
A Virtual Travel Agent With All the Answers 
Joe Sharkey 
 
I HATE being addressed by machines. We have a microwave that says, “Enjoy your meal!” 
when the bell goes off, even if you have only warmed up a cup of coffee. I tell the microwave 
to shut up, though not exactly in those words. 
So I was skeptical when I got a news release informing me that Alaska Airlines and its 
subsidiary, Horizon Air, had introduced on the Alaskaair.com Web site a “virtual assistant 
named Jenn.” Jenn, it said, responds orally to typed questions, “asks follow-up questions when 
needed” and also provides a written response and displays the site’s relevant page. Jenn also 
has a personality, it said, and “answers many personal questions.”  
 
Jenn is not annoying. She is depicted on the Web site as a young brunette with a nice smile. 
Her voice has proper inflections. Type in a question, and she replies intelligently. (And for wise 
guys fooling around with the site who will inevitably try to trip her up with, say, a clumsy bar 
pickup line, she politely suggests getting back to business.) 
 
I like Jenn. Airline Web sites, which often have clumsy drop-down menus, can be difficult to 
maneuver, even for simple things like trying to determine what kind of a plane you will be on. 
But ask Jenn a question on a wide range of topics, and you will get a fast, sensible response 
that saves you time.  
 
Airlines are becoming more dependent on their Web sites, not just for direct booking, but also 
for ancillary revenue from bookings for hotels and tours and for retail sales.  
 
Jenn was designed by a technology company in Spokane, Wash., the Next IT Corporation 
(www.NextIT.com), which has a goal of simplifying interaction between people and computers, 
using natural-language communications to retrieve information and even ask follow-up 
questions to clarify intent. 
 
While the Next IT voice technology depends on typed questions to elicit oral responses, the 
field is evolving. In a recent speech at Carnegie Mellon University, Bill Gates said that Microsoft 
was committed to developing more sophisticated methods that used two-way speech 
technology to improve the give and take between users and databases. 
 
“Searching for something on a Web site is not a great experience most of the time because 
you’re not sure exactly what you’re looking for, and it’s hard for the search engine to 
understand anything but the few keywords that you give it,” said Fred A. Brown, the founder 
and chief executive of Next IT. 
 
Jenn learns from experience and interaction. “This technology is trained, but it gets smarter 
over time,” Mr. Brown said. Before Jenn went public, Alaska Air and Next IT asked focus 
groups to help define what information needed to be available and what type of voice and 
virtual personality would be engaging. 
 
Next IT anticipated that people would test the technology. “We built out the personality, aware 
that people would want to test the bounds,” said Jeff Brown (no relation to Fred A. Brown), the 
senior vice president for sales at Next IT. “So if they ask questions such as ‘Are you married?’ 
or ‘Where did you go to school?’ she’s able to answer intelligently, and all of a sudden people’s 
trust in the overall knowledge goes up significantly. We’re in the business of making her very 
smart. Basically, besides knowledge, the virtual agent’s image has a past, a current and a 
future.”  
 
With Jenn on the job, the Alaska Air Web site is definitely user-friendly. And Jenn does evolve, 
including learning when to stay quiet. 
 
A couple of weeks ago, when I first tried out the system, I went through a list of serious and 
frivolous questions, all of which elicited good, or at least reasonable, responses. Then I threw a 
curveball, asking whether Alaska Air had ever had a plane crash. The response both amazed 



me with its honesty and chastened me for being glib. Jenn readily provided details of a tragic 
crash of an MD-80 in 2000 that killed 88 people. It was Alaska’s first accident in decades. 
 
But when I asked the same question Monday, Jenn had obviously been sent to remedial class 
in public relations.  
 
“I think you may be looking for more detail than I have,” she said sweetly. “Our goal is to 
always provide safe and reliable transportation at reasonable prices.” 
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