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It is with great pleasure that we bring you the second annual 
‘Retail Insider Digital Leisure & Hospitality Innovations’ 
report that scours the globe to find the most interesting 
digitally-driven technology developments in the fast-paced 
leisure and hospitality industry.

This report was first produced last year on the back of the 
success of its sister publication that focused specifically on 
the retail sector. Such is the appetite for innovation within the 
leisure and hospitality industry that demand for this report 
was recognised, and we have made the greatest efforts to find 
a broad mix of interesting innovations.

We have again sourced 20 innovations but the difference 
this year is that there has not been a primary focus on 
looking within the UK. It became apparent that innovation is 
happening across the world and we did not want to put up 
any obstacles that diverted the report away from its primary 
objective of finding interesting innovations – regardless of 
their homeland.

What does correlate with the first report is the fact that the 
20 innovations encompass all areas of leisure and hospitality 
– from restaurants and hotels to airlines and coffee shops. 
It suggests that all areas of the industry are pushing the 
boundaries of possibility and that new business models are 
being created everywhere.

The innovations this year certainly pick up on the hot themes 
of the day – notably waste reduction, sustainability, health and 
wellbeing, robotics and artificial intelligence. It is interesting that 
the top position in the table is held by food waste app Karma, 
which highlights how these issues have risen up the agenda for 
many companies.

But there is also space for that perennial area of innovation – 
payments. The second and third places in the report are held by 
Wagamama and PizzaExpress respectively, with their apps that 
enable frictionless payments within their restaurants.

This report would not have been possible to produce without 
the involvement of a specially selected Advisory Panel. They are 
drawn from all parts of the leisure and hospitality industry and 
have helped compile the list as well as rank the 20 innovations 
in order. I would very much like to thank them for giving up 
their time so generously.

Finally, it has been a great pleasure to have Webloyalty sponsor 
the report again this year, and the ongoing support of the team 
there is very much appreciated.

We hope we have achieved our objective of delivering an array 
of innovations that provide plenty of ideas and inspiration this 
year. But innovation never stops and so the task of finding new 
ones for next year’s report has already begun.

Glynn Davis 
Retail Insider | @GlynnDavis
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Thanks to a new generation of digitally native consumers, 
combined with heightened awareness of sustainability, 
innovation within the leisure and hospitality sector has 
evolved at pace over the last 12 months. We’re excited to 
be celebrating the most interesting innovations in this year’s 
report, which includes forward-thinking digital technologies  
for restaurants, hotels and stores across the globe. 

This year has seen the continued adoption of new payment 
methods, chatbots and the use of robotics in-store, with the 
technology being used to enhance customer service and make 
efficiencies. Quick and frictionless app payment systems offer 
a seamless service without delays at the end of a meal, while 
robots in the food sector are making queuing for your lunch  
a distant memory. 

Despite fears in some quarters of a robot ‘take over,’ we 
can look at these human innovations as a way of supporting 
human employees as they consistently strive to provide a 
superior customer experience. Where simple processes could 
be digitised, employees will be freed up for more value-added 
tasks. 

Over the past year we’ve also seen innovations focused on 
helping restaurants reduce waste and adopt more sustainable 
practices, in response to growing consumer awareness of waste 
and plastic packaging issues. By using 2018’s top innovation – 
the Karma food waste app – not only can restaurants reduce 
their food waste, but they are also generating an additional 
revenue stream. Following the increasing awareness of single-

use plastics, Landsec’s ‘Refill Me’ initiative also combats waste 
throughout the supply chain by decreasing reliance on plastic 
water bottles and offering free water refills to members of  
the public.

Improving the customer experience will always be a priority  
in such a customer-orientated industry, but it seems the sector 
is recognising that an edge in circular and sustainable business 
practices will also deliver rewards. On a global scale, consumers 
are becoming more aware of the issue of waste and recycling, 
and it’s great to see brands have been quick to respond to 
this. The whole leisure and hospitality industry can take simple 
steps to contribute to a more sustainable future, for example 
by looking at ways to reduce food waste or not using single  
use plastics. 

Looking ahead, those that embrace the need to go greener 
while also offering diverse and customer-focused initiatives  
to boost the sector’s growth, will thrive. Don’t shy away from 
new technologies – such as those included in this report –  
instead harness them as a tool to retain an edge in an  
ever-competitive industry. 

We’re proud to be a part of celebrating these innovations  
and would like to thank Glynn Davis at Retail Insider for 
the opportunity to be a part of this report. We look forward  
to seeing how these innovations progress over the coming  
year and continue to support the growth of the leisure and 
hospital sector. 

Ben Stirling 
Managing Director Northern Europe, Webloyalty
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CHARLIE BENNETT 
Group Digital product owner –  
Berry Bros. & Rudd 
Charlie has been involved in the wine 
industry for over 20 years and joined 
BB&R in 2000 where he worked 
initially as an internet copywriter. 
His remit has expanded significantly 
since then as he took over the role 
of e-commerce director in 2012 from 
where he moved into his present 
position in mid-2017.

DANIEL LUCHT 
Global research director –  
Research Farm 
Daniel leads a team of analysts and 
consultants at Research Farm with a 
remit that includes developing strategic 
content and new revenue streams as 
well as corporate planning. He has over 
a decade of experience analysing the 
sector and identifying latest industry 
trends, working with major FMCG 
companies and retailers.

JONATHON SWAINE  
Managing director of Inns – Fuller’s 
Jonathon joined Fuller’s in 2005, having 
spent nine years at Bass Plc. He is in 
charge of Fuller’s retail business which 
now spans 208 managed pubs and 
hotels as well as 179 tenanted outlets. 
He was initially an operations director 
at the London-based brewer before 
taking on the role of overseeing the 
whole estate.

ANDREW ELLIS 
Head of CRM – McDonald’s 
Andrew is currently head of CRM at 
McDonald’s and has specialised in CRM, 
digital, loyalty and mobile marketing 
since beginning his retail career in 2007 
at Gap. He ended up as senior CRM 
lead for Europe and was in charge of 
the strategy team that launched Gap+. 
His background also includes working 
at HP and Leica.

THE ADVISORY PANEL

SIMON BURDESS  
Director of food service – Waitrose 
Simon has been director of food service 
at Waitrose for a year, before which he 
spent nearly four years as VP of food 
and beverage at Intercontinental Hotels 
Group. His career in food retailing has 
also taken in long stints at both Fortnum 
& Mason and Marks & Spencer.

JOHN MILLER 
CEO – Cali Group 
John heads up Cali Group, which 
includes Miso Robotics and the 50 
plus CaliBurger restaurant chain that is 
best known for its ‘Flippy’ robot which 
performs many of the cooking skills 
involved in the burger making process. 
Cali Group is at the forefront of high-
tech restaurant technology and holds 
various equity positions in companies 
including PoP and Kitchen United.



1. HOW INNOVATIVE? 
 What level of innovation is being demonstrated in the 
 solution? The score will be determined, to some extent, by 
 whether it is truly out there on its own leading the pack or  
 whether there is competition from other similar innovations.

2. HOW POTENTIALLY COMMERCIAL? 
 What commercial value has the innovation delivered to 
 leisure and hospitality companies using the solution to date, 
 and what value could it potentially create for businesses in 
 the future if widely adopted?

3. POTENTIAL INFLUENCE ACROSS THE SECTOR? 
 What is the level of impact the innovation is having, or could 
 potentially have, on the leisure and hospitality organisation(s) 
 using it, and possibly on the broader industry? What impact 
 could the innovation have as the proposition is built out, and 
 possibly adopted more widely in the marketplace?

4. POTENTIAL BENEFIT TO CONSUMERS? 
 What is the level of benefit the innovation is delivering 
 within the leisure and hospitality organisation(s)? Is it having 
 a material impact that could potentially increase over time?

To compile this report, consultation was undertaken  
with a broad range of individuals from across the 
leisure and hospitality, technology and start-up areas – 
encompassing analysts, senior executives, researchers,  
IT specialists and investors.

A long list of digitally-driven innovations was then  
drawn up. The creation of this list was helped by 
deliberations with some of the individuals on a  
specially selected Advisory Panel.

This extended list was reduced down to 20  
innovations from around the world, with the key 
objective for their inclusion being progressive  
thinking and unique application.

Each innovation on the list was then scored privately  
by the individuals on the Advisory Panel on four  
criteria: how innovative, how potentially commercial, 
potential influence across the sector and potential  
benefit to consumers.

The final table was ranked according to the total score 
that the innovations received across all the four criteria.
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THE ADVISORY PANEL

DANNY POTTER 
Co-founder –  
Inamo Restaurant Group 
Danny co-founded a pioneering 
projection-based, interactive restaurant 
ordering system through the Inamo 
Asian fusion restaurant chain in London 
that now has three outlets. He is also 
the founder of Ordamo, which provides 
a smart technology solution for the 
hospitality industry involving  
an interactive menu experience  
for customers.

PIERPAOLO ZOLLO 
VP business development and 
partnership – Quandoo  
Pierpaolo has 15 years of experience 
in digital media for companies 
and clients across Europe, US 
and South America culminating 
in his appointment, nine months 
ago, as VP business development 
and partnerships for restaurant 
reservations platform Quandoo. 
Before this, he spent almost a decade 
as commercial director at Kelkoo and 
has also worked for Yahoo.

JAMES CANNELL 
Advisor – Pret A Manger 
James was with Pret A Manger for 
more than a decade as creative 
director and still provides creative 
consultancy for the company. He has 
been described as having something to 
do with every creative piece of work 
that passes through the company – 
from the copy on the napkins to the 
posters in the stores.

METHODOLOGY
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574 KARMA FOOD WASTE APP

Launched in Sweden in 2016, Karma opened 
up shop in London, in February 2018 with 
50 restaurants including Michelin-starred 
names like Aquavit initially signing up to join 
the service.

The system works by allowing businesses  
to upload details of their surplus food stocks 
to the Karma app. Karma users receive push 
notifications letting them know when a meal 
is available and where, by exactly mapping 
out participating restaurants with pins. 
Customers make the payment through  
the app and arrange to pick up the food – 
often at half price or less – within a time 
window specified by the restaurant. The 
interface is easy to navigate and lists meals 
in order of proximity to the customer and 
ranks them by distance, price (including both 
the original cost and the markdown) and  
the quantity left.

For restaurants there is no subscription  
fee and they make money on food that 
would otherwise be discarded. Karma 
estimates that it gives partners the potential 
to increase yearly revenue by up to £30,000 
from food that would have otherwise gone 
to waste. In Sweden it has 250,000 users  
and 1,000 businesses signed up that are 
spread across 35 towns and cities.

Karma’s algorithms track the habits of users 
and businesses to learn about peak times 
when a given restaurant’s surplus food is 
in most demand. This can help restaurants 
create strategies for sustainability. 

Additionally, customers can be targeted  
with the most relevant foods matched to 
their profile.

6 7

Frictionless shopping is now being followed 
by frictionless eating out. Fast casual dining 
chain Wagamama has launched a payment 
app Wagamamago that allows diners to 
order, eat and walk out without waiting  
for the bill.

On entering the restaurant, diners open  
the app which supplies a four-digit code to 
be given to the waiter to tie-up with the till. 
The technology, which is run by Mastercard, 
stores the individual’s card details and takes 
payment automatically, with the receipt then 
emailed to the customer afterwards.

Wagamama wanted to replicate the 
user-friendly Uber experience, whereby 
customers enjoy its one-click ordering  
and seamless behind the scenes 

payments. The idea came about at the  
chain’s busiest restaurant at Heathrow 
Terminal 5 where diners wanted to leave 
quickly after meals in order to get to their 
departure gate in time.

The app is available on iOS and Android  
and besides saving customers an average  
of 12 minutes at each meal out, it also 
provides extra functionality. It allows 
customers to top-up their order by adding 
more items directly from their phone; the 
bill can be split between a number of people 
dining together; and it can be used to  
pre-order food for take-away, which is then 
collected by the customer at the restaurant.

PizzaExpress partnered with technology 
platform Flyt to develop a system that allows 
people to pay and leave in under a minute. 
The app removes the most frustrating part 
of eating out: waiting to pay the bill at the 
end of a meal.

Diners who download the app are given 
a table number when they arrive. After 
finishing their meal, they open the app and 
enter the table number to access their 
bill. They are able to simply pay and leave 
without asking the waiting staff for the bill  
at any point.

Customers are also able to redeem offers 
and vouchers via the app (again without 
involving staff) through the link-up with Eagle 
Eye that provides an integrated voucher 
service within the app. This removes the 
need to hand over paper discount vouchers, 
which are an increasingly visible feature of 
the restaurant landscape, and add in more 
delays to the payment process.

The innovation makes PizzaExpress one 
of the first restaurant chains in the UK to 
provide a waiterless check out, combined 
with bespoke customer rewards, available at 
all of its 470 restaurants around the country.

Dynamic pricing has massive potential, 
and one solution that is using it to boost 
restaurant bookings is BigDish by charging 
different prices at different times for the 
same products.

The restaurant industry, like many others, 
has typically underutilised such yield 
management technology. But even the 
busiest restaurants have empty tables 
and quieter nights of the week. BigDish’s 
application of yield management enables 
restaurants to offer customers discounts at 
quieter times.

These discounts can be up to 50% off the 
regular price. The solution has the potential 
to help restaurant owners optimise their 
revenue by bringing in additional customers 
who are tempted by the offer.

BigDish this year bought Pouncer and its 
TablePouncer platform that successfully 
operates in the Philippines, Indonesia,  
 

Hong Kong as well as in Bournemouth 
where last year the business had 126,000 
diners using its service – up 9% on the 
previous 12 months.

This gave the company a foothold in the 
UK and it is now looking to build on this 
– helped by recently raising £2.2 million 
in investment – with a launch in Bath 
followed by the roll-out of the platform to 
a wider UK audience. The primary focus 
is on regional towns and cities where the 
restaurant app market is less saturated.

BigDish has been approached by restaurants 
across the UK and Ireland looking to 
use its platform, which it regards as 
confirmation for the huge potential demand 
of its solution. The company also bought 
a restaurant and travel discovery platform 
that it hopes to link into its core yield 
management solution.
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Salad bars in self-service cafes or as a healthy 
food option on food service counters could 
be about to change dramatically with the 
emergence of Sally from Chowbotics – the 
food service robot that is able to perfectly 
mix customised salads.

It looks similar to a vending machine with a 
touch screen interface. It can hold up to 21 
different ingredients which is mixed in the 
proportions determined by the customer.It 
has the capability to make more than 1,000  
different salads in about 30 seconds. It also 
helps people to closely monitor the level of 
calories in their personalised salads; and to 
ensure that their choices adhere to any food 
intolerances from which they may suffer.

In addition to being suited to cafes and 
self-service eateries, Chowbotics believes 
Sally will also be ideal to house in hotels 
where business people check-in late or 
where room service is unappealing, as well 
as convention centres and airports. It is 
being trialled in a number of venues in the 
US, including fast casual restaurants and 
corporate cafeterias.

Berlin-based Infarm has pioneered a vertical 
farming technology system for restaurants, 
grocers and distribution centres that brings 
fresh and artisanal produce closer to the 
end customer.

The company produces modular indoor 
farms that are capable of growing salads, 
herbs and even some fruits. These units  
can then be transported and inserted  
into a large variety of city locations  
enabling customers in supermarkets 
and chefs in kitchens for example to  
pick produce themselves.

Since setting up two years ago, Infarm has 
grown to operate more than 50 farms 
across Berlin located in restaurant kitchens, 
retail stores and distribution warehouses. 

Up to 1,200 plants per month can be 
produced in each individual eco-system, 
which produces better tasting produce and 
can be used for re-introducing forgotten or 
rare varieties.

The system is controlled remotely through 
the cloud, which means all monitoring can 
be done through a central control centre, 
thereby making life easier for restaurant 
operators. The Infarm system also helps by 
radically reducing the inefficiency and high 
levels of waste that are a serious issue in  
the food supply chain.

The company recently raised $25 million to 
help it achieve its growth ambitions of having 
1,000 farms operating by the end of 2019.

Restaurant chain CaliBurger has developed 
kiosks that use facial recognition to speed 
up registration and sign-in to its loyalty 
programme; assist self-service ordering by 
bringing up customer order history; and 
enable payments.

This forms part of an array of cutting-edge 
technologies the business is employing, 
which includes robotic arms and artificial 
intelligence (AI) that automate the cooking 
of burgers; and that will also over time 
include the preparing and cutting of the 
vegetables and frying of the fries.

Cali Group has worked with NEC to deploy 
the facial recognition software that identifies 
customers when they tap on the ‘Tap to 
Start’ button on the kiosk to begin their 
order process.

It can deliver a five to 10 second reduction 
in ordering times at the kiosk, as well as 
reducing labour costs and helping with 

data acquisition. There is also the ability to 
gain basic demographic information from 
the visual data – initially this has been sex, 
age and emotional sentiment. In the future 
whether a customer is happy or sad will 
determine the content that is displayed on 
the kiosk.

The use of AI on visual images is also at play 
within the robotic developments taking place 
at CaliBurger where its ‘Flippy’ robot uses AI 
and cameras to determine the actions of the 
robotic arm as it flips burgers on the grill.

AI is likely to play an even bigger role in the 
CaliBurger chain through predicting volumes 
of customers at the restaurants based on 
factors such as the weather and other data 
points. There are also plans to use visual 
data, through CCTV cameras, which could 
be utilised to identify things like dirty tables 
and other compliance-type issues.

Such is the desire of Domino’s to make the 
ordering of its pizzas as convenient and easy 
as possible that it has created ‘Domino’s 
AnyWare’– a myriad of technologies 
accessible to customers for placing an order.

By creating a ‘Pizza Profile’ containing the 
customer’s personal details and an ‘Easy 
Order’ which details their favourite order, 
address and other relevant information, it is 
possible to request this order over any of 
the Domino’s AnyWare devices.

These devices include Google Home, 
Amazon Alexa, Slack, Facebook Messenger, 
text message, Tweet, Samsung Smart TV,  
Ford Sync and Smart Watches. 

This means that Domino’s orders can be 
placed through most types of interfaces to 
make life easier for the customer.

Although offering such a broad spread of 
platforms does not necessarily translate into 
a big uplift in sales, Domino’s believes it to 
be of value because it improves the user 
experience of the customer which increases 
brand loyalty thereby creating a long-term 
benefit for the business. The Domino’s 
AnyWare website details how customers 
can use the various devices – again, with the 
aim of making all channels as easy to access 
as possible.

TOP 20  
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The advent of the coffee capsule meant a 
high quality version of the beverage could be 
made much more widely available in hotel 
rooms and lounge areas – without the need 
for human intervention. The same could 
be about to happen with the cocktail as 
Somabar is hoping to deliver its solution into 
thousands of hotels, restaurants and bars.

The cocktail units are controlled by an 
app that enables customers to select from 
a range of up to 300 drinks that can be 
mixed by the Somabar automated bartender 
machine in only 10 seconds. The cocktails 
are created by mixing spirits and mixers 
that are held in Somapad containers that sit 
within the device.

The company expects initial demand for 
Somabar units to come from bars where 
high demands on bartenders means the 
machine will be a welcome addition to their 
armoury. It will be used to create simple 
cocktails at busy times while bartenders 
focus on more complex drinks. The creators 
of Somabar say it can also work in places 
without bartenders.

The company initially raised funds on 
Kickstarter in 2015 to develop a consumer 
robot and this vision has developed into 
Somabar that has received a significant level 
of orders.

Social dining concept WeFiFo is bringing 
people together by connecting home cooks, 
dining venues and event organisers, along 
with diners who are looking for a new  
social experience.

Home cooks can post their credentials on 
the site and create dining events to which 
people who are interested in attending can 
sign-up at the agreed cost. WeFiFo takes 
a cut of the event’s cost for acting as the 
platform. Many events have taken place and 
cooks gain rankings based on the feedback 
they are given by guests.

The business has caught the attention of 
many organisations including John Lewis, 
which invested £100,000 through its JLAB 
accelerator programme. It has since run 
various bespoke events within John Lewis 

and Waitrose branches that all have staff 
dining rooms or customer restaurants.

WeFiFo brings the cooks in and attracts the 
diners to the events while the retailer gets 
an opportunity to showcase its produce; 
have its facilities used at times beyond 
regular opening hours; and bring in potential 
new customers.

Shopping centre operator Intu has 
also worked with WeFiFo to create an 
experimental dining experience at one of 
its venues. This is all part of its strategy to 
bring some theatre into its shopping malls, 
while for WeFiFo it highlights the flexibility 
of its technology platform to bring various 
parties together to create memorable dining 
occasions.

It is not only the provenance of food that 
has risen up the agenda of late but also 
the safety of produce in food service 
environments. This can be arduous in 
terms of the time spent on maintaining 
and reviewing paper records, which is why 
organisations like One Aldwych Hotel have 
deployed cloud-based Checkit to handle its 
management of food safety.

As well as the myriad of HACCP compliance 
tasks that have to be dealt with, there 
are many other things like freezer and 
fridge temperatures to constantly monitor 
throughout the day. The solution involves 
cloud-connected handsets that have tailored 
interfaces for each Checkit client, which set 
out the scheduled tasks for each individual. 
It alerts them when a task is due and guides 
them through the process.

At One Aldwych the system is used to alert 
the relevant members of the kitchen team 
to tasks related to managing all the health 
and safety procedures, cleaning activities, 
as well as temperature checks for cooked 
meats and hot water.

Checkit sends out instant alerts to the 
relevant member of staff if a critical check 
has been missed – even if they are not on-
site. With all the compliance data held in the 
cloud there is a complete record of all the 
checks made that can be easily accessed at 
any time.

The advent of further food safety regulation 
and the requirement to display hygiene 
ratings means the use of digital solutions 
such as Checkit will become ever more 
important if foodservice companies are to 
keep on top of their legal obligations.

Amazon set the ball rolling with its GO 
outlets that do not need any employees. 
Alibaba in China have taken this into the 
wine category with the launch of a cashier-
less wine storage and retail facility in its 
home city of Hangzhou.

It enables customers to purchase wine  
by the case without paying cash or 
interacting with any employees. This is a 
continuation of its efforts in this area that 
have seen it showcase an automated wine 
bar in Hong Kong.

This incorporates a system whereby all the 
bottles are embedded with a tracking tag. 
Nearby screens display further information 
when the bottle is picked up by a customer. 
Purchases are made by facial recognition 
through Alibaba’s Alipay payment platform.

The innovative model being employed in the 
wine store also involves an auction concept 
that allows shoppers to place bids on wines 
and spirits via Alibaba’s auction platform. 
The expectation is that this will drive much 
greater revenue from the store while also 
generating a faster throughput of stock, 
which gives freshness to the offer.

Over the next 12 months Alibaba is hoping 
to open five to eight such stores that add 
to the myriad of developments that the 
company is attempting under its broad 
reaching ‘new retail’ strategy. To this end it 
has also launched the staff-less and cashless 
Tao Café and ‘Futuremart’ in Hangzhou.
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Vita Mojo is bringing personalised food to 
the food industry through its development 
of an operating system for restaurants. It 
has three components to its solution that 
power: the front-end, the back-end and the 
data analytics of restaurants.

It has opened two restaurants in London 
that have been used as test-beds to prove 
the concept ahead of the company selling 
the solution to other operators.

Using iPads in the restaurants enables 
customers to personalise their chosen 
dishes. Sliders are used to determine exactly 
how much they want to include of each 
ingredient, which allows the full custom-

designing of their meal. The price of the  
dish updates in real-time and payment is 
made via the device.

The order then passes through to the 
kitchen where the software has determined 
the most efficient way for the chefs to 
create the dishes in the optimum time. 
The next stage in this process will be to 
introduce some robotics into the back-end.

Vita Mojo has been working with contract 
caterer Elior, and the success of the pilot 
it undertook with one of the company’s 
corporate clients resulted in Elior making 
an investment in Vita Mojo.

Having recognised the increasing shortage 
of labour in Japan, the growing Henn na 
Hotel chain is introducing robots into its 
properties. The company is using a mix of 
robots – with some resembling humans 
while others look like dinosaurs!

The first of its hotels opened in 2015 in a 
theme park and the chain has grown to five 
properties, with seven more planned. The 
robots play a variety of roles so for instance, 
at the company’s Tokyo property – in the 
smart Ginza shopping district – guests are 
greeted in the language matching their 
passports, which they will have handed over 
to the robot at reception as they arrive. 
They then check-in at self-service kiosks and 
automatically receive their room key cards.

The tasks of the porters and cleaners have 
also been assigned to robots but not every 
human has been removed from the hotels. 
The business still operates with a skeleton 
staff of people. As well as helping the group 
overcome the challenge of recruiting people, 
the use of robots has also enabled costs 
to be kept down. This has helped Henn na 
Hotels price their rooms very competitively 
against rivals.

Property company Landsec launched its 
‘Refill Me’ initiative to combat plastic 
waste at its retail destinations. It decreases 
customers’ reliance on plastic bottles by 
offering them free water refills without any 
obligation to buy any products.

It has partnered with over 90 major 
foodservice brands including McDonald’s, 
Costa, Caffé Nero and Pret A Manger, and is 
rolling-out the initiative across its portfolio 
of shopping centres, outlet malls and leisure 
parks by 2020 after initially piloting it at 
12 centres to include Bluewater, Trinity 
Leeds and Westgate Oxford. This is being 
promoted digitally across the property 
company’s websites and potentially by the 
food brands.

Wherever customers see a Refill Me 
window sticker in the stores of any of its 
partner brands they can ask for their bottle 
to be refilled without any pressure to make 
a purchase. The move follows research 
commissioned by Landsec that found 
consumer attitudes towards refillable bottles 
could be a significant barrier to reducing the 
prevalence of single-use plastics. It found that 
59% of shoppers would feel uncomfortable 
asking a retailer to refill their water bottle 
without first making a purchase. 

The company has stated that single-use 
plastic is one of the biggest challenges facing 
the planet, and that it is determined to play 
its part in ensuring that it helps drive change 
in the behaviours of shoppers and retailers.

Software company Catapult takes the issues 
out of staffing in the leisure sector by using 
technology to provide properly qualified 
in-store employees, on-demand and on a 
shift-by-shift basis.

Initially it used its online platform to attract 
and vet candidates and then stored their 
preferences and experience, in conjunction 
with behavioural and psychometric data, 
which was then used to identify the right 
roles for each candidate.

Companies are presented with a small  
pool of candidates that are available for 
each shift having the appropriate skill-sets 
for the role based on their experience and 
qualifications. This includes their favourites 
from previous shifts and other candidates 
that have expressed an interest in that 
particular brand. They can also watch  
short videos of each candidate.

Data is used to predict demand from each 
company, which means a high shift fulfilment 
rate can be achieved. This is combined 
with Catapult’s ability to predict, with high 
accuracy, both the general competency of 
candidates and their efficacy in different 
company environments.

Such is the capability of the software that 
the vast majority of shifts that go through 
Catapult are handled entirely without any 
human intervention, which helps reduce 
costs for the many leisure companies that 
use its technology.
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Supermarket chain Lidl has not until recently 
been known for its wine range but along 
with its greater focus on this area it has 
also become the first UK grocer to launch 
an AI-powered sommelier-style chatbot, 
personalised as Margot.

It has been developed to help customers in 
its wine section by answering any questions 
they have about a product in that category 
that may be confusing. It is this lack of wine 
knowledge that is the biggest barrier to 
shoppers being more experimental and 
adventurous about the choices they make 
when buying a bottle. It also impedes their 
willingness to trade-up.

The Facebook Messenger-based chatbot, 
Margot, mainly advises on food pairing  
with wine but it can also answer general 
wine questions.

Margot also offers a set of frequently asked 
questions and provides information on the 
retailer’s fine wines selection, as well as 
hosting a wine quiz for customers that aims 
to introduce them to the full Lidl wine offer. 
The supermarket is hoping that the ever-
increasing slice of the UK population who 
use Facebook Messenger will embrace the 
idea of Margot.

Amazon has linked up with hotel business 
Marriott to launch ‘Alexa for Hospitality’  
in a move that pushes the technology 
company ahead of Apple and its Siri 
application in bringing voice-powered 
devices to hotel chains.

The tie-up involves a suite of features 
that allow guests to undertake a variety 
of activities through the Alexa speakers 
including ordering room service, requesting 
housekeeping, booking spa treatments, as 
well as playing music and adjusting in-room 
utilities such as lighting and temperature.

Marriott has been testing devices from both 
Amazon and Apple as it looks to add voice 
controls into its hotel rooms around the 
world. The hospitality giant has made the 
decision to put Alexa devices into certain 
of its Marriott, Westin, St Regis, Aloft and 
Autograph Collection properties in the US.

Marriott has stated that the move is part 
of its strategy to test various emerging 
technologies in order to learn what 
enhances the guest experience. Meanwhile, 
for Amazon this link-up takes its Alexa 
solution beyond people’s homes and into the 
enterprise environment, further pushing it 
into the position of being the de facto voice 
platform in consumers’ minds.

Dutch carrier KLM developed BlueBot (BB) 
to help passengers with their ticket booking 
and activities associated with taking a flight. 
It uses Facebook Messenger to interact with 
customers as they search for the right ticket 
and then helps them book the flight.

The chatbot also delivers booking 
confirmations, check-in reminders, boarding 
passes, flight status updates and answers any 
general customer queries.

BB also uses the Google Assistant voice-
based platform to help people find a ticket 

based on the conversational interface. Once 
the preferred ticket has been found, the link 
to the flight on KLM’s website is sent to the 
person’s phone.

Travellers can also use BB on Google 
Assistant to help them pack their bags with 
essential items including things they might 
not have thought about. These could be 
determined by the forecasted weather in 
the destination, which BB can highlight to 
them, and other requirements they might 
have, which BB ascertains through its 
conversation with the individual.

Media group Time Out has teamed up with 
Google to launch a conversational app that 
acts as a virtual helper for navigating around 
London’s innumerable restaurants and 
leisure activities.

It uses Google Assistant as the voice 
platform for people to interact with the 
Time Out resource and is usable on Android 
and iPhone devices with the Assistant app 
installed. It can also be used via voice-
activated speakers such as Google Home.

The user simply fires up the service by 
requesting ‘Talk to Time Out London’. It can 
then be asked a variety of questions such 

as: ‘What is a great restaurant for tonight?’ 
‘What’s going on today?’ Or ‘Surprise me?’ 
It will also provide directions for difficult to 
find venues.

The app taps into the vast media resources 
of Time Out and pulls out the relevant 
responses for the individual customer’s 
queries and delivers it through the 
increasingly appealing conversational 
interface. It represents an early step for Time 
Out in its optimisation of its content for 
voice, and it is likely that tie-ups with leisure 
and hospitality companies will be explored in 
the future.
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