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HEN I was a
Singapore Airlines
flight steward many
years ago, there was
one route no one
ever wanted to get staffed on. It was
notorious for its demanding customers, who seemed determined to drink
up every drop of free booze they
could.
You’d come to pick up a tray after a
meal and everything would be gone,
even the cutlery. Once after everyone
else has deplaned, we found a man
passed out drunk in one of the seats
with his pants unzipped and his manhood exposed after having urinated
on his seat.
You can see why this wasn’t a
popular assignment.
However, flight attendants like us
understood the context for these customers’ behaviour. This was 25 years
ago when air travel for the masses
was not at all common, and most of
these passengers were carriers: other
people paid to transport goods to
India in their luggage, bypassing strict
import regulations.
Air travel was a luxury they
wouldn’t have been otherwise able to
afford – and this wasn’t just regular
air travel, but air travel on Singapore
Airlines, famous for their inflight service. No wonder they got so excited
about the free booze and generous
meal portions.
Being on that flight – and many
others that I took around the world
– was an excellent lesson in customercentred service.
Whenever I got frustrated with
these passengers, I would try to put
myself in their shoes and understand
why they were acting the way they
did.
Thinking this way didn’t just calm
me down – it helped me anticipate
their needs, cope with their behaviour
and be a better flight attendant. It’s a
skill I applied often later on in my career
as a marketer and then as an executive
at a major technology company.

IN the past few months, we’ve been looking at digital transformation trends in
different industries like healthcare, retail,
finance, and media and entertainment.
Now, we look at an industry that’s been
completely turned on its head in recent
years, due to extreme digital transformation: tourism and hospitality.
It used to be that we’d visit a brick-andmortar travel agent every time we needed
to plan a family vacation or work trip
(granted, some of you may not remember
that).
But today, thanks to mobility, travellers are playing a much larger role in the
experience. They want to find a hotel that
matches their style – on their terms – the
very moment they need it.
And thanks to players like AirBnB, which
set the stage for a completely new era of
travel, they can.
Indeed, when it comes to the hospitality
business, digital transformation is a mix of
greater customer demands – and the technology that can help meet them.
Let’s take a look at the top trends
impacting the hospitality and tourism
industry.
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It’s been a long time since I had
to shuffle a drunk passenger off a
plane. However, lately as customer
experience automation – particularly
chatbots – have become all the rage,
I’ve been thinking back more and
more on my time as a flight attendant.
Hopes run high that artificial intelligence (AI) will eventually replace
humans for most non-face-to-face
customer service tasks.
Customer experience expert Shep
Hyken has even argued that “the
most sophisticated chatbots can provide a more human experience than
an actual human,” in part because
they never get frustrated with difficult
or demanding customers.
In today’s digital age, we prioritise
the “experience” – and a chatbot can
certainly provide a nice experience.
Well, not always!
However, getting a little frustrated
with someone – and then overcoming it – is part of what makes for a
genuine “human experience” to begin
with.
A chatbot that can’t get frustrated
also can’t empathise. It can’t comfort
someone who is sad or genuinely
apologise when the company messes
up. It can’t make an exception to the
rules for a customer in serious need.
All of these things are at the core
of truly customer-centred service, and
key to making the customer feel not
just served, but truly taken care of.

AI And
Customer
Service
Becoming a flight steward was not
something I ever dreamed of doing,
but it turned out to be one of the
most formative jobs I ever had.
I learnt how to perform under pressure, deal with people I didn’t know,
interact with those whose backgrounds were nothing like mine, and
serve people of every different age,
background, and status.
Most importantly, I learnt empathy
by listening to not only passengers,
but to my fellow crew members, too.
It was then that I discovered how
empathy doesn’t take much from the
giver, but has a monumental effect on
the receiver.
It can even be a great catalyst for
innovation in the most unexpected
places. That’s how powerful it is.
Now, a chatbot isn’t bonding with
its colleagues behind the scenes, or
taking calming breaths when dealing
with a difficult customer. Chatbots
today can have somewhat sophisticated “care” functions due to specific
algorithms, but they’re so much more
limited than a human being when it
comes to emotional intelligence.
A chatbot can pick up on when a
customer starts to sound annoyed,
but they’re less likely to figure out
why they’re annoyed – or to do anything about it.
Part of the problem is lack of
context: research has shown that
people use a smaller vocabulary,
shorter sentences, and more profanity when speaking to chatbots than
they do instant-messaging with
actual humans. Bots simply get less
backstory, which in turn means they
might not respond as humanly as
they should.

The problem
starts with us

To be fair, one might argue that
most human customer service call

centre employees aren’t allowed to
have human reactions to customer
problems either.
They’re often limited to reading off
scripts and applying one-size-fits-all,
blanket policies to customers no matter what their unique situation. (Who
hasn’t called into their cable company
or telco and heard some variation of
these terrible words over and over:
“I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do
about that, sir.”)
But that only goes to show that
the problem has deeper roots. By
forcing the humanity out of humanto-human customer service interactions over the past few decades, we’ve
prepared customers to settle for less
in human-to-AI interactions, too.
It’s time to use technology to
enhance the ‘humanness’ of customer
service interactions, not to deplete
them. (Teamwork is the key here. As
a former sales representative noted
recently, AI is the best partner a representative could ask for.)

The digital transformation is a dream
come true for introverts who like to travel.
With mobile-first and mobile-only brands
continuing to grow, customers can do
practically anything on their phone, from
checking in – to ordering room service – to
unlocking the room door itself.
In fact, one can plan an entire trip –
from booking to bedtime and home again
– without ever talking to a live human.

customer service policies written a
long time ago; policies that have little relevance to the fast-paced world
we live in today. The agent I spoke to
had no leeway to say something other
than, “That’s just our policy, sir.”
And that’s, quite frankly, a little
ridiculous.

AI is about the
people and not
the machines, and
companies can’t
loose the human
touch in their
rush to automate
customer service.

Customer service
needs a makeover

Just as companies need to embrace
diversity, customer service needs a
makeover. The fact is that while companies are falling all over themselves
to build chatbots from scratch, many
of them aren’t making effective use
of the customer service data at their
fingertips.
To take another airline example,
I was recently stranded in London
without luggage due to a flight delay.
When I called my airline, they offered
me – nothing. They promised to get
my bag to me at a certain time, and
never delivered.
I had to spend a lot of money on
brand-new clothes in London in order
to dress up appropriately for the
meetings I had lined up. Their policy
was clear: they couldn’t help, even
though it was their own fault.
This airline was being guided by
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As we use technology to augment
customer service, we need to update
our customer service policies to reflect
the world we live in today. This was a
massive missed opportunity for the
airline to own up to their mistake and
right their wrong.
I’ve been in that situation many
times as an airline employee; working for the No 1 airline in the world
meant that the pressure on me to
deliver exceptional, personalised service was high. Of course, I’m human
– I made mistakes.
However, I quickly learnt that an
authentic apology plus a little extra
care went a long way in making up for
whatever mistakes I made. Learning to
apologise is the first step to being able
to rebuild a relationship with a customer when something has gone wrong.

If you spill coffee on someone, you
apologise sincerely, but then you also
come back every half an hour to check
if they need something. (That combination of taking responsibility plus
taking action isn’t just my own experience, it’s part of the science of what
good apologies are made of.)
I also learnt that one of the best
things I could do, other than apologise, was actively listen. I saw that
genuinely listening could turn a negative situation into a positive one, for
all parties involved.

Data gives robots ears

What’s the modern-day AI equivalent to human listening? Data. Lots of
data. Every day 2.5 quintillion bytes of
data are created. Airlines – and organisations across the globe – have plenty
of customer data at their fingertips
that they could be using to better
understand the customer and provide
them with improved customer service.
But the reality hasn’t caught up
to the theorising. For example, the
airline I ran into trouble with could
have used an algorithm to reimburse
me for some basic expenses I incurred
in the city I was in, rather than eventually applying a flat rate as they do
everywhere. But they didn’t.

In summary

For all the buzz about how technology will enhance the customer
experience and augment the human
experience, it’s often used today to
cut costs and increase efficiency.
That’s a shame, and a real missed
opportunity.
We could be using AI and customer
data to build a quirkier, more human
system – one that truly centres the
customer by personalising responses,
making exceptions, and understanding context. AI is about the people
and not the machines, and companies
can’t loose the human touch in their
rush to automate customer service.

2. Artificial Intelligence
(AI) and Chatbots

Remember when all hotels used to have
clunky welcome binders on the desks, outlining where to eat, what to see, and what
to do in the area – everything you needed
to know?
Today, hotels can provide all that information – and more – via AI-powered apps
and technology.
Guests can access the information
at any time they need, right from their
phones in the form of an e-concierge. They
can even access voice-activated chatbots
to open the curtains, set the alarm, or
order breakfast, without ever talking to a
human being.
At the Cosmopolitan in Las Vegas, you
can even text a robot named Rose at any
time, 24/7, and she’ll find a way to fill
your request – fast. Meanwhile, Marriott
has been using AI-powered chatbots at
nearly 5,000 hotels to do things like make
reservation changes, and check on account
balances or redemption vouchers.

3. Integration of the IoT

were able to use customer data to determine that guests who chose not to book
were doing so because they were discouraged by hosts who failed to respond to
their inquiries (I’ve been there – it’s annoying).
By offering an instant booking feature
to guarantee their reservation, they helped
alleviate many of the customers’ concerns and helped automate what
had previously been an incredibly
arduous part of their business
model.
Data didn’t just improve
CX. It improves the bottom
line, as well.

As more and more devices get connected to the Internet of Things (IoT), it makes
sense that the tourism and hospitality
industry would begin to harness that data
to improve the customer experience (CX).
After all, the more they know about
their guests, the better they can please
them. If the IoT data tells them the customer has visited their resort every year for
the last three years, it can automatically
send a message proactively asking the
guest if they’d like to make another booking this year.
You just saved your customer a step –
and guaranteed a booked room – without
ever lifting a finger. The same could be
said by harnessing information about food
selection, excursions, and in-room amenities.
The opportunities for up-sells and better
CX are endless.

The fact that guests can
book instantly also means they
can share their opinions instantly
via Facebook, Yelp, TripAdvisor
and other travel review
websites. That’s why
technology has
pushed hotels and
restaurants to focus
even more on providing quality customer
service.
Yes, there are outliers. I’ve experienced them myself. But there is no
doubt the trend is towards better
service for guests, not just a better
return for operators.

4. Focus on Data

6. Virtual Reality (VR)

As noted above, data is going to play
a huge part in the new era of hospitality
and tourism. In the case of AirBnB, they

5. Reputation

Whether it’s a hotel property,
museum, or a tourist destination,
guests can take a look without leaving

their living room via VR.
The goal is either to offer a preview of
what guests will experience,
or offer the next-bestthing to visiting at all
(for instance, would
you rather pay
$4,000 to visit Paris

in real life, or $200 to take the same trip in
a virtual world?).
This isn’t being done on a widespread
scale yet, but some major operators are
offering guests the chance to experience
at least a snippet of their travel experience
– offering greater peace of mind especially
to those planning a visit to a faraway destination.
Others destinations, like the Museum
of Modern Art (MOMA) in New York are
already offering VR installations as part of
their exhibits.
The travel and tourism business is a
$1.2 trillion industry. Clearly, there is incentive to invest to grow it even more.
Whether the IoT is improving the
accuracy of flight schedules, or the lure
of VR is convincing someone to take
their first overseas trip, there is truly
no end to the value tech can add to
travel.
They just need to be careful it
doesn’t become so good that guests
prefer the tech over the real thing.
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