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HELLO
When someone mentions AI in Customer Support, what comes to mind
above all else are chatbots and the fear of how they are soon going to
replace human agents and make our workforce redundant. But is that fear
really warranted? That’s what we asked some very knowledgeable people
in the industry. And what they told us is here for you to read.
We also learnt from them that there is much more to AI in Customer
Support than chatbots. Data Analytics, for instance. Data is at the heart of
digital transformation and AI helps parse this data into meaningful insights.
Today Customer Support teams are working on predictive analytics to
foresee the support you may need even before you flag it, so they can offer
you a seamless product experience.
But that’s not all. With technology evolving, customer expectations have
risen. Customers want quicker resolution to their problems. They want
to connect with businesses across devices. They want self-service but with
the option of connecting with a human agent when required. The demands
are endless.
So how are businesses learning to cope with these changes? What
technologies are they investing in? How are they aligning their workforce
to deal with the new reality? These were some of the questions we asked
our guests featured in this issue. And we found what they had to say both
insightful and encouraging. Hope you do too.
Happy reading!

Arunh Krishnan
Editor
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We need a lot
more automation
in AI
Talking to customers and understanding their woes has become more complex than ever. Thus, the
solutions have become more technology-oriented, and new age tools such as Artificial Intelligence (AI)
and machine learning have come into the picture, just to handle those special customer woes. In fact,
customer engagement has also become trickier than ever. In this time of social media and technologyeducated customers it has become more and more difficult to remain disengaged when the customer is
looking for a solution or a new product.
MoEngage is an AI powered customer engagement platform for marketers and brands that help
companies such as Samsung, Vodafone, Flipkart, Airtel, etc. to maintain customer engagement in such
a way that they get more sales and more visits from buyers. This, according to Yashwanth Reddy, Vice
President of Sales at MoEngage, is a win-win situation for both buyers and brands.
Interviewed by Avanish Tiwary
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// How has customer engagement
changed with respect to AI and the
chatbots?

// Do these customers just spend more
time on the portal or also buy more?
The way we process the data that we get from our AI
tools, both conditions are achieved—people come to
the website to spend time browsing products, and as
they see more and more products their basket size also
increases. We put pure science behind it.

In terms of the overall template, it has become a lot
more interactive than in earlier days. If you see how
companies such as IBM work on customer engagement,
you will notice that in the name of customer engagement,
all they do is react. What I mean to say is that their
actions lack any sort of proactive action or taking a
lead, per se. Their idea of customer engagement is “if
users come to our site, we will send a particular kind of
email; if they spent a short duration of time we will send
a different kind of email”. This is not action-oriented
customer engagement; this is pure reaction.

As a company, I want my customer to spend more time
on my website and I also want each transaction to be
of higher value. Let’s say you have an iPhone. By seeing
your past shopping data, shopping behaviour, etc., it’s
really easy for me to up-sale an iPhone cover to you or
an iPhone app, for that matter. The job of selling goods
to customers by knowing what their past purchases
have been is easy if the sale quantity is less. Say a person
who has bought a kilo of Surf Excel will run out of Surf
Excel within 20 days or so. It is very easy to sell to this
person. But the brands we work with sell millions of
products in a month. And that is where AI and machine
learning come into the picture.

A couple of years ago when we started we also used to
do exactly that, but we have since completely changed
the kind of engagement we do now. We thought it
wasn’t the most effective way to do this. We wanted to
be in a position where we were able to reach the right
users using the right channel at the right time. That is
the Holy Grail of marketing. And that is where machine
learning and Artificial Intelligence (AI) have been helping
us a lot. Over a period of time, we tried to understand
the behaviour pattern of each customer and then tailor
the communication according to what they like, how
they want to communicate and then reach them on the
channel they are comfortable with and regularly use.

// Before AI and machine learning were
the companies losing money?
Absolutely, right? I will give you an example. In the
newspaper the toothpaste advertisement that I see
and the advertisement that you see is same. Now the
advertiser has put out an advertisement without knowing
who is going to read this, what economic or social
background the reader is from. At most the marketer
has targeted the kind of newspaper the advertisement
will be printed in; that is, if the advertisement will go to
a Hindi or an English newspaper. But that is not enough
to gauge if the money paid for the advertisement is
useful and will be read by the target user.

But with our new product, we have figured out which
is the right channel to which to send advertisements
to particular users and the channel to which to send
new product alerts, etc. We have even optimized and
figured out the right time to send these emails and
advertisements according to the customer’s lifestyle.
Using machine learning and deducing theories from the
data available, we know which particular customer is
more likely to buy if we send emails at a specific time of
the day. We help our customers increase their sales by
implementing knowledge we get from machine learning
and AI tools.

What AI and machine learning do is see your buying
behaviour and show the product related to it. If I
know your last phone was in the range of Rs.5,00010,000 and that you moved from a government sector
job to a private sector, I will show you the phone of
higher range. By not taking these things into account,
companies lost a lot of opportunities. With the help of
technology, now companies are able to use this to their
and their customers’ benefit.
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// Who benefits more from the AI
and machine learning intelligence,
customers or brands?

to their peers about it and a few of them are already in
the process to start using it. So it’s just a matter of time
before the usage permeates across the industry.

// How do you see the future usage of
machine learning?

Both of them benefit from this. The reason is that
as a brand I am able to make people buy more and
more, drive more sales and at the same time reach
out to my customers effectively. For users, since we
have their purchase behaviour data and we make
intelligent deductions with the use of machine learning,
customers don’t feel spammed when we send them
product infomercials or emails. The engagement has
gotten better and they genuinely feel interested in the
products we show them because we know they are
already looking for something like that and that they
can afford these products as they come under their
purchasing power. So as a buyer, I don’t feel that I am
being bombarded with useless product emails; rather I
get more useful interactive experience.

We feel that we have a lot of automation left to do. The
way things are done right now there is a lot of human
intervention in machine learning, and sometimes it brings
hindrances to our work. More human intervention
means more error and thus we sometimes miss our
mark. So in the future, we would move towards making
it totally machine-oriented. Over the next few years,
we feel there will be a lot more automation and that
will directly turn into high return on investment for
companies and better suggestions from the machine and
AI technology.
Just like when you go to a physical store human eyes
can see what they want to buy. That is also going to
happen to customers when they go to a website. For
each customer, product placements on websites will
be different pertaining to their buying preferences and
will also be sorted by their purchasing power. In a way
we are moving towards personalized websites for every
customer.

// How large scale has been the usage of
AI and machine learning by companies?
Well, this is at a very nascent stage of adoption in India.
I would say it is being used most by enterprises only and
they are experimenting with it. Vodafone, Indiabulls,
Thomas Cook, etc. are using it with great success. I
think we are still scraping the surface with the amount
of data we have and it has a long way to go with more
and more interesting use cases to come as we go.

// What is stopping the companies from
using it?
Nothing is stopping companies from its usage. If you
talk to any company now about the future of marketing,
customer engagement and targeting clients, they will
start the talk with digital transformation and the things
that new age technology can do. So there is nothing
stopping them as such. It is just that it’s a very initial
stage and we have already, as an industry in the making,
have started taking steps in the right direction. AI and
machine learning have become a sort of revolution
and buzzwords only in the last two years. Two years
is nothing for it to properly evolve and get adopted at
large scale for commercial usage.
From what we have seen by solving these customer
engagement issues is that the enterprises have seen the
results it can bring. Now they even have started to talk
06

Messaging through
voice - that’s the
trend that I see
emerging in the
near future
Last year in December, Booking.com, one of the world’s largest online travel companies, expanded the pilot version
of its new service and support chatbot, the Booking Assistant, worldwide. The company had first announced the
message-based customer service platform in mid-2016. With a team of more than 2,000 technologists globally,
Booking.com has been experimenting with emerging technologies like artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning
(ML), and natural language processing (NLP) for a while. In September 2017, it acquired an Israel-based AI company
that had developed a virtual travel agent. In an interview, Booking.com’s Vice President of Customer Service,
James Waters, shared why the company needs an AI-powered chatbot and how the customer service will evolve and
transform in the future. Edited excerpts.
Interviewed by Moulishree Srivastava

08

// When did Booking.com start tapping
technology to drive its customer
support, and how that has evolved over
the years?

to. The idea is to solve the issue that the customer has
at that point in time. So if the customer has something
that’s mundane and functional, it’s fantastic if technology
can solve that problem instantly. Equally, if they have a
more complex and unusual situation where they need
to connect and talk to a human being, we allow them to
do that. Thirty percent of the questions that are asked
to our assistant, we are able to solve within five minutes
with our technology.

We started working on building a bot about 18
months ago, which is now the Booking Assistant. The
traditional channels to connect with customer support
and customer care are email and phone. Email is too
punctuated - you send an email, you go away and get
a reply many hours later. A phone call is too invasive.
Suppose you are standing at a bus stop. You can open
a text conversation, you can carry that on. If you need
to pause it for few minutes to get on the bus and buy
a ticket, you can do that. It gives more freedom to the
guests. That was our first belief.

// How has the customer support
service evolved over the past few years?
Over the last few years, we have seen two strong
trends emerging. On the one side, there is a push for
personalization, for the human element, and on the
other side, the push for more speed and ease. What
that actually means is that if you want to provide a good
service experience in the travel industry, you can’t have
an option between efficiency and personalization. You
need to be able to offer both depending on what the
guests want. So if a guest has been on a plane for 15
hours and turns up to check in, then he would not want
to stand in a line. If he can press two buttons and get
in his room, he is going to do that. But the next day, he
might want to have a long conversation with the local
expert on the best things to eat and the best things to
see. We try to provide customer support in a way that
allows for both, and that is where our Booking Assistant
comes in.

Our second belief was that it doesn’t make sense really
for us to open up a chat functionality that doesn’t serve
the purposes that email and phone are serving. What we
said was, we need to have a chat function to support the
communication that our customers are engaging in with
us today. What it may also do is open up a channel for a
new kind of support, a new kind of communication later,
especially with Booking.com expanding its offering from
just accommodation to attractions, and some transport
offerings.
I think messaging and chat are much more powerful as
channels for us to be in contact with guests during their
stay than phone and email. Again, you don’t want to be
on international roaming charges on your phone while
you are on holiday. And you don’t want to be scrolling
down your hundreds of work emails to find the one
from Booking, so the chat function is still the better
way to have a consistent relationship with guests. What
we have been doing is making sure that the Booking
Assistant can support guests with the most commonly
asked questions and also get in new types of questions,
which is an opportunity for us to serve our guests
better.

// Does automation impact or change
how people work within the company?
Sure, it has an impact on what people do, but we believe
it is not so much that it replaces people, it pivots a
little bit what people do. The idea is that the more
common and repetitive things would get done through
technology, and our people would pick up truly unique
human cases like if your child were to fall sick or your
flight gets canceled because a volcano erupted in Bali.
So it makes it even more important that our people are
strong on problem-solving and empathy.

// How has Booking Assistant changed
the way Booking.com handles the
customer support services?

// How are you using technology
to improve your customer service
experience?

Our Booking Assistant combines machine learning and
AI and has the provision for our guests to connect with
and talk to a human being on the other end if they need

If you look at how our Booking Assistant works today,
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when you first open it, depending upon where you
are, we offer you some specific suggestions on things
that you might like to do. Alternately, you can type in
a question, and our system will attempt to understand
what the question is and what the appropriate reply
should be and if it is comfortable doing that, it is going to
send you a text reply. But if it is not quite sure about the
reply, we get our customer service agents involved. We
track what our agents do, and how and what replies they
give. So one of the things we try to make sure as the
key component of what we do in customer service now,
irrespective of whether you interact with the Booking
Assistant or an agent on the phone, is understanding
who you are as a customer and what you are likely to
need from us before we actually talk to you.

checking in this afternoon, you need an answer now...if
you are checking in on new year’s day which is 6 months
away, you probably don’t mind waiting a little longer.

// What are the challenges that
you face while trying to adopt new
technologies to serve customers better?
The illogical nature of how human beings think and talk
makes interactions very challenging. Take, for example,
a guest who may have multiple bookings with us. The
guest may ask five questions about one booking and
then switch over and ask a question about a completely
different reservation. That’s a tricky challenge. People
switch context at random and it’s hard for technology
to understand that.

In all this, we make sure there is a learning loop.
Whatever it is that our people do, it is captured in a
structured way and fed back into the Booking Assistant.
So over time, bit by bit, we are able to serve more and
more things instantly with technology.
What we also hope to do is make sure that all the
things that we learn through the assistant are applied to
the other channels that we serve as well. So if we get
smarter in serving our guests through the assistant in a
messaging environment, that learning can flow over in
how do we do it on email.

The second big challenge that we see is that we are
super strict about the quality of the experience that
our customers go through with the assistant. It is a
tussle between how quickly we learn and the quality
of experience. The more data we gather and the
more people we get into the assistant, the faster that
technology will learn. But if we open the gates too wide
for too many people too soon, the assistant would not
be able to deliver quality experience. So we really have
to balance the speed of learning with the access to
enough number of customers.

// What are the technologies that you
are using? Are you planning any new
initiatives?

// What are some of the trends that
you see emerging in customer service in
the next few years?

We are gradually moving more and more to the cloud
which allows adopting machine learning at scale. We
have made some investments in technology to be able
to take sound or voice and turn it into text.

Technology does get smarter and it will be able to
remove some of the high repetition work that is done by
people today. I think that trend has several more years
to play out. Messaging through voice—that’s the trend
that I see emerging in the near future.

We have also invested in building an internal system
for prioritization. We have many customers calling us
at any given time. Some requests are urgent, some are
less so. Some customers we know speak four different
languages, and we can answer them in any of those
languages. While some speak only one language, and
we have to respond to them only in that language.
How do we decide which customer to serve first and
which customer to route to which agent - that’s the
technology that we have built in-house. Our system
also looks at who the customer is, when did they check
in, what do we think that they may want. If you are

I think as we move from supporting just the
accommodation to supporting the entire trip, there will
be a slight pivot to our customer service. It will not only
be about answering questions or problems but more
and more about establishing a relationship and providing
a support and information channel for travelers. That
trend has begun and it will expand as we go forward.
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AI-based chatbots
are central to
transforming CX for
next-gen customers
In the coming years, how you deal with your customer
support strategy will define your customer experience.
In fact, customer support will be more about customer
experience management (or CXM, as it is known). Experts
see AI and AI-enabled solutions as a major force in improving
customer support in the coming years. According to Gartner,
by 2020, AI technologies will be virtually pervasive in almost
every new software product and service, which includes
customer support. Other technologies like AR/VR, IoT, and
Natural Language Processing will also play a major role in
bringing in a paradigm shift in customer support.
Rajesh Balaji, Global Delivery Leader, Enterprise
Application Service, Cognizant discusses how in this age
of ‘Customer Relevance’, organizations need to scale up
their customer support set-up with the latest technologies
available and redefine customer support and the old-world
concept of contact centers
Interviewed by Priyanka Bhattacharya
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// How important is the role of
customer-support in delivering a better
customer experience?

recognition, journey maps and predictive analytics to
drive customer engagement. With AR/VR and IoT
technologies reaching a greater level of maturity, we
see these technologies being increasingly used in tech
support scenarios.

We are in the age of ‘customer relevance’, where
organizations need to reinvent themselves to stay
relevant to the ever-changing needs of customers.
Crafting superior customer experiences is a key
differentiator and a strategic priority for all businesses.
In this context, customer support has become a crucial
engagement to attract and retain customers.

Similarly, with the emergence of Cognitive Contact
Center platforms and cloud-based platforms, there
is a widespread adoption of cloud-based customer
support that significantly reduces cost and offers more
personalization.

// AI is seen as a major game changer
in customer support and CRM, what’s
your take on that?

Customer support has evolved from the traditional
telephony-centric, reactive processes of the 1990s,
to an omni-channel digital customer engagement
center. Customer support today is in the soul of an
organization’s ability to define and deliver a consistent
customer experience.

AI is definitely changing the way businesses look at
managing customer relationships. We are now moving
away from a system of records to advanced AI assisted
human interactions. Leveraging the power of AI, one
can analyze the customer data and turn it into useful
insights that can help business stakeholders in decision
making. For example, sales representatives can know
from beforehand when an opportunity is more likely
to close. They can prioritize the highest value leads or
serve personalized recommendations to every shopper.

Exceptional customer service can improve customer
stickiness and directly impact customer lifetime
value. This leads to increased revenues and long-term
sustainability. Many organizations today have focused
investments on building a strong customer support
ecosystem for delivering superior customer experience.

// What are the emerging technologies
that will drive CRM and overall
customer support in the coming
months?

There is no doubt that embracing AI will open
opportunities for businesses to provide advanced and
real-time self-service to customers at a fraction of the
cost. Also, the new digital customer service solutions
that are designed would predict customer needs by
context, preferences, and historical queries, and will
deliver proactive alerts, relevant offers, and content.
These solutions will additionally become intelligent over
time with integrated artificial intelligence.

The emergence of digital channels and rapid advances in
technologies like AI and Machine Learning have enabled
progressive organizations to find newer ways to engage
with customers for the ‘Always-On’ support experience
across channels that they desire. The emergence of
virtual assistant and the rise of cloud-based cognitive
contact centers are key trends fuelled by technology
advances.

// There is an increased automation
in customer support especially with
chatbots, so how is that impacting
overall customer experience in terms of
support? Is the loss of ‘Human Touch’
anything to think about seriously?

Newer technology disruptions like AI-powered
conversation platforms, sentiment analysis using
cognitive algorithms, image processing, and knowledge
graph-guided question answering have ushered in an
era of sophisticated virtual agents that possess deep
knowledge about supported products.

As per industry analysts’ predictions, by 2020, 85%
of customer interactions will be handled without
human intervention. AI-based chatbots are central
to transforming customer experience for next-gen
customers. Cognitive technologies empower them to

The next-gen customer engagement platform has AIenabled channels, support bots / conversational UI
(user interface), text-to-speech, deep learning, image
13

provide a human touch to their conversation and help
organizations reduce response time while also providing
a round-the-clock presence, and ultimately improve the
overall customer experience.

demand convenience and immediate service. We partner
with our clients to co-create business models that
address the demands of these digital natives for simple
conversations, consistent experience and contextual
engagements. Tech-savvy millennials do not want to talk
to customer support, they want to be empowered to
help themselves and want to get things done instantly,
without assistance. Intelligent self-service is proven to
enhance user experience, and chatbots are a result of
an industry shift toward self-service. Chatbots when
integrated with the existing contact center, are actually
self-service game changers and cut customer care costs
drastically. With the next generation expected to be
even more self-reliant; automated customer service
technologies will be crucial in responding to these
human-free, digital-only interactions.

However, organizations should take a customer journeybased approach to identify where AI can address routine
queries and for more complex scenarios a hybrid
approach of AI based assistants with seamless cutover to human agents is required. For instance, when
a chatbot is not able to handle customer queries, there
should be a seamless handoff to human agents with all
the chat context from bot interaction. We believe that
chatbots and AI will enhance the overall experience of
the human touch which is required for critical aspects
of the customer journey.

// What makes for an omnichannel
customer support experience? Can you
talk about the important developments
in this area, especially in the digital
sense?

// Has the role of contact center
diminished or evolved? How so?
How can one re-skill the customer
support team to handle the various
technological changes and AI-driven
strategies?

The modern digital-savvy customer demands AnytimeAnywhere-Any Device service and they want it now,
making it imperative for organizations to be omnipresent. Customers want to be serviced in the
channel of their choice. Omni-channel customer
service integrates text, social, email, web and instant
messaging to provide a unified brand experience so that
a customer can switch between multiple channels and
still experience a consistent quality of service.

Contact centers have evolved from rudimentary
stand-alone operations deployed over a single channel
into Digital Customer Experience Centers equipped
with Cognitive Intelligence / Artificial Intelligence,
Machine Learning, Deep Learning and Natural Language
Processing.
AI, chatbots and automated and self-service
technologies free up call center employees from
routine tier-1 support requests so they can focus on
more complex tasks. AI-powered automated customer
service is the future of contact centers, enhancing
brand reputation, loyalty, and real-time support, taking
customer experience to the next level and generating
new revenue streams.

We observe that AI and Machine Learning are being
leveraged for data-driven personalized experiences and
actionable recommendations and offers. With predictive
analytics, customer data is further analyzed to predict
what customers will want or do in future. Chatbots are
the new channels of engagements that are delivering
intuitive, human-like conversations and automated
experiences across digital channels by engaging with
customers in natural language using voice and text.

While there is a prevalence of automation, we must not
underestimate the power of emotions. There are still
many occasions where customers want to talk to real
humans instead of an automated service. The personal
touch of a competent customer service agent aided by
the speed of AI would make a powerful combination.

// Mobile, live chat, chatbots, selfservice, how key are they in today’s
customer support strategy for an
organization?
Today’s customers are tech-savvy, mobile, self-reliant,
14

I believe chatbots
will be custombuilt for different
situations
As messaging emerges as the preferred mode of
communication in today’s world, many companies are
leveraging the trend to serve their customers better and
faster, without having to set up a call center. Online
restaurant search and discovery platform Zomato, is one
amongst them.
Since its inception, Zomato has been using chat as a primary
and only means to offer customer support services. A couple
of months back, it moved its chat-based customer service inhouse. The company has started investing in a chat platform
as it plans to evolve its customer support system. Over the
next few years, Zomato sees artificial intelligence (AI) driving
chat and natural language processing (NLP) becoming
a common tool to assess the quality of customer service
provided by its agents, says Pradyot Ghate, Associate Vice
President and Product Lead at Zomato, in an interview.
Interviewed by Moulishree Shrivastava
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// How has the nature of customer
support changed or evolved over the
last few years?

- you do not feel like you’re talking to a human being.
Most of the chatbots feel like you are filling in an HTML
form and they are replying to you based on the answers
you have entered. So I think, on the chatbot end, the
technology has not really matured yet. It will take some
time to get there.

Primarily what we have seen evolve over the last couple
of years is the mode of communication that people have
adopted. If you look at 5 to 10 years ago, the phone was
the primary mode of communication. People used to call
each other if they wanted to talk. Now over the years,
people have moved to chat a lot. They WhatsApp each
other, instead of a call.

We have started with some early experiments on NLP
in Zomato. For example, we have tried to look at our
chats in real time and assess the mood and temper
of the person who is talking to us. These are all beta
technologies as of now. We are trying to assess if we
can understand the sentiment of the caller. The other
thing we are trying to do is use an NLP algorithm to
quality check the answers that are being given. One of
the things we are very particular about is to make sure
that the quality of our customer service remains high.
To ensure that, until today, we have been doing human
checks. We sample a couple of chats, and our quality
team goes through them, and gives their feedback on
what could have been done better. So what we are
looking at in the next couple of months is to automate
this process, so quality check can be done not just on
a sample of chats, but on all chats using ML algorithm.
The algorithm can then give a feedback to the agents on
where the chats went well and where there is scope for
improvement. We are trying to build a system wherein
at the end of the day when the agent logs out, he gets a
feedback report, so the next day they can do a better
job at serving our customers.

Calling requires both the parties to be available at
the same time. Whereas if we are connected through
WhatsApp, you can shoot me a question, and I can
answer you when I am available. The process can be
asynchronous. As a result, the adoption of messaging
technology has been far higher across all the age groups.
When we started online ordering, the problem we
were solving was that people didn’t want to talk to
restaurants over the phone to place an order. We
said, if that is the problem we have successfully solved,
then why should we expect them to call our customer
service for help? These people are averse to phone
calls, and they prefer using an app to communicate their
orders. That is why from day one we have adopted chat
as our primary mode of communication in the B2C
space. And it has been very successful. We have scaled
to millions of orders a month today. We have never had
the need or demand from the user side to open up a
helpline number. They are comfortable chatting with us.

// Do you think few years down the line,
chat-based customer support system
will be completely automated, and
human agents will only be pulled in as
and when the need arises?

// What are some of the technologies
you have adopted to transform
customer service?
We knew we need to get into Natural Language
Processing (NLP) and Machine Learning (ML) to facilitate
better communication with our users. The first step that
we have taken is to move the chat system completely inhouse. So the core technology that powers the in-house
chat engine has been custom-built to cater to future
needs of ML and NLP assessments. Earlier we used to
use a third party engine. Now we have built our own
from scratch.

It will definitely happen down the line, but it’s fuzzy as
to when it will happen. We are starting to understand
how we construct and deconstruct sentences, and
how we maintain context between one sentence and
another. We have complex ways of understanding and
using language. And we have multiple ways of saying the
same thing. We could say something with sarcasm, for
example. There, the context of the conversation has
to be kept in mind. If I am not happy and I end up my
conversation by saying, I like Zomato - that would be
sarcasm. But an NLP algorithm at present won’t be able
to understand that. The system might reply with ‘thank

If you look at it, there are no successful chatbots today.
If you speak to some of the chatbots which are available
on Facebook Messenger, they don’t feel AI-powered
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you’, which is a very bad move. We, by which I mean the
whole product tech community, are still far away from
passing the Turing test - when you wouldn’t be able to
differentiate between whether you are chatting with a
human or a bot.

to adopt it and provide feedback. The critical function
of adopting any new tech or offering new tech to
customers is to constantly get a feedback on how they
feel about it. I think what we need to be very vigilant
about is how exactly the new tech is evolving, if it is
useful for customers, and whether or not we have to
retool it to serve them better.

// What are some of the trends that
you see emerging in customer service?

// In providing chat-based customer
services, is language also a challenge?

Three years ago, when Facebook announced that
they were going to open up messenger for chatbots,
there was a lot of excitement, but over the years, that
excitement has sort of died down. Multiple companies
came up, got funding to make chatbots, and they never
moved past series A or series B round. And today
there are really far and few chatbot companies left
that are sort of working through things and trying to
make chatbots. But I think in future, people are going
to move chatbots in-house because each chatbot will
have to be custom-built for each use case. For example,
if you are an insurance company, your chatbot has to be
specialized in talking about insurance, and how to sell
it and how to help people claim insurance and resolve
queries. Similarly, in case of Zomato, we will specialize
our chatbot to handle queries in the restaurant and
food business. Just like humans have specializations, I
believe chatbots will also have specializations and they
will be custom-built for different situations, considering
organizational policies and how things work internally.

Today we are present in 23 countries. We support 13
different languages across the world. And the Zomato
app is available in 13 languages. But the chat is centralized
in India and is supported by our Indian team. At present,
our chat function only supports Roman characters. We
are cognizant of this fact; yes, we have to become more
vernacular in India and more international language
oriented for the rest of the world. We have been
working on this.

Over the next few years what would happen is that the
agents will get exposed to the chatbots first. Let’s say
a customer texts something to an agent. The agent will
see if there are options (as suggested by the chatbot)
that he can reply with. He will either pick one of them
or write something else on his own. And this will be
the learning that the chatbot will go through. This will
be a sort of child-parent relationship, wherein the child
suggests something, and if the parent does something
else, the child will learn from that behavior. That’s the
way chatbots will evolve. As we gather more data, we
will be able to completely automate it.

// What are the challenges that you
face as you try to adopt technology to
serve your customers better?
Thankfully our customers are tech-savvy. Whenever
we come up with a new technology, they are very quick
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Kore.in specializes in AI and has an end-to-end, enterprisegrade platform for building, testing, and managing the lifecycle of AI-rich bots for use in any channel.
Interviewed by Prajwala Hegde

// How is AI changing Customer
Support in businesses, particularly at
Kore.ai? And, how are your customers
coping with the change?
Artificial intelligence (AI) is ushering in a new era of
customer experience management across industries.
While, as a concept, AI has been around for close to 50
years now, it’s only in the recent past that it has seen
tremendous adoption due to advances in big data, highpowered computing and algorithms. AI is an intrinsic part
of the overall digital transformation within businesses.

AI bots will
complement
high-level
tasks in
customer
engagement.

Businesses are trying to build quality relationships and
conversations through a plethora of channels through
which their customers choose to communicate.
According to Business Insider, “Providing customers
with a personalized chat experience - even without a
live agent on the other end - can help a business stand
out and, more importantly, create new opportunities to
transform repeat customers into influential advocates
and evangelists.”
Today, enterprises are adopting AI to drive sales and
customer engagement, improve operational efficiencies,
enhance products with embedded AI, generate new
insights and enable new business models. Chatbots use
advanced functionalities such as contextual sign and
Natural Language Processing (NLP) to create a more
human-like response that’s in line with a customer’s
query.

// Tell us about the bots you are
developing for Facebook. With the
emergence of chatbots, do you think
there is a need for re-skilling people?

A Gartner report suggests that AI technologies will be virtually
pervasive in almost every new software product and service
by 2020. Here, Sairam Vedam, CMO of Kore.ai, talks
to us about the bots that global enterprises are building
by leveraging the AI-powered chatbots platform of Kore.ai,
where he drives Global Marketing, Positioning and Demand
Generation. Vedam has been recognized by BBC Knowledge,
World Marketing Congress & CMO Asia for his marketing
leadership.

Kore.ai is the strategic partner of choice for Facebook,
SAP and Cisco. The Kore.ai Bots Platform is one of the
few approved solutions for building bots for Facebook
Workplace. It includes all of the must-have components
to design, deploy, and manage AI-powered bots that
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adhere to enterprise requirements, and address
hundreds of business use cases. Kore.ai built chatbots
can translate people’s text and voice commands to
create and update system data, pull information or
reports, answer questions from FAQs, documents and
websites, and hold complex dialogs. It can be integrated
into Work Chat, help people complete individual tasks
more efficiently, and in Groups, to keep company and
group members in the know. AI and bots will not replace
people, but will complement high-level tasks in customer
engagement.

will track more complex data, like the most-searched
question by customer location, to enhance their
knowledge base, hone their communication, and even
fix product issues. In addition, they’ll begin using this
robust data to develop an “opti-channel” strategy that
determines the most effective channel to connect with
each customer at every touch point.

// What are the emerging technologies,
which are driving customer support at
Kore.ai?

The customer is at the center of customer success.
While most digital transformation projects are aimed at
making internal workflows more efficient, it’s important
not to overlook their potential for having a positive
impact on customers.

// What, according to you, is the role
of customer support in delivering
Customer Success?

At Kore.ai, we believe the digital future can blend
convenience and speed with a personal and human
touch. Kore.ai’s endeavor has been to build solutions
that allow people to communicate with companies,
systems, and even smart machines, in the same way
they’d talk to friends and colleagues. From that idea,
we built a family of products that let companies harness
the power of artificial intelligence-powered chatbots to
change the digital paradigm.

Businesses are harnessing digital technologies and
strategies to improve service levels and remove
inefficient work practices. For your organization to truly
embrace customer-centricity, your company’s culture
needs to change, starting with your people and their job
descriptions. Employees need to be empowered, and not
just by replacing current tasks with digital ones. This is
why a digital-transformation strategy is so important. It
empowers – not replaces – people.

Kore.ai is the only company with both an end-to-end,
enterprise-grade platform for building, testing, and
managing the lifecycle of AI-rich bots for use in any
channel, and over 150 ready-made chatbots for any
critical systems, functions and industries.

All organizations exist to deliver value to their
customers. However, internal structures can hamper
a customer-centric culture from within. Traditionally,
companies have been organized around functional areas.
And too often, silos exist between these different
functions, which can create discontinuities in your
customer’s experience.

// Is ‘Increase in self-service solutions’
an emerging trend among customers?
Elaborate.

Cross-channel continuity means that your customers
can come into the organization at one human touchpoint
and continue seamlessly through another, always getting
a consistent message no matter who they’re dealing with
within your organization. In this way, customer-centricity
permeates your entire organization and becomes a vital
part of how your employees work.

Customers want to contact brands on channels that they
prefer. The same holds true for self-service. Successful
companies are making self-service solutions available to
customers on every digital channel and accessible from
every device - including from the products themselves
when they’re part of the Internet of Things. Service
and support can even be offered proactively based
on feedback received from these connected objects.
For example, a smart furnace could detect when its
filter needs to be replaced and trigger the automated
purchase and delivery of a new filter, with no effort
required from the customer.

We’re starting to see organizations restructuring
employees around their customers and implementing
human touchpoints to combat these silos. The rise of the
role of ‘Chief Customer Officer’ is the beginning of this
way of thinking – a role that makes it someone’s job to
think about the customer.

Self-service will also continue to get smarter. Companies
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We live at
crossroads of
rapidly changing
customer
experience today
When entrepreneur and model Kylie Jenner expressed her dissatisfaction with Snapchat’s new redesign
in a tweet earlier this February, it wiped out $1.3 billion of Snapchat’s market value. “That’s the crazy
world we live in,” says Hexaware’s Associate Vice President and Head of Innovation Lab, Immanuel
Kingsley. If customers are even a tiny bit unhappy with customer service, they move on. And they
don’t necessarily move on alone. Today, it’s all about customer experience. In an interview with Digital
CMO, Kingsley talked about how they use technology to make customer experience consistent and
personalized.
Interviewed by Moulishree Shrivastava
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// With the advent of technology, how
has the nature of customer support
changed over the years?

transaction. The second segment for us is B2B. Say, a
customer logs into a company’s self-service page. Can
a bot pick up relevant information on the customer?
What was the last issue that the customer had logged
in for? And did it get resolved? The third segment is B2E
(Business to Employee). If you want the organization to
be agile in responding to customers, it is important that
you automate the back office as well.

We live at the crossroads of rapidly changing customer
experiences today. Customers want to have a
consistent and personalized experience when they
interact with a product or service. And they want to
connect through various channels. Enterprises have
had walk-in facilities; they have had 1-800 dial into
customer care centers. With the advent of the Internet
there were webpages, followed by self-service portals.
When the mobile revolution happened, we moved
into SMS. And when smartphones arrived, we also had
mobile apps. Now with the disruption in social media,
enterprises have their presence on social media to help
drive conversations. All this innovation over a period
of time has helped and actually shown an increase
in revenue with better support. But enterprises still
have a continuous challenge with customer retention,
growing new customer segments, and managing the
ever-growing expectations of the customer.

We work on smart speakers; on voice assistants for
smartphones; and on AI for 1-800 call center numbers.
So when you call a 1-800 call center number, can we
get a computer to answer your call like a human? Can
it understand your context and intent, and give you the
right responses? Those are questions that we are trying
to resolve.
We are using VR to reduce millions of dollars’ worth of
static asset within large OEMs. We are also using social
VR and mixed reality to accelerate the sales process of
companies and AR to increase lead generation.
Whatever technology you are using for connecting with
the customer, the most important aspect you need to
focus on is customer experience.

In the US, NewVoiceMedia reveals that about $62
billion is lost by US businesses each year following bad
customer experience. Forrester states that 72% of
businesses want to improve their customer experience,
and 49% of CMOs indicate that tech management is too
slow to meet the needs, and the pressure is basically
on the CIO of the organization to replace slow and
complex technology with fast and simple solutions.

// What are some of the challenges
that you have faced while adopting new
technologies in customer support and
service?
There are challenges in every platform. When you are
working on an agile project, you need to have consulting
expertise. You have to be a full stack developer. You
need to have a good amount of expertise in your
integration skills; and in your NLP (natural language
processing) and ML (machine learning) skills. This is on
the left side.

For us, customer experience is about how you reimagine
the customer journey and its touch points by providing
better computer-human interactions which are both
intuitive and personalized.

// What are the major tech practices
that Hexaware has adopted to transform
customer support for its enterprise
customers?

On the right side, the team needs to have a good
amount of expertise in the liberal arts as well. There
is so much of psychology and linguistics that go into it.
These skills are required to humanize bots.

There are multiple things that we do. In the B2C
segment, we use the entire landscape of social
messaging including the likes of Facebook Messenger
and Telegraph. Today, customers and employees want to
be engaged in the channel of their choice. It is important
that enterprises get into social messaging channels to
drive the conversation, deliver information or facilitate
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// With technology handling a
significant number of processes in
customer support, is there a need for
re-skilling people? Will it also lead to
enterprises employing a lesser number
of people?

So what is the future of engagement? Today enterprises
need to provide multi-channel engagement that is
powered by AI. The future of experience is messaging,
voice, vision, emotion, gesture and touch, all coming
together, powered by AI.

Let’s face it, there is a disruption in the industry. More
and more bots will definitely take up more and more
tasks, and there is a re-skilling happening from an
experience standpoint. We are also enabling our teams
with new skills like computational linguistics.
There will be a drop in the number of headcounts. It
will be a bot and human tango. There will be situations
that you can completely automate, and there will be
situations where you would need to use a bot and
human tango. Let’s say you come to my site as a B2B
customer. There could be instances where the bot is
not trained to answer certain queries. Whenever there
is such a deadlock, the bot takes the transcript, sends
it to the back-office agent and the agent takes over
from the bot and continues the conversation with the
user. From a customer perspective, you don’t see the
transition at all.

// What are the major trends in
customer support that you see
emerging in the future?
Let’s take a few steps back and see what some of the
customer trends are today.
Messaging apps have surpassed social network. Ten
years ago, we didn’t even imagine we would be texting
to our near and dear ones. It’s become more convenient
than emails and phone calls.
Let’s look at another trend. With smartphones, each
customer owns a virtual personal assistant in his pocket,
be it Google Now or Apple’s Siri. In the Google I/O
2016 conference, Sundar Pichai said 16% of their search
comes from voice. We use voice to turn on the lights
or play our favorite music. In the US, these devices
are moving from living rooms to every other room in
the house. There are 59 million smart speakers in the
US. Today, smart speakers are the largest selling in the
consumer electronic space. Voice is the most powerful,
useful, and effective communication medium ever.
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Top performing
companies will
use technology to
make the human
experience better
Ed Powers is an independent consultant improving
customer experience in the subscription technology
industry. He specializes in applying neuroscience to the
customer journey in order to increase customer loyalty. He
has over 30 years of experience in a range of industries and
companies from start-ups to Fortune 40 firms. Here he talks
to us about the present state of Customer Support and its
emerging future.
Interviewed by Arunh Krishnan

// How has the Customer Support (CS)
function evolved over the past few
years?
I’ve seen three major trends evolve: multi-modal contact
(phone, chat, online, social, even real-time video),
Customer Support becoming essential in Customer
Experience (CX) initiatives, and increasing use of AI
technology, primarily for deflection (contact avoidance).

// What are the technologies/trends
driving CS today?
Definitely at the heart of many of the changes are the
evolving use of social media by younger consumers, and
availability of much cheaper and more capable analytics
platforms.
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// What are the new opportunities that
companies can tap into in the CS space
and what are the challenges that they
face? Are companies investing enough
in CS?

make the job prestigious. So perhaps there’s a silver
lining for agents worried about their future prospects.

// What role does CS play in the overall
Customer Success framework? How
critical would you say it is?

In my opinion, companies never invest enough.
Customer Support is generally seen as a cost center,
something that must be minimized. Most companies
fail to realize, however, that when customers contact
them with a problem, it’s a moment of truth—how they
respond significantly impacts whether the customer
repurchases. For years, Accenture has talked about
this in their Global Pulse Survey, showing that trillions
of dollars change hands every year because of poor
service. Most firms still don’t get it. A rare exception is
Zappos, and more should follow their lead.

It depends on how you define “Customer Success”—
many companies just re-label their Customer Support
that way. I do a lot of work with Software-as-aService (SaaS) companies and there’s an important
distinction. SaaS defines Customer Success as
proactively onboarding, retaining and growing customer
relationships and Customer Support as reacting to
problems as they come up. Both functions play a critical
role in the overall customer experience (CX) and both
significantly contribute to customer loyalty.

// Can you give us a few interesting CS
initiatives that you have encountered?

// How is AI changing the CS function?
How well, in your opinion, are
businesses coping with this change?

Much of the work I do with my clients is applying lessons
from neuroeconomics (the combination of neuroscience
and behavioral economics) to the customer experience.
For example, science has shown that humans experience
every moment of their lives but remember only a small
fraction of it. The hippocampus records memories as
episodes and the amygdala marks them with emotional
information. If the marking is strong enough, the
brain stores the memory in the neocortex when we
sleep through a process called memory consolidation.
Otherwise, the brain discards the memory. During
recall, scientists have demonstrated an effect called
the peak-end rule. In an episode that is homogeneous,
clearly bounded, continuous, completed, and in which
the participant plays a passive role (describing most
Customer Support transactions), people remember the
difference between the emotional peak and how the
event resolved. The greater the delta, the less “pain”
people remember. Customers often contact Customer
Support in a high state of frustration (emotional pain). If
the agent ignores or worsens the customer’s state and
fails to resolve the problem, the difference between the
emotional peak and its end is small and the customer
remembers a bad experience. They will then later
switch providers, impacting the company’s revenue. On
the other hand, if an agent soothes the customer and
resolves the problem, ideally reversing the experience
with a moment of “Wow,” the emotional difference

AI offers promise for case deflection, and since most
companies focus primarily on cost reduction, it’s
attracted a lot of interest. I recently ran a technical
support operation and about 40% of the inbound
volume was questions of the type, “How do I do …?”
or “Where can I find …?” Agents would send links to
online resources that showed a step-by-step answer and
the approach worked for customers most of the time.
These are exactly the kinds of issues AI can solve—
providing very rule-based and procedural answers
to simple questions. Currently I see a lot of interest
for deploying AI solutions in Customer Support and I
expect it to continue for the next several years.

// Do you see automation as a threat to
people’s jobs in the CS space? Why?
I think AI will slow down, but not replace hiring, and
most technology vendors are positioning it that way.
Machines can (and should) replace frequent, simple,
repetitive tasks, but humans will always be needed
to deal with more infrequent, complex and nuanced
tasks. It will be many years before computers will be
as creative or as empathetic as humans, so I think the
labor requirement will be for fewer, more skilled agents.
Turnover with this smaller workforce will be painful for
companies, so they will need to pay agents more and
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between peak and end is substantial. The customer
remembers a great experience, becomes a fan, and
tells their friends. In this manner, Customer Support is
a revenue generator instead of a cost center. Keep in
mind that AI simply can’t do this. While AI can answer
quick, procedural questions, agents must still be ready
and able to help customers in aroused emotional states.
Much of the work I do is helping my clients understand
these key differences and make a blended AI/human
strategy work more effectively.

make a change. My advice? Open your eyes and get on
with the program.

// What are the trends/technologies that
you think will drive Customer Support in
the future? How should businesses gear
up for this?
I think there will be a backlash as most companies
stampede to AI seeking to completely replace agents
with machines. But we’ll also see other companies do
a better job of “humanizing” the customer experience.
For example, Amazon introduced a “Mayday” button on
the Kindle Fire HDX back in 2013, giving customers a live
video link to a Customer Support agent within seconds
after pressing the button. The agent could respond, see
and control the consumer’s screen while presenting
a friendly face. Neuroscience has shown that humans
respond to faces, subconsciously encoding initial trust
value when they see friendly expressions. This creates
a gateway to higher levels of trust, and higher trust in
a vendor translates to higher loyalty. Other companies
are following suit. In fact, a new company called vee24
is offering this same live engagement technology on
multiple platforms so anyone can do what Amazon
does. While some companies will use technology at
the expense of humans, the top performers will use it
to make the human experience better. They will be the
ones to watch.

// In a study that I came across recently
done by the Northridge Group, those
surveyed said that access to customer
service through digital is still often
difficult. Nearly half of consumers do
not feel that companies make it “easy”
for them to contact customer service.
Your comments?
I’ve experienced this first hand. Many companies now
don’t even publish a phone number—the only way to
reach them is through an online form. If you have an
urgent need (or want to buy something) you must wait
and take your chances. I asked for product information
from a company a week ago and I still haven’t heard
back! Companies must understand that context
matters. While communicating electronically may be
more efficient, they must anticipate that customers will
use whatever medium is relevant at the time or they’ll
simply go elsewhere (like I did).

// In the same study, social media came
out as the channel with the lowest
response rate for resolving customer
service issues. While social media is
being increasingly used by consumers
to request for support, companies have
not responded as well. What advice will
you give companies to become more
responsive?
I’m always amazed when B2C firms spend millions to
market through social media but don’t spend a dime to
support customers in the same channel. Unfortunately,
most companies must learn tough lessons about the
impact of bad comments on social media before they
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I think requests via
social media are
made more out of
frustration
Kia Puhm is the head of KIA CX Consulting. She has
extensive experience building world-class practices that
accelerate business growth through Customer Experience
innovation. Her proprietary ICE™ methodology provides
clients with a disciplined and sustainable approach to
increasing customer value and long-term loyalty. Prior to
KIA CX, Kia held chief positions at Oracle, Eloqua, Day
Software (Adobe), Intelex Technologies, and Blueprint
Software Systems. She holds a Bachelor of Applied Science
in Computer Engineering from the University of Toronto.
Here we talk with Kia about Customer Support and why
she believes being customer-centric and understanding the
customer journey is the key to providing a great customer
experience.
Interviewed by Arunh Krishnan

// How has Customer Support evolved
over the years?
Customer Support has moved from being reactive,
independent, and transactional to using data and
understanding the customer journey to deliver what it
takes for the customer to be successful.
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// What are the technologies driving
Customer Support today?

If you think of a customer-centric approach, using that
as a guiding principle, how much investment is enough
will depend on the context of the customer. Slack is
an example of a product that grew remarkably quickly
because they were able to deliver a product experience
that facilitated easy adoption and didn’t require much
support because it was intuitive to use. So I would
assume that a company like Slack will have a different
investment strategy for their support function than
a company that requires a lot of interaction with its
customers.

Today we have high expectations of not just how a
problem should be solved, but how quickly it should
be solved and which channel should be used in the
process. To meet these expectations, technologies are
also changing fast. I see a lot more AI being used, more
advanced data analytics for insights, self-service tools,
and in-app assistance providing help to the customer
at relevant times. They are driving change in support,
as is the connected experience. You have the social
platforms and communities of people that can help each
other outside of the vendor organization. All these help
in how seamlessly our issues are addressed.

// In a recent study done by the
Northridge Group in the US, nearly
half the audience they spoke to felt
that companies don’t make it easy for
customers to contact customer service.
How would you react to this finding?

// How well are businesses coping with
all this change?
I don’t think I can make a general statement on that
but what I’m seeing is that it is changing the way
organizations are run. Companies in general tend to
be more product-centric, focusing predominantly on
helping customers understand their products; so they
are organized to educate people on their products
in isolation and not necessarily with the customer’s
business context in mind. And what is changing as
products become more intuitive and easier to use is that
the type of help and support we need to offer customers
is not necessarily about how to use the product but how
the product can change their businesses. And for that
we need to understand the customer’s context, what
industry they are in, and how we can help their end
customers through the use of our technology.

I think it’s true to some extent. I think companies are
using various channels without truly comprehending
how they should be used to support their customers.
Often I hear companies saying things like “We’ve got
to implement chat support or be on social” because
somebody else they know is doing it. It’s almost being
done ad hoc. Instead, I think companies need to figure
out which are the social channels that their customers
go to, how these channels can be used strategically to
help them, and whether there are more appropriate
ways to provide support.

We have to learn how to organize not only our
technology but also our people and our processes so
we can provide better support to our customers in the
context of their environment.

// In your opinion, are companies
investing enough in Customer Support?
The question I would think is not so much about
whether they are investing enough, but are they
investing in the right way. Do they understand what
their customer needs are and what is the most effective
way in addressing those needs? Do they have the right
tools, the right processes and structures in place in
order to provide the best support?
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// Social media is being increasingly
used by customers to request support.
Are businesses coping with this trend
well? What advice would you give them?

than needing to call out on social media hoping that
somebody will answer them.
I think many requests via social media are made more
out of frustration when support is not found through
other means.
My advice is, therefore, know your customers,
understand what help they need and how they need it,
then align support channels to best meet those needs.

My biggest career
‘aha’ moment
came when I
truly understood
the power of
customer-centric
thinking and how
the customer
journey map can
serve as a guide
to driving success
for customers.

// What role does Customer Support
play in the overall Customer Success
framework? How critical would you say
it is?
Support plays a very critical role in the overall Customer
Success framework. Support is one of the important
customer closed-loop feedback channels. Support helps
companies understand how their customer base is using
and adopting their technology and that information
is vital for product enhancements, and in evolving a
product experience that is more seamless and effortless
so customers won’t need as much support as they do
now.

// Do you see automation as a threat to
jobs in the Customer Support space?
I see automation changing the way support is delivered
but not necessarily as a threat. While automation may
replace individual jobs for more repetitive tasks, I see
a role for both. Automation frees up a lot of time
for people to play a more strategic role in advising
customers with their problems.

// Does this call for a re-skilling in the
workforce?

Understanding what that customer journey is like
from start to finish - Why did they purchase your
product? How are they adopting it? What are they
trying to accomplish in their business with the use of
your technology? - will shed valuable insights into how a
company should support its customers.

I’m not sure if it can be called re-skilling, but in the digital
transformation process we all need to continuously
learn and advance our knowledge. We need to learn
how technology is evolving, and how our customers
are evolving with technology. The customer journey is
not a static process but a dynamic one, and it will keep
changing as our customers evolve.

When a company understands what the customer
journey is, it will begin to understand when customers
are likely to require support, what type of support they
will need, and how best to deliver it.
If you make it known to customers how to get
support, you would find them using that media rather
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// In the near future, what trends
do you see evolving in the Customer
Support space that businesses should
be aware of?

In the end, however, companies need to constantly look
at how they can make their products more intuitive so
it would require a minimal of support.

// What are the three things that
businesses are not doing right in the
Customer Support space?

I see both opportunities and challenges for businesses.
Currently, we are reactive to the Customer Support
needs of our customers. This is because we don’t
understand what the customer journey is and the
context in which customers are using our products.
The challenge is to be able to predict what their needs
would be next. The opportunity is in being proactive in
providing the customer with answers to questions that
they haven’t even asked, thus offering them a seamless
experience.

Firstly, not using the data that they have available to
them in the most effective way to understand how they
can continually improve and drive adoption in seamless
ways so that people don’t feel frustrated and need to
call into support.
Secondly, not using the data to understand how they
can continually improve their products for a better and
improved customer experience.

// Could companies, especially the
smaller ones, outsource their Customer
Support function?

Thirdly, not understanding how to set up support in all
the various channels with all the necessary resources
and tools in a way that aligns with the customer’s
requirements.

Good question. I don’t think we can generalize on this.
It may be completely inappropriate if the technology is
complex and requires deep domain experience. On the
other hand, if the product is intuitive it might be quite
appropriate to outsource support. So I think some
industries may be ready for outsourcing, while some
may not be.

I think businesses
need to become
more mindful
of what the
customer journey
is and ensure that
they are there to
provide support
seamlessly
all along that
journey.

// Not all people are equally
technologically-competent. I find most
companies today are reluctant to
provide human support. Your reaction?
I think this is probably truer in the B2C space.
Understanding personas and driving people to the right
channels of support is perhaps the way out.
So technologically-competent people get self-service
support while people needing human interaction can be
offered that. Apple is a good example of a company that
does this well.
When people feel the need for human interaction,
a company should ask itself whether the technology
requires human assistance or is it that your self-help is
too difficult and complex for customers to follow.
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Social media:
Supporting customers
on the ‘edge’
command’ which is used for addressing customer inquiries
on Facebook. Response times are defined for each link in
this chain. If the allocated time is exceeded, the system
assigns responsibility to a higher node in the command
chain. In addition to increasing customer satisfaction, these
customer interactions are designed to drive store visits for
the organization, an important revenue-driving measure.
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Another specific application of social media use by company
employees is pointed out by Agnihotri et al. (2012). The
authors mention that salespeople have traditionally
focused on cultivating social connections as part of their
job requirement. Agnihotri et al. (2012) suggest that a
promising alternative could be the use of social media
to strengthen buyer-seller relationships. A salesperson
specific social media strategy could be supplemented
by the use of blogs or content on technical forums that
demonstrate salesperson expertise.

Digital technologies are typically visualized as a nerve
center of an organization. They are what make the
organization function smoothly, and what help business
function processes efficient. Sometimes, erroneously,
these technologies are directly equated with ERP. This is a
myopic view, which limits the transformative potential of
‘digital’. There is an important role for digital technologies
in customer service. Gray et al. (2013) term this as
an enterprise shift from the ‘center to the edge’ – an
organizational understanding that technology is both
the organizational backbone, and a tool for meaningful
customer interaction. Through this, the intent is to support
customers and uncover customer knowledge. For this,
the first step in many instances, is the strategic use of
social media by the organization. In this article, I focus
on the ways and means of using social media effectively
for supporting customers.

Operationalizing a ‘social’ approach
An important question that organizations grapple
with while developing a ‘social’ strategy for customer
support is – “who in the organization, should be
allowed to interact with customers on social media?”
Kane (2015) profiles an organization which offers
a revealing answer to this question. Through a
CMO initiative, and a ‘social’ training exercise, the
organization has about 1600 (up from 30 previously)
employees directly interacting with customers
on social media. As Kane (2015) points out, the
organization brand awareness has improved manifold
by encouraging employees to use social media for
customer interaction, rather than dissuading them
by focusing on potential pitfalls.

Employees on social media
Customer interactions, if done ‘right’, offer a goldmine
of customer information, and the important possibility
of addressing customer complaints before they escalate.
Kiron et al. (2013) discuss a real-life case study of a
company that uses its employees for managing customer
complaints, and for addressing customer questions on
social media. Of particular importance in this organization,
in terms of operationalization, is a designated ‘chain of

Another pertinent question pertains to the use of
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Summary

e-channels that need to be chosen for customer
interaction. It is a business reality that certain
e-channels are more cost-effective for organizations
to reach out to customers. However, research by
Trampe, Konus, and Verhoef (2014) suggests that
customers develop negative feelings, and show active
resistance to organization efforts that force customers
to use specific channels for interaction. This in turn,
could lead to overall customer dissatisfaction with
the organization. Voluntary migration, or migration
through the use of adequate customer incentives are
preferred over forced migration.

The scope of digital technologies needs to include
customer support. By developing a ‘social’ strategy, and
by encouraging employees within the organization to
actively engage with customers, customer interactions
could become richer. From a CMO viewpoint, the
first step is to promote customer interaction through
social media. An important factor in this, is to
develop an organizational culture which encourages,
rather than penalizes customer interaction on social
media. Especially for organizations with low brand
awareness, this could lead to significant business
benefits in the long run.

Finally, it is important that the effectiveness of social
media in supporting customer interaction is measured.
Before designing active metrics, an organization
should initially focus on improving customers’ social
engagement with the organization. Once this process
has begun, Lee (2017) mentions the importance of
identifying the right toolset for social media analytics,
to gather vital feedback from customers.
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