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In early 2016, Microsoft created a chatbot that loved to tweet up a storm. That chat-
bot’s name? Tay.AI. 
 It was said to “Tweet like a teen”…and pertinent to current time, Tay.ai was launched 
to test the Artificial Intelligence (AI) in understanding conversational language. 
 My Dad is in his eighties and often laments about how life was much simpler before 
“crazy robots and technology,” and how “he’ll never use a robot.” I often remind him 

that his blender and pre-set coffee pot are 
both robots, and that the first chatbot 
program dates all the way back to 1964’s 
ELIZA, which evolved out of the Turing 
Test in the 1950s. Recall, Turing Ma-
chines helped the Allies win World War 
II. We’ve been cohabitating with robots 
for quite some time.

THE CONTEXTUAL  
CHATBOT CHALLENGE
Collaboratively, Microsoft’s Tech/Re-
search team and peers from Bing built 
Tay.ai’s vocabulary by “mining relevant 
public data and by using AI and editorial 
developed by a staff including improvi-
sational comedians” that was “modeled, 
cleaned and filtered.”  In theory, the bot 
was supposed to learn and improve as 
it talked to people, becoming a natural 

Artificial Intelligence,  
Bias & Your Business
Think you have no place for the “mixed (virtual, 
augmented and gamification)” realities within your 
business offerings? Think again.

By Tamela Coval

IF YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHAT A CHATBOT IS, YOU’RE NOT 
ALONE.  A chatbot is a computer program that interacts with a user by 
simulating a conversation. If you’ve ordered a Domino’s pizza or sent money to 
your kids through Facebook Messenger, then you’ve interacted with a chatbot.
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conversant and growing through the 
wisdom-of-the-crowd method of under-
standing over time.
 Personally, I don’t know if the pop cul-
ture tool “Urban Dictionary” was a por-
tion of Tay’s study curriculum, but the 
chatbot really didn’t need to tap into that 
vast chasm of often off-color wiki-knowl-
edge. The online world embraced Tay 
with glee—but most of its mischievous 
conversations didn’t remain playful and 
casual for long. Parroting those Twitter 
“conversants,” Tay.ai went from tweeting 
“humans are super cool” to repeating 
nasty, offensive words, remarks and ide-
ology that would warrant a bar of Ivory 
soap to the mouth. 

Of course, the project was shut down not 
long after launch with: 
c u soon humans need sleep now so many conver-
sations today thx.
–TayTweets March 24, 2016

Microsoft issued the following statement 
in response:
The AI chatbot Tay is a machine learning 
project, designed for human engagement. As it 
learns, some of its responses are inappropriate 
and indicative of the types of interactions some 
people are having with it. We’re making some 
adjustments to Tay.

A good testament to the “Always be 
learning” mantra.

FACEBOOK: WHO DO YOU  
THINK I AM?
Later that same year, it was Facebook’s 
turn for AI-fueled trouble. Just for chuck-
les, if you want to see who Facebook 
thinks you are, go to your “Ad Preferenc-
es” and click the “Lifestyle and Culture” 
tab. Facebook never inquires about your 
race, but depending on your ad prefer-
ences, social check-ins and the content 
of your posts, it might have assigned you 

something it called an “ethnic affinity.” 
 For example, Texans occasionally sending messages in Spanish might be assigned to 
the “Hispanic” category. Facebook had “ethnic affinity” categories for African-Amer-
icans, Asian-Americans and Latinos, but none for white people. 
 This meant that white people weren’t victims of “exclusive targeting.” Exclusion 
targeting is a legitimate marketing tool, used to hone an ad by not showing it to people 
likely to be disinterested in it. Those of us in the multifamily industry profoundly know 
this kind of racial exclusion in real estate was made illegal in 1968 under the federal 
Fair Housing Act. But Facebook thought it was astute enough to self-regulate. In short 
time, an investigative journalism nonprofit entity (ProPublica, November 2016), demon-
strated how Facebook’s advertising tools could be used to exclude racial groups from 
audiences for housing-related ads. 

Facebook stated about the findings:
This was a failure in our enforcement and we’re disappointed that we fell short of our commitments…
The rental housing ads purchased by ProPublica should have, but did not, trigger the extra review 
and certifications we put in place due to a technical failure.

AI machine learning took the blame for this, and Facebook put software in place in 
an attempt to automatically detect housing ads, so that it could disable potentially 
discriminatory targeting options. However, reliably interpreting the subject matter of 
text or images is really difficult, even for the world’s best machine learning programs. 
Facebook revisited the issue, performed a quick fix and called the problem solved with-
out bothering to see how well it was actually working. Uh-oh. They got busted again.
 I share this to say that fixing these problems requires time, resources, diligence, 
oversight, compliance and yes, manpower—all of which cost money. And if Facebook 
can make a mistake as detrimental as this, imagine your exposure. As machine learn-
ing becomes more powerful and pervasive, its complexity and its potential for harm—
if unchecked and unplanned for—will increase.

THE OMNIPOTENCE OF AI
I’ve shared the above stories to remind you that a quick fix might be just that and can 
leading to real trouble. That’s the bittersweet beauty and pain of innovation. It isn’t just 
a simple, isolated act of impacting a small change by inserting a tech tool or software 
platform; it’s a process requiring concerted vision, goals, strategy, dedicated partners 
and checks and balances.

TE
CH

N
O

LO
G

Y

Don’t some of our technologies push the 
customer further away from the  
eyeball-to-eyeball, handshaking experience? 

Yes, they do. 

But, as consumers ourselves, don’t we 
personally like to enjoy the ease of self-service? 

http://www.jpm-digital.org/jpm/mar_apr_2018/TrackLink.action?pageName=7&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2FIREM.ORG%2FJPM
http://www.jpm-digital.org/jpm/mar_apr_2018/TrackLink.action?pageName=7&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2FTay.ai
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 According to a global study in The 
Economist, “75 percent of more than 200 
business executives surveyed said AI will 
be actively implemented in their compa-
nies within the next three years.”
 AI is already baked into everything 
we touch in our daily lives, in real-time. 
Think: Siri, Alexa, traffic and map apps, 
online shopping, music selection, sending 
chocolate-covered strawberries to Mom 
and fraud-alert notices from banks. But 
AI holds the potential to have an even 
more profound impact on our lives, in 
ways we cannot predict in advance. 
 Businesses today are sifting through 
social cues, media and breadcrumbs to 
make their employees and customers feel 
special and to generate leads. Bringing 
context to every conversation by enrich-
ing consumer profiles with metadata and 
AI deep learning is at the top of every 
2018’s “Emerging Trends and Innova-
tions” checklist I’ve encountered.
 Out of ULI, World Economic Fo-
rum and National Multifamily Housing 
Council, we hear and read that Smart 
Cities, Smart Buildings and Smart Ame-
nities are a must for millennials and Gen-
eration Z, and even boomers. Future IoT 
solutions that these tenants and residents 
demand will require a seamless expe-
rience—enabling multiple interactions 
(voice, text, gesture, image, etc.) with 
applications and devices—and allowing 
users to connect to multiple IoT plat-
forms and environments (Alexa, Google 
Assistant, etc.). Think you have no place 
for the “mixed (virtual, augmented and 
gamification)” realities within your busi-
ness offerings? Think again.

AI CAN BENEFIT YOUR BUSINESS IN THREE KEY AREAS: 
1 Administrative support: task mastery and paperwork automation

2 Marketing support: social media and video automation

3 Sales support: making calls, finalizing information, posting reminder alerts to  
calendars, setting appointments, and filtering and qualifying customer requests

THE AUTOMATION VERSUS PERSONALIZATION CONUNDRUM
Here’s where I personally struggle, and maybe you do too: 

Raise your hand if it’s your desire in business to strive to build the best possible product 
for customer empowerment.

Also raise your hand if you believe that personal interactions should be the primary 
form of communication between a business and customers, bringing delightful, face-
to-face experiences.

Don’t some of our technologies push the customer further away from the eyeball-to-eye-
ball, hand shaking experience? Yes, they do. But, as consumers ourselves, don’t we 
personally like to enjoy the ease of self-service? For me, that answer is yes. I’m much 
happier ordering my McDonald’s Sausage Egg & Cheese Biscuit through the kiosk 
inside the store than by waiting in line. Ask yourself if you prefer to do your banking 
using a phone app or even the old-fashioned drive-thru ATM rather than going inside 
to see a human teller. You might be a self-server accustomed to working with AI with-
out even realizing it.

AI IS HERE TO STAY
Chatbots, AI and virtual assistants are here to stay. So what do we do with the Tay and 
Facebook situations that give futuristic glimpses of robots on the rise running amuck? 
To avoid the risk of arriving at decisions that disparately impact certain classes of indi-
viduals specifically pertinent to the Facebook example, we know there are three main 
sources of bias leading to discriminatory outcomes: input, training and programming 
of the AI. Actually, this is really no different than what employers face when training 
human employees. Input bias with AI occurs when the source data itself is biased be-
cause it lacks certain types of information, is not representative or reflects historical bi-
ases. In layman’s terms, AI comes without only the preconceptions of its programmers. 
 Machines and algorithms can provide more objective standards to uncover real-word bias and 
discrimination, making AI a powerful tool in moving toward a more fair and inclusive society in 

75 PERCENT OF MORE THAN 200 BUSINESS 
EXECUTIVES SURVEYED said AI will be actively implemented in 
their companies within the next three years.”



IREM.ORG/JPM  /  ® / 9  

TE
CH

N
O

LO
G

Y

our real estate ventures and beyond. Future-proofing open platform product evolution needs to 
be a promise with each technology partner we employ.

Fair housing is about people, not technolog y. Technolog y is a tool that can simplify and accelerate 
the way we market our apartments, process applications and manage our properties, and it can never 
replace the people who ultimately have to create the policies, enter the data and make the decisions. We 
can take a rental application in longhand on a yellow pad, or we can scan someone’s retina to access 
their life history, and the bottom line is always the same: Everyone must be given the equal opportunity 
to obtain housing!  —DOUG D. CHASIK, CPM

AI is most definitely not perfect, because it is created by imperfect humans—and as 
we learned from Tay.ai, AI learns from our interactions and mimics our bad habits. 
As AI machines deep learn and morph, and as we deploy more innovation in target-
ing, discovering, credentialing, serving, interacting, pleasing and (hopefully) renewing 
tenants and residents, so does the need for human deep learning, sweating the details, 
conducting rigorous security checks, data encryption, employee ongoing training and 
dedicated adherence to compliance regulations.    

Tamela Coval’s 
(tcoval@me.com) 30+ 
national career has 
been dedicated to 
multifamily business 
asset management, 
employee and 
customer experience, 
sales, marketing, 
training, and 
creating a culture of 
innovation, motivation 
and transformation 
within the multifamily 
real estate sector.

AI YOU 
(PROBABLY)  
USE EVERYDAY

I’m much happier ordering 
my McDonald’s Sausage Egg 
& Cheese Biscuit through the 
kiosk inside the store than by 
waiting in line. 

ASK YOURSELF IF YOU 
PREFER TO DO YOUR 
BANKING USING A PHONE 
APP OR EVEN THE OLD-
FASHIONED DRIVE-THRU 
ATM RATHER THAN 
GOING INSIDE TO SEE A 
HUMAN TELLER. 

You might be a self-server 
accustomed to working with AI 
without even realizing it.

SPAM I AM
Your spam filter is 

continuously learning 
from various input, 

such as words 
in messages and 

metadata, what to filter 
from your inbox.

DRIVING WITH AI
Uber or Lyft If you’ve 

gotten a ride  
to work, AI 

determines the price 
of your ride and 

calculates wait time.

TELLER  
NO MORE

Do you have a 
banking app on your 
Smartphone? If you 

do, AI deciphers 
and converts your 

hand-written checks 
to deposits, saving a 

trip to the teller.

(FACE)BOOK 
RECOGNITION
Say Cheese! 

Facebook uses AI 
to identify your 

friends and suggest 
who to tag using 
facial recognition 

software.

http://www.jpm-digital.org/jpm/mar_apr_2018/TrackLink.action?pageName=9&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2FIREM.ORG%2FJPM
http://www.jpm-digital.org/jpm/mar_apr_2018/TrackLink.action?pageName=9&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2FTay.ai
http://www.jpm-digital.org/jpm/mar_apr_2018/TrackLink.action?pageName=9&exitLink=mailto%3Atcoval%40me.com
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