TOURISM FOR A BETTER WORLD

Customer Service Strategies for Rural Tourism and Hospitality Organizations

Exceptional customer service is the heart of any successful tourism business. For rural Community
Based Tourism Organizations (CBTOs), supported by the Kitara Foundation, great service is especially
crucial. It turns a one-time visitor into a loyal advocate, leading to positive reviews and sustainable
bookings. This lesson outlines detailed, practical strategies for CBTOs to deliver world-class hospitality
while maintaining authenticity.

1. Defining Rural Hospitality: Authenticity Meets Professionalism

Rural customer service must strike a delicate balance: it must be professional enough to meet global
expectations, but authentic enough to reflect your unique culture.

A. The CBTO Service Pledge
Your service should be characterized by:

¢ Genuine Warmth: Tourists come to experience your community's life. Offer sincere welcomes,
conversation, and kindness. This is often more valuable than high-end amenities.

e Cultural Sensitivity: As hosts, you must educate guests on local customs and norms with
courtesy and respect, preventing misunderstandings before they happen.

o Reliability: Deliver exactly what was promised in the booking. If a guide tour starts at 8:00 AM,
it starts at 8:00 AM. Consistency builds trust.

B. Understanding the Target Customer

The traveler choosing a CBTO is usually seeking an impactful, authentic, and immersive experience.
They value the human connection and the social mission over luxury. Use this knowledge to focus your
service: highlight the people, the stories, and the direct community impact of their stay.

2. B Pre-Arrival Strategies: Setting Expectations Digitally

Customer service begins the moment a booking is confirmed, often through platforms like Equera.



A. Clear Digital Communication

e Confirmation and Welcome: Send an immediate, warm confirmation email or message. Use this
opportunity to express gratitude (reinforcing the community impact) and provide essential
details.

o The "Know Before You Go" Nudge: Use digital communication to proactively set expectations
regarding your rural context:

o Logistics: Provide clear directions and instructions on safe local transport options.

o Cultural Briefing: Gently introduce basic cultural norms (e.g., dress codes for certain
areas, how to ask permission for photos).

o Amenities: Clearly state what is not available (e.g., "We have solar power, so kindly
conserve electricity," or "Internet access is limited to the central office").

B. Personalization

If your booking system allows, review the guest's profile (where they are from, what activities they
booked). A simple personalized touch upon arrival (e.g., "Welcome, we know you're excited about the
coffee tour!") makes a lasting impression.

3. & On-Site Strategies: Delivering Exceptional Local Service
This is the moment of truth, where the digital promise meets the reality of your rural community.
A. The Power of the Welcome

¢ The Guided Introduction: Don't just hand over a key. Have a dedicated community member
(often a youth or committee member) personally welcome the guest, introduce them to the
host family, and explain the site's layout.

¢ The Host-Guest Relationship: Train homestay owners to be engaging storytellers, not just
providers of a bed. Encourage genuine conversation about local life, but always respect the
guest's privacy.

B. Standardizing Quality and Hygiene
While authenticity is key, hygiene and safety are non-negotiable professional standards.

¢ Cleanliness: Maintain rigorous daily standards for sanitation, clean bedding, and food safety. A
simple, clean room is better than a dirty elaborate one.

e Accessibility: Ensure guides and key hosts are easily reachable for questions or emergencies
(e.g., provide a local contact number accessible via mobile money or a simple mobile phone).



C. The Proactive Guide
Guides are the face of the CBTO. Their service should be proactive:

e Anticipate Needs: Offer water, inquire about comfort, and check on dietary restrictions before
being asked.

e Interpretation: Guides must be trained (using Kitara Foundation modules) to interpret the
culture and environment, explaining the meaning of what the guest is seeing, rather than
simply stating facts.

4. Post-Stay Strategies: Feedback and Accountability
Customer service doesn't end when the guest leaves. It continues through the feedback loop.
A. The Digital Feedback Loop

¢ Immediate Request: Send a follow-up message within 24 hours of departure, thanking the
guest and including a link to a short, simple feedback form and the public review platform.

¢ Focus on Impact: Ask questions about the service delivery, but also ask for feedback on the
social impact aspect (e.g., "How well did we communicate where your money went?").

B. Addressing Feedback Transparently

¢ Internal Review: The CBTO management committee must regularly review all feedback and
assign responsibility for improvements.

e Accountability: Use feedback to identify training needs (Kitara Foundation focus) or necessary
infrastructure repairs (CDF allocation).

¢ Professional Response: Respond to online reviews professionally, thanking positive reviewers
and offering sincere apologies and solutions to negative ones. This demonstrates the CBTO's
commitment to continuous improvement.

By following these strategies, your CBTO transforms service from a basic requirement into a powerful
tool for marketing, building customer loyalty, and ensuring the long-term sustainability of your rural
destination.



