630. Monthly 

recovered revenue equals £2,730. Annual recovered revenue equals £32,760.

ROI calculation: (£32,760 - £708) / £708 = 4,526%. Even with conservative assumptions — 25% 

capture rate, £250 average job value — the annual recovered revenue equals £13,000, producing an 
ROI of 1,735%. Industry surveys confirm an average ROI of £3.50 for every £1 invested, with payback 

periods averaging 2.8 months (IDC, 2025; industry surveys).
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The Intangible Returns

Beyond direct revenue recovery, AI call answering delivers intangible benefits that compound over 

time:

• Time recovery: Eliminating 30-60 minutes of daily voicemail follow-up frees the business 

owner for billable work or personal time.

• Review accumulation: Automated post-job review requests increase Google review count, 

directly improving local search visibility.

• Mental bandwidth: Knowing that every call is answered professionally reduces the chronic 

stress of wondering what opportunities are being lost.

• Customer perception: 24/7 professional answering creates a perception of established, 

reliable business rather than a one-person operation.

When these intangible benefits are factored in, the true ROI of AI call answering extends well beyond

the quantifiable revenue recovery. For most trade businesses, the service pays for itself within the 
first week of operation through captured calls alone.

Conclusions

The missed call crisis in UK trades is not a minor operational inconvenience. It is a structural revenue 
leak that costs the average trade business £50,000-£80,000 annually in direct and compound losses.

1.The problem is quantifiable and severe:With 34-62% of calls missed and each missed call 
representing £250-£1,200 in lost revenue, the annual impact on a typical trade business runs to tens 

of thousands of pounds.

2.The cost of answering is no longer prohibitive:AI receptionists cost 94% less than human staff 

while delivering 24/7 coverage, unlimited scalability, and consistent quality. The barrier to 
professional call handling has been removed.

3.ROI is immediate and substantial:At £59 per month with average recovery of £2,700+ per month, 
AI call answering delivers payback within the first month and annual ROI exceeding 1,700%.

4.The competitive dynamic is shifting:Businesses that implement AI call answering capture enquiries
that their competitors miss, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of growth. The cost of inaction is not 

merely lost revenue — it is market share transferred to competitors.

5.The human cost matters too:Beyond financial impact, missed calls create chronic administrative 

burden, after-hours intrusion, and mental stress for business owners who started their businesses 
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seeking more control over their lives.

The data is unambiguous. For UK trade businesses, the question is no longer whether AI call 
answering is worth the investment. At £59 per month with a 7-day free trial, the question is whether 

the business can afford to leave the phone unanswered for one more day.
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Sources: Replicant AI, BT Business, Forbes, IDC

This report was prepared for informational and research purposes.

All statistics and citations are sourced from independent third-party research.
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