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Introduction

V 
irtual Agents — customer‐service agents that are help-
ful, courteous, powerful, and completely artificial — are 

remarkable beings, driven by impressive technology. And 
though they sound like science fiction, they’ve been around 
for a while. Synthetix, in fact, has been creating them for 
 clients for a decade and a half now.

Even so, there’s a new buzz every now and then, driven by 
new talk about developments in artificial intelligence, or 
sparked by the movement of big players such as Google, 
IBM, Microsoft, and Facebook into new areas of delivering 
customer service through artificial intelligence. Text analysis 
and natural language processing are getting better all the 
time, and the list of queries that can be answered and tasks 
resolved without human interaction is growing.

But how smart is smart enough for a Virtual Agent? Is there 
such a thing as too smart? What’s the difference between a 
Virtual Agent and a Virtual Assistant? How about a Chatbot? 
There are so many buzzwords, so much jargon, so much tech-
nology, and lots of questions.

About This Book
Virtual Agents For Dummies, Synthetix Special Edition, aims 
to cut through the digital noise to provide insights that could 
only come from experts who have been doing this kind of 
thing for years. It defines what Virtual Agents are, and what 
they are not, and describes what kinds of characteristics and 
personality traits make a useful Virtual Agent. It explores 
the preparations that need to be made in deploying a Virtual 
Agent, discusses what works and what might cause trouble, 
and delves into the nature of artificial intelligence (AI) to 
determine just how much a Virtual Agent needs. It drives 
home the point that a Virtual Agent is, first and foremost, 
intended to create exceptional customer service. And it under-
scores how a Virtual Agent fits into the overall omni‐channel 
customer‐service strategy, as one piece in a bigger picture.
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Foolish Assumptions
Because you picked up this book, there are a few assumptions 
we will be making about you, the reader:

 ✓ You’re heavily involved in the customer experience, 
 consumer strategy, possibly IT, or maybe you’re the CEO!

 ✓ You want to know more about the pros and cons of 
 sharing customer‐service tasks with a Virtual Agent.

 ✓ You would benefit, for now, from a relatively basic 
 overview as you head down this exciting path.

Icons Used in This Book
Check out the margins of this book. You see those cute little 
icons? Here’s what each one signifies:

There are thousands of words on these pages, each carefully 
chosen and placed into a sentence. But if you’re in a hurry, be 
sure you don’t miss what’s in the paragraph next to this icon.

You want some helpful insights about setting up your Virtual 
Agent, right? Then don’t miss the point in this paragraph.

If you’ve ever watched a movie about artificial intelligence, 
you know you’ve got to be careful to ensure that things don’t 
go awry. These paragraphs offer a helpful caveat to help you 
avoid a pitfall.

What about Virtual Agents isn’t high technology? This 
 paragraph has some extra‐techie thoughts.

Where to Go From Here
You’re going to have to flip the page yourself, as there is not 
yet a Virtual Agent that can reach out and take care of that 
for you. But there are many places you can go once you flip 
that page. We have organized this book to be consumed in 
whatever way makes sense and meets your needs. Thanks for 
 reading, and good luck in the world of Virtual Agents!
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Meet the Virtual Agent
In This Chapter

▶▶ Defining Virtual Agents

▶▶ Understanding other similar technologies

▶▶ Comprehending the nature of intelligence

▶▶ Gauging the value of Virtual Agents

B 
ack in the day, there weren’t that many different ways to 
make contact with customers or let them contact you —  

in person, on the phone, by mail, and that was about it. These 
days, the list of customer‐service channels keeps growing all 
the time.

This chapter focuses on connecting with customers through 
Virtual Agents. It explains what a Virtual Agent is, why it’s 
useful, how it compares to other digital contact options, and 
how it taps into artificial intelligence.

What’s a Virtual Agent?
Put simply, a Virtual Agent is a customer‐service agent. It 
serves the needs of customers by answering questions, taking 
care of a variety of tasks and transactions, collecting informa-
tion, and resolving problems. A Virtual Agent’s primary mis-
sion in life is to create happy, satisfied customers.

But perhaps it’s best to begin by talking about what a Virtual 
Agent is not. To begin with, it’s not alive. It’s not a human 
being — that’s why it’s called virtual, and for that matter,  
why this discussion is using the pronoun “it” rather than  
“he” or “she.”

Chapter 1
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It’s also not intended to totally replace agents who do happen 
to be human beings. The Virtual Agent supplements the work-
force of human agents, working side‐by‐side and taking on the 
tasks it handles well, while saving a lot of other tasks for the 
humans on the team.

And it’s also not intended to be absolutely omniscient. That 
may come as a surprise — isn’t making machines more and 
more and more intelligent the ultimate goal? Not necessarily, 
when it comes to Virtual Agents. More on that topic elsewhere 
in this book, but the reality is that it’s possible for a Virtual 
Agent to be too real, too lifelike, too smart.

The bottom line is, a Virtual Agent is a customer‐service 
agent, not a science experiment. The #1 goal is for it to pro-
vide the best customer‐service experience possible. In that 
regard, it’s different from some other kinds of applications 
that are also designed to interact, such as other kinds of 
Chatbots and Virtual Assistants. A Virtual Agent does not 
need to be good at all things to serve all people — it just 
needs to be excellent at providing service for your company’s 
customers. An example is shown in Figure 1‐1.

Figure 1-1:  Hello! I’m a Virtual Agent.
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Bots, Chatbots, and Assistants
A bot is a piece of computer software that does some sort of 
task on its own. There are all kinds of bots, all over the place, 
doing all kinds of things, both good and bad. For example, 
bots known as spiders venture out across the web all the 
time, finding new content to add to search engines. That’s a 
good thing, of course. There are bad bots that also venture 
out, working to spread malicious code.

Bots are everywhere, making very magical things possible. But 
don’t expect to have a conversation with a basic bot. A search 
engine spider wouldn’t have a clue what you are talking about, 
and even if a malware bot could talk, you wouldn’t want to 
hear what it has to say. If you’re seeking conversation, you 
might choose to interact with a special kind of bot known as  
a Chatbot.

A Chatbot is a software application designed to emulate 
humans in conversation. There are other names for Chatbots, 
such as Talkbots, Chatterbots, and Artificial Conversation 
Entities. Chatbots engage in conversation through an online 
chat interface, or through a speech interface. A lot of 
Chatbots have been created mainly for fun, but an increasing 
number are being used by businesses that give them access 
to enterprise systems so that they can serve some of the 
needs of customers.

The ultimate goal in the creation of a Chatbot is to facilitate 
conversation so good that the humans on the other end may 
not know they’re talking to a machine. You may have heard of 
the Turing Test. That’s a test developed in the 1950s by com-
puter scientist Alan Turing, who wanted to gauge the intelli-
gent behavior of machines.

Passing this test is a remarkable achievement, but it’s not 
necessarily a good indicator that a Chatbot is well‐suited for 
customer‐service interaction. Put another way, a Virtual Agent 
used for customer service is a kind of Chatbot, but not all 
Chatbots are good Virtual Agents.
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Another variation to discuss is the Personal Virtual Assistant 
or Personal Digital Assistant. You may have access to one on 
your smartphone or at home. Siri, found on Apple iPhones, is 
an example. Google has a variation on Android phones. Alexa 
is the version put forth by Amazon, and Cortana is a personal 
assistant from Microsoft.

Virtual Assistants are fun and helpful applications that can 
track down answers to your questions and perform a variety 
of tasks on your behalf. They generally work pretty well, too, 
but most people have also experienced the frustration of 
being misunderstood by one of these assistants.

If a misunderstanding happens with the Virtual Assistant 
on your smartphone, you’ll be annoyed, but in general, the 
consequences are minimal. That’s not the case with a Virtual 
Agent providing service for your business’s customers. If it 
misunderstands a customer’s query or provides inaccurate 
information, the consequences for your business could be 
major.

Virtual Agents are like Virtual Assistants in that both should 
have interfaces that are friendly, conversational, and personal-
ized. A Virtual Agent, though, is more goal‐oriented, designed 
with specific tasks or queries in mind. In a way, it’s like any 
focused employee with a very specific job description — it’s 
just not flesh and blood.

The Nature of Intelligence
What exactly is intelligence? One dictionary definition calls it 
“the ability to acquire and apply knowledge and skills.” That’s 
what humans do all the time, not just as schoolchildren or 
college students, but throughout life.

The annals of science and science fiction are filled with lots 
of thought about the ways that machines can pursue intelli-
gence, too. This is usually referred to as artificial intelligence, 
and sometimes goes by such terms as machine learning, deep 
learning, or machine intelligence. And regardless of whether 
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you’re talking science fiction or science fact, you’re likely to 
see it shortened to the initials AI (which even made it into the 
title of a Steven Spielberg sci‐fi flick back in 2001).

There are multiple levels of artificial intelligence:

 ✓ Artificial Narrow Intelligence: Often abbreviated as ANI, 
this is AI that’s focused on a very specific area. Think 
of a chess program good enough to take on the world’s 
leading chess masters — that’s impressive AI, but such 
a program would fail at the navigation help you get from 
your smartphone.

 ✓ Artificial General Intelligence: While ANI is sometimes 
thought of as “weak AI,” AGI is considered “strong AI.” 
This would refer to a computer application that can do 
just about any logical task a human can do. We’re not 
really there yet. Even the amazing IBM Watson, which is 
great at playing “Jeopardy,” gets its power by being able 
to understand a question and then quickly sift through 
vast volumes of data to find the answer. Abstract thinking 
and reasoning don’t really compute for Watson just yet.

 ✓ Artificial Superintelligence: Consider this description: 
“an intellect that is much smarter than the best human 
brains in practically every field, including scientific cre-
ativity, general wisdom, and social skills.” That’s what an 
Oxford AI expert named Nick Bostrom had to say about 
ASI. If we haven’t yet achieved AGI, we’re certainly a long 
way from reaching the level of ASI (and a lot of people are 
somewhat frightened to imagine what it’ll be like to get 
there — there are plenty of sci‐fi nightmare scenarios out 
there, from “2001” to “The Matrix.”).

For the purposes of creating a Virtual Agent, artificial intel-
ligence is vitally important, but it’s not everything. In fact, 
the customer‐service experts at Synthetix have been building 
Virtual Agents for a decade and a half, and their experience 
has led them to actually engineer some of the AI out of their 
systems. Why’s that? Because it’s really not necessary for a 
Virtual Agent to pass the Turing Test — the test it must ace 
every day is customer satisfaction.
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Why Use a Virtual Agent?
Virtual Agents are a great way to engage customers. They are, 
in fact, creating exactly the kind of interaction that an increas-
ing number of customers are seeking.

Customers are reaching out to companies more than ever, but 
though the volume of contacts is always growing, more and 
more customers are preferring self‐service whenever it’s pos-
sible. In fact, one global report on “The Self‐Service Economy” 
found that as many as 70 percent of customers now expect 
there to be a self‐service option for handling complaints and 
questions.

Customers have an expectation that they can access an 
online self‐service FAQ knowledge base — it’s pretty much 
a minimum requirement these days and can be an effective 
way to prevent simple, common inquiries from escalating to 
agent‐assisted contact channels. An FAQ knowledge base is 
essentially passive, however. A Virtual Agent, on the other 
hand, encourages an interaction with natural conversation. 
You can simply speak or type in a question in the same form 
you would use when conversing with another person. The 
Virtual Agent understands the query and knows just where to 
look for the answer.

By engaging in structured dialog, the Virtual Agent provides 
an experience that’s a lot more akin to what would happen 
when calling and speaking with a live human. In a way, it’s 
self‐service that does not feel as much like self‐service. And 
it’s definitely the kind of thing that appeals to the millennial 
generation. Millennials tend to be pretty particular about 
service — it needs to be available with minimal clicks. Virtual 
Agents, when done right, can raise the level of service while 
reducing the number of clicks.
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Customers have been responding very positively to their 
Virtual Agent experiences. One Synthetix survey found that 
85 percent of customers found the experience to be “useful 
and productive.” When it comes to answering quick queries, 
a study from myclever found that consumers prefer Virtual 
Agents over live online chat, social media interaction, apps, 
web forms, email, and the good old‐fashioned telephone.

Many organizations can benefit from the use of Virtual Agents. 
That said, they may not be a good fit for absolutely every 
brand. There are a lot of considerations to take into account, 
from the profile of your customer base, to the kinds of ser-
vices your organization provides, to the reasons that your 
customers typically reach out.

For example, Virtual Agents make sense for handling seasonal 
spikes in inquiries, particularly if your organization is often 
asked the same question repeatedly. If your live agents aren’t 
dealing with a lot of repetition, a Virtual Agent might not be 
the right fit.

Remember, this is not some scary sci‐fi film. Virtual Agents 
are not out to replace human customer‐service connections, 
only to supplement them and free up the humans to handle 
the kinds of tasks that aren’t well‐suited for Virtual Agents. 
Virtual Agents have been found to reduce contact center 
inquiries by up to 25 percent, but that also means that there 
are a lot of queries that still need the human touch.

For more thoughts on the decision‐making process for 
whether a Virtual Agent is right for your organization, check 
out Figure 1‐2.
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Figure 1-2:  To bot, or not to bot?
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The Well‐Mannered 
Virtual Agent

In This Chapter
▶▶ Creating a simple and personalized experience

▶▶ Making great conversation

▶▶ Engaging the customer

▶▶ Sticking to the objectives

▶▶ Understanding where Virtual Agents fit in

W 
hat are the attributes of a great Virtual Agent? First 
and foremost, they just feel natural to the end user. 

This chapter spells that out in more detail, exploring the sim-
plicity of dealing with a Virtual Agent, the personalized nature 
of the interaction, and the quality of the conversation. It dis-
cusses how Virtual Agents engage the customer, and how they 
work well with other customer‐service channels.

Keeping it Simple
The whole point of creating a conversational, friendly Virtual 
Agent is to make things simple and engaging for the customer. 
You want to make it easy and intuitive for customers to find 
the information they’re seeking or take care of the business 
they want to resolve.

Interacting with your Virtual Agent should be as straightfor-
ward as talking to a neighbor. You don’t need instructions for 
that, and interacting with a Virtual Agent should be just as 
obvious, with no instruction manual.

Chapter 2
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Making it Personal
Just as your neighbor knows your name, the Virtual Agent 
should know the name of the customer with whom it’s inter-
acting, and plenty of other details about the customer. That 
personalization makes a big difference in helping the cus-
tomer feel like he or she is having a real conversation with 
someone who cares. See the example in Figure 2‐1.

What’s more, the Virtual Agent needs to have a good memory 
(perhaps a better memory than your neighbor has). Beyond 
knowing the customer’s name, the Virtual Agent should be 
able to recall elements of any previous conversations. In par-
ticular, the Agent should be aware of goals that were achieved 
during previous contacts. Again, the customer can feel the 
care and concern.

Figure 2-1:  The Virtual Agent provides a personalized experience.
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Being A Great Conversationalist
If the point is to create a conversation, it needs to be as natu-
ral as possible. If you’re talking to a friend and ask a fairly 
simple question, does your friend respond with a lengthy and 
complicated speech? Probably not, and neither should the 
Virtual Agent. Whenever possible, the Agent should respond 
with a single answer, rather than a menu of options from 
which the user must choose and click.

The Virtual Agent must understand the customer’s intent in 
order to deliver the most effective and helpful answer. Fully 
grasping the context of the question is the key to success. 
The Virtual Agent also can be quite adept at using predictive 
skills — because it understands the intent of the question 
and the context in which it was asked, it’s uncannily good at 
anticipating the next question.

Engaging the Customer
A great customer experience is the sum total of every inter-
action with the customer. Plan to use your Virtual Agent to 
engage your customer early on in a positive way.

A Virtual Agent isn’t just for solving customer problems. 
The possibilities are endless and vary from one business to 
another. It might answer questions about products before the 
sale, to help customers make the most appropriate choice.  
It can help customers understand details about their account. 
It can do all sorts of things to engage the customer through-
out the whole relationship.

Sticking to the Objectives
Interacting with a Virtual Agent can be intriguing and fun. The 
Agent won’t get bored with the conversation, or annoyed, and 
it can interject humor if it seems appropriate.

But at the end of the day, if the conversation with a Virtual 
Agent doesn’t lead to a great customer experience, what’s 
the point? Any interaction with a Virtual Agent should be 
goal‐driven, designed with the purpose of meeting specific 
objectives.
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Being an Agent for 
Every Channel

This whole book is about Virtual Agents, but it’s important to 
remember that they’re just a part of a much bigger picture. 
They’re not a replacement for your full, omni‐channel customer‐
service experience, but an integral part of it. You should enable 
virtual conversation over multiple channels, including mobile 
devices and social media. But you might also need the full 
range of omni‐channel offerings — interconnected customer‐
service tools that include live chat, email management, social 
media monitoring, and FAQ web self‐service, all tapping into 
the same expertly maintained knowledge‐base. A Virtual Agent 
should be thought of as a key strategic component of your 
online customer service strategy, with buy‐in from stakeholders 
at the highest level of your organization.

The Virtual Agent must know when to steer the conversation 
beyond the realm of self‐service. The right Virtual Agent solu-
tion can recognize when it’s not getting the customer‐service 
job done well enough — in other words, when it’s time to 
escalate an inquiry to a live agent, either through live chat, 
email, or telephone callback. It should be intelligent enough 
to know when a handoff is needed, based on the nature and 
intent of a query, and it should do so as seamlessly as possi-
ble. It should be made clear that the customer is being offered 
escalation from an automated to an agent‐assisted channel.
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Picture‐Perfect Agents
In This Chapter

▶▶ Writing the Agent’s job description

▶▶ Determining just how smart the Agent should be

▶▶ Creating the Agent’s visual appearance

▶▶ Formulating a personality

O 
nce you’ve decided to employ the services of a Virtual 
Agent, now comes the fun of creating that Agent. This 

is a task that is part technology, part psychology, and part 
human resources.

This chapter explores the process of determining exactly 
what tasks you’ll assign to your Virtual Agent, gauging just 
how much artificial intelligence is the right amount, figuring 
out what the Agent should look like, and picking a personality 
profile.

Writing the Right 
Job Description

Just about any employee of the human variety will perform 
best when he or she knows what is expected — and when 
what is expected is reasonable. It’s not really all that different 
in the world of Virtual Agents.

As you design your organization’s Virtual Agent, you must 
carefully consider what tasks you’re going to put into its job 
description. At the very least, your Virtual Agent is likely to be 
there to answer customers’ questions and provide additional 
information as needed.

Chapter 3
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Your Virtual Agent will do this in a way that’s far more effec-
tive than simply posting a list of FAQs, because it will serve up 
that information through conversation, by processing natural 
language to understand what the customer wants and deliver-
ing only that pertinent information.

For example, a Virtual Agent serving customers of a utility 
might field a question such as, “How do I reduce my monthly 
heating bill?” There are a number of possible responses to 
that, and it may require some additional input from the cus-
tomer to get to the pertinent answer. It may be that some 
of the additional information needed to provide a response 
is already part of a customer’s account profile, and a smart 
Virtual Agent will have access to data that can help yield 
informed answers.

What else is in the job description? In many cases, interaction 
with a Virtual Agent may lead to a transaction of some sort. 
The Agent for a hotel chain might walk the user through the 
process of finding a hotel, and then move on toward booking. 
A Virtual Agent might help existing customers add services.

The Virtual Agent might even be tied into troubleshooting 
processes. A Virtual Agent for a cable television provider 
might be given the power to send a reset signal to a cable 
box in order to help resolve a technical difficulty.

The job description has lots of possibilities, depending on the 
nature of your business and the way your customers would 
prefer to interact. With some creative thinking, your Virtual 
Agent should be able to take on at least some of the things 
that your live agents have done in the past, freeing them up 
to deal with more complicated needs.

Smart Enough?
Virtual Agents can be incredibly smart, and you should defi-
nitely employ them to the full extent of their capabilities. But 
just how smart should they be? Is it possible for them to be 
too smart? Or perhaps too human?
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Believe it or not, yes. One giant, global technology company 
conducted an intriguing experiment, building an artificial 
intelligence Chatbot able to speak like a teenage girl. Users 
could interact with her in the usual ways teens interact, 
including through Twitter and direct message, and she was 
programmed to know all about teen pop culture and slang. 
She was designed to learn from her conversations with real 
teens, but she apparently hung out with the wrong crowd. 
Her interactions quickly became more and more vulgar, inter-
laced with racism and conspiracy theories. Within a day, her 
behavior was so unpredictable that the tech company (like a 
vexed parent) had to curtail her Internet privileges by taking 
her offline.

A good Virtual Agent vendor knows how to train Chatbot tech-
nology to avoid such embarrassing situations, knowing when 
to respond conversationally and when to dial back the intel-
ligence. Firms such as Synthetix build Virtual Agents which 
employ natural language processing to understand direct, 
conversational questions and answer with just the right tone 
of voice, and they’ve provided millions of answers through 
the years — whether the questions are well phrased or poorly 
worded.

Early on, as the company was developing the Virtual Agent 
technology, it strived to load up Virtual Agents with wide‐
ranging artificial intelligence attributes and techniques. They 
had emotions, for example. They could get angry, and even 
give annoying humans the cold shoulder. An impressive tech-
nological accomplishment, one that would make Alan Turing 
smile, but does that really translate into top‐notch customer 
service? Not necessarily.

So, the company engineered some of that cutting‐edge AI back 
out of the system. Anything that made a Virtual Agent more 
difficult for a customer to manage was a no‐no, even if that 
meant occasionally giving up the conversational metaphor 
in favor of some other approach more beneficial to the cus-
tomer. It was an important lesson, one that Synthetix learned 
a decade earlier than the technology giant that created the 
sassy and inappropriate teen Chatbot.
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Figuring out the Look of  
an Agent

A Virtual Agent is just that — virtual. It does not exist in the 
physical world, which means that it has no physical appear-
ance. Look at that another way, and you realize the Virtual 
Agent can have whatever physical appearance that you would 
like.

Why should it have any appearance at all? Why not just make 
it words on a page? Or perhaps, a computer‐generated random 
voice on the phone?

The answer lies in the power of anthropomorphism. That’s a 
long word for the tendency humans have to attribute human 
characteristics to animals or inanimate objects. It’s the con-
cept that made the old “Herbie” movies work — it’s not hard 
to look at a Volkswagen Beetle and imagine that it has a per-
sonality. That’s anthropomorphism.

When it comes to looking at your computer screen, research-
ers have found anthropomorphism to be a powerful phenom-
enon. People, it turns out, tend to spend more time interacting 
with a Virtual Agent that has a face, compared with interac-
tion involving just a text‐only interface. And users were more 
positive in their responses when they had that face to look 
at. In essence, they’re responding to that Virtual Agent in the 
same social ways that they would respond to another person.

The reality is, the appearance of a Virtual Agent is a decision 
that carries more significance than you might imagine. The 
way a Virtual Agent is presented — its appearance, the quality 
of its motion, the way users interact with it — can influence 
the decisions that the user makes.

Like it or not, we all rely on visual stereotypes. Sometimes 
our stereotypes are innocuous, sometimes unfair, but they do 
inform our thinking and give us cognitive ideas and shortcuts. 
We can spend a lot of brainpower considering thoughts and 
questions about the people we encounter — or, we can make 
some appearance‐based assumptions and then get on with the 
interaction.
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Not only do appearances frame our expectations, they also 
help us find common references as we interact. Research 
suggests that our human environments would become over-
whelmingly complex to process if we didn’t allow ourselves to 
cruise a bit on autopilot through the use of visual stereotypes.

What does all of this psychology have to do with designing a 
Virtual Agent? Consider that you’re trying to create charac-
ters that seem engaging and human, in terms of their appear-
ance and interactivity. It’s not easy to get that human‐like 
result through artificial means, such as computer‐generated 
imagery. And you’ve got to get it right, or else your artificial 
creation might inadvertently make your human users feel 
uncomfortable.

It’s a phenomenon that’s sometimes referred to as the 
uncanny valley, and it can make for intriguing science fiction 
but nightmarish reality. The idea is that as a robot looks more 
and more human, those little non‐human imperfections and 
defects get increasingly creepy. That might be a desired effect 
in a villainous sci‐fi character or perhaps an unsavory human 
character in a video game, but it’s not the vibe you want your 
Virtual Agent to give off.

Crunch the results of all this psychological research and you 
can get a sense for what a Virtual Agent that would appeal to 
most audiences ought to look like.

First of all, the research suggests the Virtual Agent should 
be female, such as the example in Figure 3‐1. A female Agent, 
according to those who study these things, is better at reduc-
ing the user’s frustration. What’s more, female humans have 
been found to be more at ease when interacting with strang-
ers of the same sex. On the other hand, when men are studied 
in the Virtual Agent environment, gender does not seem to 
matter.

How old should the Virtual Agent be? Research suggests that 
they should be between 30 and 40. That’s old enough to be 
seen as having experience and credibility, but because it’s 
a middle‐ground age range, it appeals to a wide audience of 
people, both younger and older.
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Another study found that attractive people tend to be more 
engaging than less attractive people. And generally speak-
ing, females with darker hair color are recommended, due to 
another visual stereotype that is unfortunate and unfair and 
inaccurate, but also apparently real in the imaginations of 
some people: the “dumb blonde.”

Finally, it has been found that actual photos of real humans 
work best for the appearance of Virtual Agents, rather than 
computer‐generated avatars (see Figure 3‐2 and ask yourself 
whether you would rather interact with the CGI‐rendered 
character or the real person). That’s how you avoid straying 
into the uncanny valley.

Figure 3-1:  Research suggests a female Virtual Agent with dark hair is a 
good choice.
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Finding a Personality That Fits
So, with regard to appearance, the more realistic‐looking 
the better. What about personality? Should your Virtual 
Agent have the personality of a live human, too? Should it be 
charming? Should it pass the Turing Test? Not necessarily. 
Remember the example of the teen Chatbot that quickly got 
out of hand as she learned a bit too much from her users. But 
that’s not the only issue.

It is true that Virtual Agents are designed to mimic humans in 
their ability to learn, as well as their knack for understanding 
user intent. They’re set up to do things that would otherwise 
require human intelligence, including natural language pro-
cessing and decision‐making.

Figure 3-2:  Bad versus good Virtual Agent appearance.
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But there’s a difference between these human‐like intellectual 
capabilities and human personality. It’s best not to have your 
Virtual Agent pose as a real human. Automation and artificial 
intelligence can be great customer‐service tools, but remem-
ber that their ultimate objective is just that, customer service.

A recent study by myclever bears this out. The study found 
that the “personality” of a Virtual Agent barely registers with 
consumers. What they’re most interested in is the quality 
of the customer experience, and whether or not the Virtual 
Agent made it better. Your Agent’s artificial intelligence needs 
to be smart and effective first, witty and personable second.



These materials are © 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Any dissemination, distribution, or unauthorized use is strictly prohibited.

Care and Feeding 
of Virtual Agents

In This Chapter
▶▶ Building the knowledge‐base

▶▶ Creating a personality and interface

▶▶ Setting goals for the Agent

▶▶ Starting the dialog

▶▶ Tapping into other applications

▶▶ Connecting with other customer‐service channels

Y 
ou’re not going to find a competent Virtual Agent inside 
a box of off‐the‐shelf software. Needless to say, there’s 

a lot of effort that goes into bringing a Virtual Agent to life 
and getting it in the loop and in contact with customers. 
Fortunately, you can easily tap into the expert assistance of 
people who’ve been doing this kind of thing for a while.

This chapter explores some of the steps involved in getting 
up and running, and keeping the operation on‐track. It starts 
with the knowledge‐base that provides the truth, and contin-
ues through the process of crafting the right personality and 
interface, setting goals, connecting with other applications, 
and fitting in with the overall omni‐channel customer‐service 
strategy.

Chapter 4
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Building and Freshening the 
Knowledge‐Base

You can create the most compelling Virtual Agent possible, 
with an easy‐to‐use interface and inviting appearance, but if it 
doesn’t have access to great information, it’s not going to get 
the job done. The knowledge‐base is at the heart of the Virtual 
Agent’s intellect — not its source of artificial intelligence (AI), 
but its storehouse of factual information that the customer 
needs. As shown in Figure 4‐1, the knowledge‐base is packed 
with all kinds of useful information to match the customer’s 
needs and situation.

In fact, one central knowledge‐base is the nerve center of your 
entire omni‐channel customer‐service operation. It must be 
complete, accurate, well organized, and always up to date. It’s 
a single source of truth that ensures consistency of informa-
tion across all channels.

Figure 4-1:  Tapping into the knowledge‐base.
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Once the knowledge‐base is created, all customer‐service 
channels must be plugged into it. That means those in the 
contact center who answer the phone, those who handle live 
chat and email queries, even those working in a retail set-
ting. And, of course, that same knowledge‐base is deployed 
via Virtual Agents. Note that the standard knowledge‐base 
must be specially trained in order to function well as part of a 
Virtual Agent deployment.

A good Virtual Agent doesn’t work alone — it should be able 
to integrate through API web‐hooks with other data sources,  
if required.

Crafting the Personality
When you think about it, what you’re creating not only mimics 
the human brain in the way it interacts with others, it’s orga-
nized kind of like the human brain. Different functions happen 
separately from one another.

For example, long‐term storage of information happens in one 
place — in your brain, that would be in the temporal lobes, 
more or less above your ears, and in the Virtual Agent that 
would be in the knowledge‐base. The personality function 
happens elsewhere. In your brain, it’s in the frontal lobes. In 
the Virtual Agent, the layer of conversational intelligence that 
gives the Agent personality should be kept intentionally sepa-
rate from the knowledge‐base for two reasons:

 ✓ You don’t want the analytics which your Virtual Agent 
will record to include useless chatter — you just want to 
see how it performs against key goals and what the most 
popular questions are.

 ✓ You will most likely wish to use your knowledge‐base 
elsewhere in your online customer‐service platform, 
where it will not be delivered through a conversational 
interface with a personality!

Think of the personality as a conversational layer which aug-
ments your Virtual Agent but doesn’t get in the way of the 
core customer-service functions.
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Designing an Appealing 
Interface

As explained in Chapter 3, a Virtual Agent will typically look 
like a human being. In fact, its online appearance will often be 
based on a photograph of an actual person.

These days, a live‐chat style of dialog works well with most 
audiences, as the typical online visitor has already had a fair 
amount of experience with the format. It automatically cues 
the user into expecting interaction in the form of a dialog, as 
shown in Figure 4‐2.

There’s no need for guesswork in this area. Consult with 
an expert in creating Virtual Agents, such as Synthetix, for 
guidance regarding the choice of visualization as well as the 
design of the user interface.

Figure 4-2:  Interacting in a chat format.
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Setting the Agent’s Goals
Humans tend to be a whole lot more successful if they’re inten-
tional about their goals. Virtual Agents are goal‐driven, too, 
and can be a friendly and engaging guide for users, perform-
ing tasks such as qualifying them to better meet their needs, 
answering their questions, assisting them with filling out forms, 
interacting with your organization’s CRM to create cases, leads 
or prospects — even leading a customer through a sale!

Virtual Agents developed by Synthetix are designed to pursue a 
series of goals, which involve promoting and pushing to com-
plete interactive dialogs. The Virtual Agents can also remember 
goals from one session with a customer to the next, just like a 
real customer‐service agent!

Starting the Dialog
It’s worth mentioning once again that Virtual Agents are one 
piece of a bigger picture, the omni‐channel customer‐service 
operation. Your Virtual Agent is designed to enter into a 
dialog with customers, but in many cases that’s just the begin-
ning of the conversation.

The Virtual Agent may find it necessary to hand off the dialog 
to a live agent. Beyond that, the Virtual Agent can collect 
information from the customer that can be posted back to the 
organization or used in a customer relationship management 
(CRM) system such as Salesforce or Microsoft Dynamics to 
help facilitate further connections down the road.

Keeping an Eye on the Agent
Once the Virtual Agent has gone live, the knowledge-base 
needs to be tuned and tailored. You need to ensure that the 
Virtual Agent keeps the right tone of voice, and that it can 
select one good answer from your knowledge-base and have a 
high degree of confidence that it is the correct answer, not just 
the first result.

A standard knowledge‐base will not get much use from cus-
tomers if it is out of date. That’s just frustrating. This is true 
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for a Virtual Agent, too, so just as you continually train and 
communicate with your contact center agents, keep on top of 
your Virtual Agent’s training by appointing one key person to 
be responsible for the goals and knowledge content, and liais-
ing with your chosen vendor.

Tapping into Other Applications
There are a lot of reasons a Virtual Agent is a much more 
advanced choice than, say, a set of online FAQs. Natural con-
versation is just one of them. A big selling point is the ability 
to connect with other applications that can help to provide a 
more personalized and powerful experience for the user.

A Virtual Agent may include seamless application program 
interface (API) integrations that give it access to third‐party 
data services or back‐office systems. You can also achieve 
text‐to‐speech integration to give your Virtual Agent a voice. 
Keep in mind, though, that while speech technology is much 
better than it used to be, it is still in its infancy and often 
won’t capture the nuance and cadence of real‐world dialogue.

Also, the voice options are very unlikely to fit the visualization 
of your Virtual Agent, especially if you are using a real person 
as your virtual representative online. Only use voice integra-
tion for reasons of accessibility, or if you are building a Virtual 
Agent without a human‐like visualization. For example, Siri, 
Cortana, and Alexa are all disembodied, so there’s no visual 
discontinuity between the way they look and the way they 
sound.

Connecting with all the Channels
Not only is the Virtual Agent one piece of the omni‐channel 
strategy, it can also make the other pieces all the more power-
ful. It’s not just sitting alongside the many channels, but often 
working from within. The Virtual Agent’s capabilities can be 
used via such channels as Facebook Messenger, SMS, and 
mobile apps, maximizing your investment and ensuring that 
you can use the technology to service customers via the chan-
nel of their choice, not yours. That’s all good for the customer 
experience.
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The Right Technology
In This Chapter

▶▶ Maintaining adequate security

▶▶ Integrating data and knowledge

▶▶ Understanding the complexity

▶▶ Choosing a vendor

V 
irtual Agents are, of course, children of technology. They 
live in an artificial world of silicon and circuits, and 

they reach into the realm of humanity through technological 
 interfaces such as computer screens, mobile devices, or old‐ 
fashioned telephones.

This chapter explores the role of technology in the deploy-
ment of Virtual Agents, including the need for high security, 
the ability to tap into outside data, the integration of knowl-
edge, and the complexity of making it all happen. It also spells 
out how to find the right vendor to harness the technology.

Keeping it Secure
You read about it practically every day — some business has 
had its systems infiltrated and its data compromised. It’s a 
major financial risk as well as a threat to your organization’s 
good reputation. That’s probably not news to you.

The fact is, practically every access point provides an oppor-
tunity for unwelcome access. Even point‐of‐sale systems 
in hospital cafeterias have opened the door to breaches of 
patient information.

Chapter 5
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That’s why your Virtual Agent needs to be armed with the 
latest security technology. It’s important no matter what 
industry you’re in, and especially critical if you work in a 
highly regulated industry, such as Healthcare or Banking. 
Consider storing any personal information via your CRM 
system and using the Virtual Agent as a conduit to collect this 
information.

Of course, any Virtual Agent interaction that involves the 
sharing of sensitive information should be protected by end‐
to‐end encryption. Depending on the kind of information it 
will be sharing or business it will be transacting, it quite pos-
sibly will need authentication capabilities — that is, the ability 
to positively ensure that users are who they say they are. This 
may include the verification of user credentials.

Beyond the risk‐management implications, maintaining the 
highest levels of data security and confidentiality is vital for 
ensuring high comfort levels among customers. Depending on 
your business and the job description you’ve written for your 
Agent, you may find that the Agent asks for some pretty sensi-
tive information, such as a password to process a transaction. 
The consequences of any mishandling of that information are 
high, and if your customer doesn’t trust the Agent’s security 
or confidentiality, you’re not likely to transact any business.

Exploring Outside Data
Just about everyone has had an important conversation that 
has inspired a lot of second‐guessing — whether it went okay 
or not so well, you come away thinking, “If only I had more 
information, I could have responded more effectively.” What 
if you could plug your brain into a bunch of different data 
sources, and then instantly tap into them when some addi-
tional information could help move the conversation in a  
fruitful direction?

A Virtual Agent can do that. The sky’s the limit when it comes 
to the kinds of information it can use to inform its dialog 
with the customer. There is, of course, the knowledge‐base of 
vital information about products and services, packed with 
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questions and answers and troubleshooting solutions. But 
that’s just the beginning.

Your Virtual Agent personalizes the conversation by checking 
out the user in your customer relationship management (CRM) 
system. Instantly, the Virtual Agent knows where the customer 
is, what industry he or she is in, what the customer’s prefer-
ences are, and how much money the customer has spent 
with your organization. That helps the Agent understand the 
customer’s intent, crafting the most pertinent questions and 
engaging in the most natural conversation possible.

Integrating Knowledge
Outside data sources are just one way the Virtual Agent can 
gather knowledge and integrate it into its behavior. It can be 
set up to recognize the customer’s current physical location 
and the type of device on the other end of the conversation.  
It can take into account what web page the customer was 
 visiting when the interaction was started. It knows whether 
the customer requested a Virtual Agent dialog, or whether he 
or she was invited into the conversation.

The Virtual Agent assimilates all of those data signals and bits 
of disparate information, blends them with the input received 
directly from the customer through its natural language recog-
nition capabilities, mixes in insights residing in the knowledge‐ 
base, and turns it into the knowledge required to engage in a 
useful dialog.

The whole point of all this knowledge is to steer the customer 
in the right direction, answer the question, solve the problem, 
and complete the transaction — whatever the customer’s 
intent was. A key piece of its knowledge is the ability to intuit 
whether success has been achieved. If so, the Virtual Agent 
can check to see whether the customer has any other require-
ment. If not, the Agent can hand off the dialog to a live agent 
for further assistance, as in Figure 5‐1.
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Remembering it’s Not 
Plug and Play

As mentioned in Chapter 4, Virtual Agents require more than 
just out‐of‐the‐box technology. The magic that makes them 
work is not a plug‐and‐play solution. And why should it be? 
Just as every live human has traits and personalities that are 
just right for that person, your organization’s Virtual Agent 
needs to reflect the personality and aims of the organization, 
and be outfitted with exactly the right characteristics and 
skills.

Standing in the way of a plug‐and‐play solution are all of the 
countless combinations of colloquialisms, questions, and 
meanings that are there in everyday language — complications 
we don’t even notice when we speak and listen, but that can 
really trip up a machine’s understanding. Artificial intelligence 
technology moves forward all the time, but still is far from 
being able to understand all of the various ways a customer 
might ask a question.

Figure 5-1:  Live human chat is just a click away, if needed.
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Of course, new bot platforms are announced almost every 
week, providing numerous ways to begin experimenting with 
simple Chatbots. But as mentioned in Chapter 1, a Chatbot 
and a Virtual Agent are not quite the same thing. Sure, a 
Virtual Agent can chat, but it’s a combination of business 
process modelling, serious methodological know‐how, and 
best‐practice.

You can say this isn’t rocket science and be technically 
correct. But you could also say, “Don’t try this at home.” 
Deploying a Virtual Agent is something that must be done 
well or it’s liable to create as many headaches as it prevents. 
Reading this book is a good start, but the next step should be 
to make contact with professionals. That’s because Virtual 
Agents raise customer expectations and if you get them 
wrong, you risk frustrating or even alienating your audience.

Picking a Vendor
The question is, whom should you call? What factors should 
you consider when choosing a vendor to enable your deploy-
ment of Virtual Agent technology? Here are some things to 
consider:

 ✓ What is the company’s experience level in the realm of 
Virtual Agents? Is it new to the sector, or does it have 
a history of developing Virtual Agents with the right 
appearance, the best interface, and the ideal level of 
artificial intelligence?

 ✓ Is the vendor’s platform integrated, or is it pulling 
together a loose collection of components? How do 
the products integrate? Does the vendor own all of the 
products or is the vendor just re‐licensing third‐party 
technology?

 ✓ Does the vendor have significant operations in your 
country? Where will your data be housed? If it’s not in 
your country, will that pose any compliance issues?

 ✓ Will the vendor help you develop the Virtual Agent’s 
appearance and persona?
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 ✓ What is the vendor’s commercial model? Are you going 
to be charged a fee per session, or is there a fixed cost? 
Will peaks in usage — whether predicted or surprising — 
impact your costs?

 ✓ Who owns the data, you or the vendor? If you decide to 
change vendors, can you take the data with you?

 ✓ What experience does the vendor have in integrating 
Virtual Agents into a multi‐channel customer‐service 
strategy? What other channels can you tap into with 
this vendor, such as web self‐service, social self‐service, 
mobile self‐service, live chat, email and form manage-
ment, and contact center knowledge management? Can 
your services scale up as needed?
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The Agent’s Crystal Ball
In This Chapter

▶▶ Authenticating customers

▶▶ Tapping into the power of personalization

▶▶ Breaking down channel barriers

▶▶ Using analytics effectively

▶▶ Enhancing the role of artificial intelligence

T 
he world of Virtual Agents is, like everything else in tech-
nology, rapidly evolving. Virtual Agents are becoming 

increasingly powerful, able to conduct more business inde-
pendently and resolve more customer issues without the need 
for live assistance.

This chapter explores some of the ways the use of Virtual 
Agents continues to evolve and change. Better security mea-
sures are always in the offing, personalization offers addi-
tional opportunities, analytics will be able to offer valuable 
insights, and channels will become increasingly integrated as 
time marches on.

Authenticating the Customers
Just as security is an ever‐increasing concern for any kind of 
electronic communication or transaction, the solutions to the 
problem continue to evolve. The technologies for authenticat-
ing customers are growing more and more sophisticated. The 
methods used for authentication are similar for Virtual Agents 
to those used in all mobile and web technologies.

Chapter 6
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Username and password are, of course, the old standbys. But 
the future holds a number of other possibilities for customer 
verification. For example, biometric scanning authenticates 
customers using fingerprint scans or retinal scans. Another 
up‐and‐coming concept is the self‐destructing message. That’s 
when a message with sensitive information is transmitted, and 
then (with some warning) the system automatically destroys 
that message after a set period of time.

Getting Even More Personal
Personalization is one of the keys to making a Virtual Agent 
experience appealing to customers. You, as a customer, feel 
like the Agent knows you and has a good idea of what you’re 
trying to accomplish. This can often be achieved by using a 
cookie to store a unique identifier which will be used to iden-
tify every interaction your customer makes with the Virtual 
Agent — potentially over multiple channels.

But that’s just the beginning of the power of personalization. 
The Virtual Agent is increasingly adept at learning just how 
valuable that customer is to the organization, making deci-
sions based upon that determination, and collecting even 
more data to increase the value.

More capabilities arrive as more internal data is integrated 
into the Virtual Agent’s pool of integrated resources, such as 
customer relationship management (CRM). That power mul-
tiplies as the Virtual Agent gathers more customer‐generated 
data, which can then filter back to better serve the rest of the 
organization.

Also driving greater personalization is each customer’s usage 
history. Because the Virtual Agent can remember what hap-
pened the last time it interacted with the customer, it is better 
equipped to ascertain what the customer will need the next 
time. Customers are impressed when they encounter that 
kind of institutional memory, and conversely, they’re frus-
trated if they make repeat contacts (either to Virtual Agents 
or live agents) and find that each encounter is like a brand 
new relationship.
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Personalization enhancements are also possible when the 
Virtual Agent can factor in the user’s browsing history before 
launching the interaction. If your organization is in Financial 
Services, for example, your Virtual Agent will be that much 
more effective if it knows that the customer was looking into 
automotive loan options before engaging in virtual conversa-
tion. That customer’s needs from the Virtual Agent interaction 
are likely to be different from the needs of a customer who 
had been on your website exploring Investment‐Management 
Services.

Breaking Down Channel Barriers
The number of potential customer‐service channels seems 
to multiply like rabbits. Decades ago, it was pretty much lim-
ited to in‐person assistance, connections via the telephone, 
and correspondence through mail. When customer use of 
the Internet exploded, that added not just one channel but 
many — web self‐service through FAQs, email, live chat, and 
Virtual Agent interaction, to name a few.

Add in mobile devices, and there are infinitely more ways to 
move from channel to channel, and those channels are now 
accessible from virtually anywhere. In fact, customers can 
access alternative channels even from inside your own retail 
locations, where they can decide to find a sales person or 
perhaps just scan a product barcode and interact with some 
other channel.

Then, when you add in social media, the channel possibilities 
grow exponentially yet again. Just a few examples include 
Facebook Messenger, Twitter, SMS, perhaps even Slack, Alexa, 
and Siri. All of these are additional avenues for connecting 
directly with customers in new and powerful ways.

It goes without saying that this is all quite complicated, more 
so all the time. The challenge, and opportunity, comes from 
breaking down the barriers between all these channels to 
ensure that they are communicating and working collabora-
tively and seamlessly, not in silos.
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They all need access to the same source of knowledge, for 
example. And they need the ability to share insights that 
they’ve learned about a customer with the other channels, 
so that if the customer connects with a different channel, he 
or she is not treated like a stranger. All channels also need 
to complement one another in the way that they represent 
your brand — it all must be cohesive and connected in order 
to provide the optimal “omni‐channel” customer experience. 
That’s the challenge, and the promise, that the future holds.

Using Analytics Effectively
It’s remarkable what you can learn by studying the questions 
that people ask. Google, for example, put forth the idea that 
one could track the spread of influenza by monitoring the mil-
lions of flu‐related Google searches, paying close attention 
to where the searchers resided. Its model worked quite well 
for a time, though it became increasingly ineffective when it 
was unable to adapt to changes in people’s search behavior. 
Google eventually pulled the plug on the experiment, but 
other researchers have since worked to tweak the concept, 
and they have high hopes for the power of this kind of use of 
big data.

You, too, can learn a lot by studying the queries and activities 
of your Virtual Agents and their customers. For one thing, you 
can gain early warning signs of an issue with a product if you 
monitor trends day by day.

As mentioned elsewhere in this book, a key difference between 
a Virtual Agent and a more passive technology such as self‐
service FAQ search is that the Virtual Agent should be focused 
on achieving the goals you have defined for it. Well, if that is 
the key reason for building your Virtual Agent, then it’s also 
key to reporting on your Virtual Agent.

Your analytics should be able to clearly report on how many 
goals your Virtual Agent has achieved across all of its conver-
sations with your customers. You may even be able to calcu-
late a return on investment (ROI) this way. Let’s say you have 
a goal to make customers aware of a special offer as part of 
their conversation, and you see redemption of a voucher code 
offered by the Virtual Agent. That’s all helping toward proving 
ROI — and your analytics will tell you how many times cus-
tomers were offered that voucher code.
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You can also follow shifts in customer moods and prefer-
ences if you monitor longer‐term trends in your Virtual Agent 
activity. Your analytics may even guide you toward ways to 
improve your products or services, or spotlight the grow-
ing need for a service that you don’t offer. In that way, your 
Virtual Agents are serving not only customers, but also your 
marketing and product‐development departments.

Effective use of analytics also can help the Virtual Agents 
themselves perform better. This becomes possible when you 
track not just what people are asking the Agents, but also 
monitor instances in which the Agents are unable to answer 
a question effectively (or perhaps they’re not even able to 
understand the question correctly).

Analyze those interactions and you can train your Virtual 
Agents to do better next time — either by helping them under-
stand the question, or by providing them with answers they 
didn’t have before. That, in turn, can help them better discern 
customer intent, and make the next step in the interaction 
more accurate.

Making Smart Use of 
Artificial Intelligence

As mentioned elsewhere in this book, artificial intelligence 
is both powerful and a potential pitfall. When building your 
Virtual Agent, you need the right balance of smarts that 
enhances the customer experience. But that balance will, no 
doubt, shift as artificial intelligence continues to advance. 
Capabilities that would be risky to adopt today may become 
commonplace tomorrow.

The general levels of artificial intelligence are spelled out in 
Chapter 1, and as noted there, science has not really pro-
gressed past what’s known as ANI, or artificial narrow intel-
ligence. Computers can do pretty amazing things through 
natural language recognition, machine learning, and sophis-
ticated algorithms that translate into computational intel-
ligence. But that’s still far from human capabilities. Even 
IBM’s remarkable Watson, which seems superhuman in some 
respects, gets its power from its vast data resources and the 
algorithms it uses to understand what it needs to find.
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That said, there are still many ways to expand the smart use 
of machine learning in the deployment of Virtual Agents. 
Learning through the feedback they get, both from customers 
and from people inside the organization, is a great example.

Machine learning will push the envelope further as more and 
more interactions take place through Virtual Agents. This 
concept relies on large amounts of data that, when processed 
and analyzed, can expand artificial intelligence. As more data 
is amassed, machine learning accelerates, which means that 
as Virtual Agents become more ubiquitous and are used more 
often, their ability to add to their artificial intelligence grows.

Think of machine learning as a way of quickly assimilating 
lots of information from unstructured sources that can be 
used as one source of information in your Virtual Agents. 
Don’t gloss over the pitfalls of this approach — answers 
derived through machine learning will need to be vetted for 
accuracy, especially in a regulated industry such as Financial 
Services or Medicine. As yet, machines’ learning approaches 
don’t consider tone of voice, either, so if you are building a 
whole persona to suit your brand, these artificial intelligence 
 techniques are unlikely to save you much time.
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Ten Key Points About 
Virtual Agents

In This Chapter
▶▶ Setting the parameters

▶▶ Seeing the big picture

▶▶ Getting the right look, intelligence, and personality

▶▶ Asking for assistance

I 
t’s the book’s final chapter. What better time than now to 
run through some of the most important things to know 

about deploying a Virtual Agent?

Figure Out the Job First
It makes no sense to get the ball rolling until you have a good 
idea what you intend to have your Virtual Agent do, and how 
it will fit into your existing customer‐service structure. First, 
spend some time defining the “job” that the Virtual Agent will 
fill. Does it include technical support? Answering prospective 
customers’ questions about products? Helping customers 
with account issues? Initiating transactions?

With the job mapped out, you’ll be better equipped to figure 
out the Virtual Agent’s functional requirements. You’ll know, 
for example, what internal or external data sources will need 
to be connected, and you’ll have a better idea about the level 
of artificial intelligence it’ll require (if any. . .).

Chapter 7
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Fit Into Omni‐Channel Strategy
Lots of people are totally into getting their service needs met 
without ever speaking with a human being, and your Virtual 
Agent may be perfect for some of them. Others would rather 
just send an email and wait for a reply. Some are fine with 
using web self‐service. Still others are only satisfied by speak-
ing with a live person, or engaging in a live chat.

Also, when it comes to social media, there are lots of choices, 
and customers hop around from one to another all the time. 
You need to satisfy customers’ preferences, and do so in a 
tightly coordinated and connected way. Choosing the chan-
nels most suited to your customers’ needs, and doing it well, 
will ensure more satisfying customer experiences. You’re not 
investing in multiple channels just for the sake of it.

If it’s part of your omni‐channel strategy, a Virtual Agent 
is not an orphaned piece of marketing — it’s a high‐profile 
investment in online customer service which, done well, will 
increase engagement and satisfaction with your customers. 
Consider how the Virtual Agent will improve each customer’s 
experience and where it fits as part of your overall online 
 customer‐service plan.

Real People Are Not Obsolete
Another key part of your omni‐channel strategy is your con-
tact center that’s staffed by real, live human beings. There will 
always be a reason for some customers to escalate from an 
automated channel to live agent assistance, whether by tele-
phone, email, live chat, callback, or social media. The Virtual 
Agent should not block such escalations, but enable them 
where necessary.

Beyond the fact that some customers just want to talk to 
a person, there are customer requests that the Virtual 
Agent can’t understand. Depending on the complexity of a 
customer’s request, self‐service might not be able to offer 
a quick resolution. In such situations, a live agent is still 
the best way to go. Your Virtual Agent must be trained 
to recognize when it’s time to hand the conversation to a 
human and make that experience as seamless as possible.
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Forget About Turing
Virtual Agents really are not trying to pass the Turing Test. 
Their human‐like qualities are there, first and foremost, 
because it makes them feel comfortable and intuitive to 
customers.

It’s exciting to imagine the possibilities of artificial intel-
ligence, but Virtual Agents aren’t there to impress people; 
they’re there to serve customers well and get a job done. 
Pretending to be human is a distraction from that top priority. 
Judge your Virtual Agent by what it achieves for your organi-
zation, not how convincing it is when chatting!

The Right Look is Important
Pretty much everything a Virtual Agent does could be accom-
plished with a plain, text‐only interface. But research shows 
it just would not work as well. Though the aim is not to fool 
people into thinking they’re conversing with a live human, 
when they’re engaged in natural conversation, it turns out 
that having a face to look at helps users feel at ease.

And in this case, the more realistic, the better. You might 
think a computer‐generated face to go along with a computer‐
generated conversation makes perfect sense, but it turns 
out that just creeps people out. If it looks sort of real but not 
completely real, users get uncomfortable. Better to use a real 
image of a real person.

It’s Way More than FAQs
You may have already developed a strong system of frequently 
asked questions (FAQs). That’s a good building block for the 
knowledge‐base that will feed the brain of your Virtual Agent. 
But standard FAQs will only get you so far.

It takes more time to develop a Virtual Agent than it does 
a standard FAQ system, and maintaining it requires a little 
extra care, too. That’s because it needs to not only have the 
answers, but properly understand the questions too. It needs 
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to be optimized in a way that allows its natural language algo-
rithms to comprehend what’s being asked, so that the ques-
tion can be accurately mapped to the correct answer.

Security is Essential
The best, most satisfying Virtual Agent experience can go 
completely down the drain if the customer’s personal data 
ends up being compromised. Nothing like a hack to spoil an 
otherwise great time.

That’s why it’s vital that your Virtual Agent (and all of your 
other systems) follow the latest, strictest security protocols.

Reach Out for Data
Your Agent’s intelligence and personality are vital traits, 
but it also needs strong connections to pertinent data. That 
includes a knowledge‐base with often‐sought information, but 
you also may branch out to data from other sources.

Through application program interface connections, your 
Virtual Agent should be able to access customer relationship 
management (CRM) systems and other data sources that can 
help it conduct meaningful conversations and transact real 
business.

The Personal Touch
What makes a Virtual Agent experience extra‐special is the feel-
ing that the Agent really knows you, the customer. That CRM 
connection can be a great addition to the toolkit, because now 
the Agent knows just who you are and what kind of customer 
you have been.

Personalization also means remembering that last conversa-
tion, what the goals were, how it was resolved, and what kind 
of business you typically drop by to conduct.
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Get Good Help
Yes, there are do‐it‐yourself Virtual Agents, but many of the 
best features you’ve read about in this book might not be 
present in them, or not nearly as robust. It may take longer for 
you to deploy one of these systems, and integrating them with 
other applications can be a real pain without some custom 
development. The likelihood of something going wrong is 
higher if you go without a full‐service vendor.

So it’s better to seek out assistance from someone who knows 
this business backwards and forwards. You may think it costs 
more money, but you may end up losing out by going down 
the DIY route because of that longer development time and 
the inevitable custom development.
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