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Chatbots have changed. In the past, the customer 
experience offered by chatbots sometimes fell flat. Now, 
research shows that that companies that use chatbots 
effectively have higher customer approval ratings.

“With artificial intelligence and natural language processing in the mix, this is definitely 
an evolving space,” said Rob Dunlap, Associate Partner with IBM’s Cognitive & Analytics 
Practice at a recent CanadianCIO Virtual Roundtable. “Now, chatbots are a critical 
component of digital enablement.”

In today’s market, businesses must provide service to customers via all possible channels, whether 
that is through a virtual agent or a human one. The need to provide an omnichannel experience 
has accelerated in the past year as more people look for service online. Flexibility is key, said 
Dunlap. “We’re seeing a wide variety of demographics open to using virtual assistants now.”

The growth in the use of AI chatbot technology is being driven by market positioning, said 
one IT leader from western Canada. “If we want to be competitive, then we will need the 
tools to offer an omnichannel experience.”

Chatbot Challenges
In a poll conducted during the session, 45 per cent of the participants said they either 
haven’t used chatbots or are just starting that journey. Thirty-six per cent said they’ve 
experimented with it, while 18 per cent said they’re currently building a solution. None of 
the participants are currently running a chatbot solution in production.
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When asked about the challenges they had experienced with chatbot technology, 38 per 
cent of the participants said they hadn’t seen business results with it. Others expressed 
concern that: the system is too labour intensive to train (15 per cent); the technology is 
too expensive (15 per cent) or that they lack the skillset and experience to implement it  
(15 per cent).

  It’s 
possible to 
offer an end-to-
end delightful 
experience with 
a bot. That’s 
when they’re at 
their best.

 
— Rob Dunlap, 

Associate Partner, 
IBM
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In the past, some chatbots weren’t set up for success, said Dunlap. “A classic mistake 
was to deploy a Facebook messenger chatbot and send customers there to see 50 to 100 
questions and answers,” he said. Indeed, one IT director in the health sector said that his 
senior management insists that a human answer the calls every time. The problem is that 
there isn’t enough staff to handle all of the inquiries, he said.

“User experience is critical,” said Dunlap. “It’s possible to offer an end-to-end delightful 
experience with a bot. That’s when they’re at their best.” Dunlap added that leading firms 
that use virtual agents well see an increase in their customer net promoter score. Chatbots 
can provide a personalized experience because they can quickly access knowledge about 
the customer and any previous conversations. “This is such an important part of the way 
this technology is evolving.” He suggested that this information can be used to help build 
leadership support for the idea.  

https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/virtual-agent-technology
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/virtual-agent-technology
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Humans don’t have to be cut out of the loop once chatbots are implemented. The process 
can start with the chatbot. But if the bot can’t answer the question, the call can go to a 
human agent through the same interface, explained Dunlap

An IT leader in the financial industry was skeptical about how long it will take to train the 
system. “Solving problems about serving customers is way more difficult than playing 
chess,” he said. The package of AI technology with IBM’s Watson Assistant is already set 
up for natural language, explained Dunlap. “With our clients, you only need to provide 15 to 
25 use cases to start. The goal is to make it more accessible. If you needed data scientists 
and hundreds of examples, it takes too long.”  Dunlap suggested that clients initially divert 
about five per cent of their traffic to the chatbot to limit risk.  The system provides good 
performance reporting and this data can be used to further train it. “Chatbots have gotten so 
much better after a decade, so you don’t get stuck at the beginning, said Dunlap.    

“With regard to the required skillsets to get started, Dunlap noted that IBM’s Watson Assistant is 
provided as software-as-a-service (SAAS) with a configuration-based authoring user interface 
so that you don’t need to be a data scientist or developer to build a chatbot experience.”

Choose the right use cases
Dunlap stressed the importance of selecting the right use cases when starting out with 
chatbots. Organizations should look for the low-hanging fruit where customers are already 
engaging with service representatives. “It’s also really important to be fact-based in 
determining what best use cases can be automated from end-to end,” said Dunlap. “That’s 
where the real value is.” For example, he noted that Purolator uses IBM’s Watson Assistant 
to provide the status on package delivery for customers. The company had a huge increase 
in the volume of package deliveries and related customer service inquiries with the onset of 
the pandemic. The chatbot was immediately able to handle the high call volume.

One IT director added that his company found that using a chatbot for its internal IT help 
desk was “a good fit.” In this case, the chatbot follows up to see if the service provided by IT 
met the employees’ needs. “This has helped to elevate our level of service,” he said.

A participant in the health sector noted that, when his organization recently trialed a 
chatbot, it did not get a good response. Health applications are more nuanced than 
customer service, said Dunlap. “They can not provide guidance, but can point people to 
resources to help them,” he said. A good example of this is Navi, a mental health wayfinder 
developed for students at the University of Toronto.
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Tips on using chatbots to improve the customer experience
Organizations must define what chatbot success looks like up front, said Dunlap. They 
should look at goals, conversion metrics, where people are struggling or where they 
dropped off. This is all necessary for continuous improvement.

The best person to train the solution is the person closest to the experience. The 
development team should engage the people that understand the process, such as call 
centre agents. “This is an important differentiator that makes the chatbot more successful,” 
said Dunlap. When organizations collaborate with the subject matter experts, they become 
champions of the technology and can help drive adoption in the enterprise.

“We believe it’s a partnership between human authors and AI,” said Dunlap. “This is how 
you build a phenomenal, automated experience.”

Finally, Dunlap said it is very important to be honest and acknowledge when people are 
dealing with a virtual agent and why. Efficient escalation to a human advisor should always 
be offered.

If executives are still reluctant to adopt chatbots for customer service, ask how many of 
them use Siri, said an IT leader in the manufacturing sector. “People will get used to it as 
long as they see the long-term benefits.”

 We believe 
it’s a partnership 
between human 
authors and 
AI, this is how 
you build a 
phenomenal, 
automated 
experience.

 
— Rob Dunlap, 

Associate Partner, 
IBM
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ABOUT IBM
IBM offers integrated Data and AI capabilities that enable clients to implement intelligent 
workflows throughout their businesses. IBM’s Watson Assistant provides fast, consistent, 
and accurate answers across any application, device, or channel. Using AI, it learns from 
customer conversations, improving its ability to resolve issues the first time while removing 
the frustration of long wait times, tedious searches, and unhelpful chatbots. Available on 
IBM Public Cloud, on-prem, and on any cloud, Watson Assistant provides flexibility and 
meets the compliance and regulatory requirements for enterprises.

www.ibm.com/cloud/watson-assistant

ABOUT CANADIANCIO
CanadianCIO is an integral source of strategic insight for CIOs and senior executives. It 
focuses on issues related to the strategic use and management of information technology 
within the enterprise. It takes a hands-on, real world approach to exploring issues such as: 
the creation of business value through the use of IT; the evolving role of the CIO; IT-driven 
business transformation; innovation; information privacy and security.

www.itwc.ca

https://www.ibm.com/cloud/watson-assistant?cm_sp=Scheduler-_-CopyChng2-_-V
https://www.ibm.com/cloud/watson-assistant?cm_sp=Scheduler-_-CopyChng2-_-V
https://itwc.ca/

