INNtegrate Testimonial
Ian Walsh knows how important personal service is. 

As the proprietor of the Hotel Belvedere, a charming 20-room hotel in an impeccably restored 19th century building in Kingston, Ontario, Canada, Walsh built his business on the personal touch.

That’s why when you call the Belvedere, you’ll always hear a live voice at the other end of the line. It doesn’t matter if you call during peak business hours or in the middle of the night, you’ll never have to leave a message on a voicemail box or an answering machine. So how does Walsh, who operates on a tight budget and often mans the front desk himself, manage to keep a live operator on the line 24/7? 

The answer is INNtegrate, a telephone answering service created especially for the small hotel and Bed & Breakfast owner. “The idea is to maintain the personal aspect of the small hotel business and be an extension of the front desk,” says Mike Crossman, Vice President of Alliance Wireless Communications, the company that created INNtegrate. “Our goal is to make it feel like the innkeeper is there all the time.”

The concept is pretty simple. The hotel owner forwards the line to the Alliance office, and INNtegrate takes over from there.  “We tell our clients that we see ourselves as a part of their inn,” says Crossman. “Their customers are our customers.” 

To ensure that they’re serving those customers effectively, INNtegrate operators are put through a rigorous training process. “We get a lot of our information from the hotel’s website,” Crossman explains, but, he adds, they supplement that information with an in-depth interview to make sure their expertise goes well beyond what’s available online. And they check in with the client regularly to ensure that their information is as up-to-date as possible.

“We need to be able to answer any question that a customer might ask,” he says. “So we ask them all first.” Those questions include everything from do you have wireless internet access to can you accommodate my low-sodium, vegetarian diet. The interview yields so much information that callers can’t tell the difference between INNtegrate operators and hotel staff.  

That means that owners like Walsh can walk away at the end of a busy day and know that their hotels are in good hands. “We forward our 800 number and our main number at 10:30 or 11:00 every night,” he says. “We’re not busy enough to justify a dedicated desk person on the night shift, but we do get calls. I’d say on average we get one reservation every night –sometimes as many as seven or eight calls a night -- and it makes a big difference for those people to get to speak with a real human being who can answer their questions. ” In fact, Walsh says, his clients have no idea that they’re speaking to an operator. 

INNtegrate records all calls and makes them available for clients to listen to online immediately afterward. While Walsh appreciates the service, he rarely uses it. Instead, his staff check the e-mails when they arrive at work at 7:00 each morning.  “They take down the information from every call and have a report ready first thing in the morning,” he says. “That way, we can process our reservations immediately and we don’t miss a beat.”

Walsh admits that the system isn’t perfect. “Sometimes people call on our 800 line to speak to one of our guests in their rooms,” he says. “When that happens, the INNtegrate operator has to ask them to call back on the other line, because they can’t forward to the rooms from the 800 number. It’s the only time the system isn’t completely seamless.” After pausing to reflect, Walsh adds that the flaw doesn’t lie with INNtegrate, but rather with the hotel’s telephone system, which doesn’t allow transfers from the 800 line. “Actually, when people call (on the 800 line) to speak to a guest during the daytime, we still have to ask them to call back on the other line, so there’s really no difference between our service and INNtegrate’s.”

In fact, Walsh is so confident in INNtegrate that he turns his phones over to them for a full week each year when the Belvedere closes between Christmas and New Year’s. “A lot of our business comes from Queen’s University, and when they close for the holidays, we like to take a little holiday ourselves, “ Walsh says. “INNtegrate is the reason we can take a week off.  I trust them enough to leave my customers in their hands. The peace of mind is amazing.”

You’d think this kind of peace of mind would come at a high price, but, Walsh says, it’s surprisingly affordable, adding that a full year of INNtegrate’s service costs less than paying a staff member for a single month. Crossman explains that this kind of savings is possible because INNtegrate bills at a per second rate and only charges for the actual time the operators are taking calls. 

While affordability is undoubtedly important, Walsh is equally impressed with how easy the system is to use. “I really don’t think about it a lot,” he says. “And that’s the way I like it. We forward the phones, pick up our messages and that’s it. They do the rest. It’s one less thing for me to worry about.” 

In an industry where business owners have to take care of everything from landscaping to laundry, the freedom to delegate a task that would otherwise keep them tethered to the front desk is hard to overvalue. 

“Small hotel owners are busy people,” Crossman says. “INNtegrate adds a few hours to their day.” And perhaps best of all, it allows them to preserve that personal service that’s so important to the people who prefer to stay in small hotels. 

