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Customer serv ice and 
t h e r ise o f t h e machine 
Emma Herrod takes a look at chatbots and machine learning and how 
automation is changing shoppers' interactions with retail contact centres. 

R ETAILERS REALISED early on 
i n the infancy of online shopping 
that customers sometimes need 
more in format ion about a product, 

brand, delivery or returns than what is 
shown on the site. FAQs and delivery and 
returns pages were introduced i n order to 
help customers to answer the questions 
themselves rather than make a telephone 
call to the retailer's contact centre. Simple 
questions, easily answered, left shoppers 
happy w i t h the level to self-serve. 

Self-service technologies evolved, along 
w i t h ecommerce and customer expectations 
of online shopping as i t moved f rom 
handling product enquires to queries such 
as "where's m y parcel". The transparency 
of parcel tracking became the n o r m , again 
taking pressure away f r o m an increasing 
number of contact channels. 

"The days of 'do not reply' emails and 
texts, and 'we can only deal w i t h this over 
the phone' statements are over," believes 
Stephen Ball , Senior VP and General 
Manager i n Europe & Africa at Aspect 
Software. His comments come off the back 
of a survey conducted by the company which 
discovered that customer service across all 
industries can be so bad that two i n five 
people f i n d customer service so frustrat ing, 
they'd sooner visit the dentist than contact 
a brand. 

The major i ty of Topsoo retailers i n the U K 
s t i l l take an average of more than a day to 
respond to a customer's email , according to 
InternetRetailing's Customer Performance 
Dimension report. Some retailers, 
part icularly those w i t h i n the fashion and 
consumer electronics sector, responded 
w i t h i n 10 minutes, though. 

When i t comes to the telephone, 8% of the 
researchers' phone calls were not answered 
at al l , and on social, Twit ter was responded 
to faster than Facebook. InternetRetailing's 
researchers w a r n that "retailers than don't 
compete on customer service w i l l certainly 

Very Assistant is the first 
WhatsApp-style CUI platform 

for customer service from a 
UK-based retailer 

be left behind by consumers who now value 
convenience (and, by extension, service) 
above al l" . 

Shoppers can be empowered through 
self-service enhanced w i t h natural language 
enabling interactive, intu i t ive text dialogues 
w i t h an automated system. Natural language 
technology cuts the cost of customer 
interactions since text-based channels are 
capable of addressing more enquiries w i t h 
personalised, conversational self-service. 
"Addit ional ly ," says Aspect Software's 
Market ing Programme Manager, Maddy 
Hubbard, "effective issue resolution on the 
channel of the customer's choice increases 
customer satisfaction. Using applications 
l ike Interactive Text Response and Facebook 
Messenger powered by natural language 
w i l l keep companies i n sync w i t h consumer 
communicat ion preferences". 

This then frees up t ime and resource to • 

Hi Mary, whal can I help you with? 

My Orders 

My Details 

HI Mary, what can I help you wrth? 

Can you help me with My Orders' 

www.internetretailing.net | March 2017 | 45 

http://www.internetretailing.net


INTERNET RETAILING: OPERATIONS U 

handle more complicated enquiries and 
those which require a h u m a n touch as 
technology takes over the more repetitive 
responses or frequently asked questions. 
Ocado, for example, has developed a natural 
language a lgor i thm to analyse the thousands 
of emails received by its contact centre on a 
daily basis. 

Inbound emails are automatically analysed 
and prior i t ised so instead of being handled 
i n the order that they are received, customer 
emails which need urgent attention are dealt 
w i t h ahead of ' thank yous' or those giving 
general feedback. 

The analysis is done by a machine 
learning-enhanced contact centre 
application which was developed in¬
house by Ocado's technology division. The 
processing grunt of Google Compute Engine 
and Google Cloud Services and its Tensor 
Flow machine learning service are uti l ised, 
along w i t h a natural language processor 
developed by Ocado which has been tra ined 
using mi l l ions of past messages f r o m Ocado 
customers. 

As Alex Voica, Technology 
Communications Manager at Ocado 
Technology explains, as a pureplay retailer 
the only points of contact for customers are 
the van drivers and the contact centre w h i c h 
customers can contact via social media, 
a U K landline or via email . Customers 

Two in five 
people find 
customer service 
so frustrating, 
they'd sooner 
visit the dentist 
than contact a 
brand 

aren't asked to put a specific heading on 
their emails so each day thousands of 
uncategorised emails arrive i n a centralised 
inbox requir ing a response. The contact 
centre handles 6,000 or more emails per 
day at its busiest such as d u r i n g times 
of extreme weather, so i t can become a 
stressful place to work and one i n which 
greater efficiencies could be achieved. 

Priori t is ing emails which require speedy 
resolution also improves the experience for 
customers. 

A NATURAL RESPONSE 
Automat ion w i l l take customer service much 
further t h a n analysing inbound emails. 
Machine learning can be applied to social 
media - something which Ocado could do 
but has chosen not to do yet. The rise of 
machines understanding natural language 
and the abi l i ty to t r a i n them w i t h a retailer's 
own data sets is how automation w i l l really 
free up customer service agents' t ime by 
allowing automatic, but natural 'human-
touch' responses to customer enquiries. 

US retailer The N o r t h Face launched a 
digital shopping assistant last year to help 
online shoppers choose the r ight jacket. The 
recommendations served are based on a 
series of questions around where and how 
the jacket w i l l be used and the shopper's 
style and colour preferences. The shopper • 

Hi Mary, what can I help you with? 

Can you help me with My Ordenj? J 

f&l Mo problem, Maryi What specifically 
do you need help with? 

Tracking Canceling 

Returning 

Can you help me with My Orders7 

No problem, Maryi What specifically 
do you need help with? 

I'd like help with tracking my order* £ 

Okay, no problem -1 found these three 
recent orders that are ready for 
delivery. Which one would you like to 
track? 

Order 13345 
Ordered 05/12/16P1600 

PARCCL I OF I TRACK PARCEL 

VbyVary 
Skinny Rib Striped Jumper 

Track Parcel 

Current Status: Out For Delivery 

Processing @ Very HQ 

Oftfei Pbctd 
12/1 una & 17-00 

Carrier Tracking 
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is able to respond to each question i n a 
natural way, w i t h the IBM-Watson powered 
assistant able to understand and learn f r o m 
the 'conversations'. 

This natural-language intelligence is 
something which Shop Direct is work ing 
towards enabling for its Very.co.uk 
customers. Rather than being used as a sales 
tool though, the A I - d r i v e n system w i l l w o r k 
f r o m w i t h i n its MyVery app and w i l l cover 13 
different customer service scenarios. 

Very is working w i t h I B M Watson to 
replace its existing Very Assistant, which 
i t launched as a f irst step i n November 
2016. Currently, customers have to fol low a 
sequence of questions and tap the relevant 
response f r o m mult ip le action options 
w i t h i n the chat environment of its app 
rather than being able to ask questions i n 
their own words. The customer's answers 
enable the Very Assistant to serve up the 
in format ion they are looking for. Self-service 
options include help to track an order, make 
a payment on their Very.co.uk account, 
conf irm that recent payments have been 
processed, check payment dates and request 
a reminder of their account number. 

When launched, i n a couple of months ' 
t ime, The new Very Assistant w i l l have been 
trained for 13 different use cases enabling 
shoppers to further self-serve by typing a 
query i n their own words. As Jonathan W a l l , 
Group Ecommerce Director, Shop Direct 
explains, the upgraded Very Assistant is 
being trained currently w i t h past data which 
includes 250 ways in which customers have 
asked "where is m y order". 

Since launching as a m i n i m a l viable 
product i n 2014, every part of the Very app 
has been developed i n l ine w i t h feedback 
f r o m customers via the App Store (where 
i t is rated 5 stars) and the company's own 
conversations w i t h customers. I n this way, 
the retailer discovered that customers not 
only want to chat i n a natural way but w o u l d 
prefer to interact w i t h a chatbot about 
orders and self-service matters rather than 
as a sales assistant. 

W a l l says that the usage of Very Assistant 
has been "phenomenal" i n terms of unique 
usage and the volume of chats w h i c h 
have reached resolution. A "significant 
p r o p o r t i o n " of Very's mobile sales come 
through the app and the company has 
ambitions for i t to rise to become the 
majority. Altogether, mobile accounted for 
70% of Very's business over the peak season. 

MAKING THE MOST OF CHATBOTS 
Daryn Mason, Senior Director, CX Applications, Oracle gives his view of how to 
make the most of chatbots: 

Chatbots are already enhancing customer experience by acting as a very useful 
option; it is positioned somewhere between total self-service and the sometimes 
lengthy wait to speak directly with a customer service representative. They can 
handle simple, recurring requests at a very low cost, with no wait times. While 
they are becoming more sophisticated in the types of interaction they can handle, 
importantly they also take pressure off their human colleagues, freeing them up to 
handle more unique or complicated queries. 

However, the retail industry needs to be realistic and not think chatbots will be a 
completely autonomous form of intelligence that can handle any kind of customer 
enquiry. They still need to be designed, guided, monitored and supported by 
humans and will never entirely replace people in all customer service roles. They're 
mainly intended to make simple customer interactions faster and more efficient. 

To make the most of chatbots, retailers should bear in mind the following tips: 
I Chatbots will communicate with real people, not other bots and this must be 

factored into how they are programmed to understand questions and provide 
answers. 

I Customers will appreciate any efforts made to humanise the experience. A dash 
of humour or quirkiness can work but think hard about how much is too much 
and gauge customer reaction carefully. 

I Chatbots are there to make customer transactions easier. However, there will 
inevitably be complicated enquiries they cannot handle, at which point the 
handover to a human customer service representative should be quick and 
seamless, so customers don't feel they are being messed around. 

I Customers want quick and accurate answers, so chatbots must have access to 
relevant data and processes from across the business. 
Ultimately, any customer service capability, whether human, chatbot or self-

serve is only as good as the underlying knowledge base of solutions and access 
to customer data (like recent billing or purchase information). So, don't go chasing 
sophisticated answers to customer service challenges without the basic building 
blocks in place. Effective Knowledge Management should be top of the list. 

W i t h the app accounting for an increasing 
level of sales - and therefore customer 
enquiries - the a im is for the app to reduce 
the number of inbound calls to the contact 
centre and free up agents' t ime to answer 
more complicated calls. 

Shop Direct was the first UK-based 
retailer to offer a WhatsApp-style 
conversational user interface (CUI) p la t form 
for customer service and W a l l believes that 
other retailers w i l l fol low suit. 

A I has the abi l i ty to t ransform customer 
service and natural language whether 
typed or spoken - as Alexa, Siri et al have 
shown - and offers a better experience for 
customers used to messenger apps. I t offers 
choice to shoppers, shows that retailers 
understand their customers and the way 
they are interacting elsewhere while also 
freeing up customer service agents to handle 
calls where the human touch can increase 
customer loyalty. A w i n : w i n all r o u n d . D 

There are 250 
ways to ask 
"where is my 
order" 
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Shoppers carry up to 10 
physical loyalty cards but 
would stop signing up for 
new ones when they no 
longer have room in their 
physical wallet 

points less often. What is needed is something 
to surprise or intrigue them such as a 2 for 1 
offer - or i n the case of Barclaycard's customers 
an opportunity to choose their own surprise 
gift. 

Croxen also believes that points-based 
loyalty scheme stil l have a role to play i n UK 
retail. They have to be transparent w i t h a 
frictionless way to acknowledge purchases as 
well as a clear way for shoppers to see their 
value, he explains. 

Shoppers carry up to 10 physical loyalty cards 
but would stop signing up for new ones when 
they no longer have room in their physical 
wallet, discovered a survey by mobile wallet 
company Veoo. The majority of shoppers sign 
up for new loyalty programmes just so that they 
can receive the rewards but 28% of respondents 
feel that they are not getting as much value out 
of offers as they would like. 

"People are fed up of being blanket marketed 
to and want some element of control over 
what is being sent to them," says John Bailey, 
Business Development Manager, Veoo. 

This is backed up by a survey by Eagle Eye 
Solutions which discovered that generic loyalty 
schemes are alienating millennials. Some 38% 
of 18-24 y e a r okds said they have left loyalty 
schemes due to a lack of personalised rewards 
and excessive, blanket communication from 
companies. 

One answer to this, believes Bailey, is to 
add the loyalty scheme into the retailer's app 
or separately onto a mobile wallet, such as 
ApplePay. This gives shoppers the feeling of 

being in control while also having their loyalty 
card and promotions on them and opening 
up the opportunity for real-time notifications. 
Vouchers, offers or promotions can be digitised 
and targeted i n real-time wi th notifications 
linked wi th proximity marketing so that offers 
can be sent at a time to match the shopper's 
location or behaviour, he explains. 

Paper coupons don't have to be carried and 
they can also be turned on and off and new 
offers sent as shoppers redeem them or walk 
within a certain distance of a store. Bailey 
explains that the phone's unique identifier can 
be tied into vouchers to reduce fraud, but also 
allowing them to be passed around and tracked 
virtually. 

For ornnichannel retailers, l inking a loyalty 
scheme with a retail app creates a virtuous circle, 
creating loyalty and more frequent engagement 
and purchasing, which leads to more data for 
the retailer, better insight into services to offer 
which then leads to greater experience and 
loyalty, increased data etc. explains Croxen. 

The time has come to shake up loyalty schemes, 
to take them out of their transactional silos and 
look again at where they fit in customer-centred 
ornnichannel retailing and how they can drive 
long-term value not just from millennials but 
from each individual customer. 

Loyalty is more than convenience, 
transparency, experience and emotion. I t 
is the holistic brand package. It's about the 
connection and how valued the brand makes 
each shopper feel. Everything else is just a 
promotion. I 
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